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Introduction

It was the late 1980s when, as a young scientist, I embarked on an exciting adventure. My mission was to study the behaviour of domestic cats, starting with how those living in neutered groups interact with one another, and how cats communicate with people. More than thirty years and countless cats later, I am still on that adventure.

It turns out that studying cat behaviour involves a delicate and sometimes challenging balance between rigorous science and unbridled delight at your subjects. In his 1911 book, Animal Intelligence, Edward Thorndike, one of the earliest pioneers of experimental psychology, referred rather disparagingly to ‘the well-nigh universal tendencies in human nature to find the marvelous wherever it can’. He felt that this habit inevitably led to somewhat biased judgements in both choosing what to study and interpreting the results. In other words, a serious animal behaviour scientist should be as objective as possible, avoiding at all costs the temptation to sing the praises of their subjects.

At the beginning of my doctoral degree, as I set about my research, I was desperately keen to discover new facts about cats. With Thorndike’s words echoing in my mind, however, I knew my studies had to be carefully planned and analysed to make their mark as ‘proper’ science. I duly gathered my data, made my deductions, and gained my doctorate in a sensible, scientific manner. And yet, from my very first day and the very first cats, I found myself marvelling over and over at these enigmatic creatures – at their adaptability, ingenuity and resilience.

This book looks at how domestic cats, descended from solitary North African wildcats, have managed to set up home with devoted owners all over the world. In the USA alone,1 over forty-five million households are now home to at least one cat. How did they do it? How did those wildcats of old creep into our homes and our hearts and convince us that we should keep them warm, fed and pampered? Quite simply, they learned to talk to us. They also learned to talk to each other, a fact rarely acknowledged when cats are compared with dogs in the endless competition to be our best friend. Dogs are descended from wolves, a social species from which they inherited a finely honed repertoire of interactive behaviour patterns – a comprehensive manual of how to speak to others. Cats, on the other hand, inherited very few social skills from their poker-faced wildcat ancestors, who rarely came face-to-face with one another. They have had a far greater social journey to make than our humble hounds.

Dipping into my own and other scientists’ discoveries, we will learn how cats supplemented their original scent-based language with new signals and sounds designed for life alongside humans and other cats. Despite this monumental effort on their part to communicate more effectively, how much do we really understand of their language and vice versa? How do cats perceive us? Do they think of us as their ‘owners’, or more like large two-legged cats with a poor sense of smell? The Hidden Language of Cats explores the science that answers these and many more questions – and features some of the marvellous cats that have helped along the way.

The Marvellous Cats

My battered old student car sputtered its way around the bend and up the last stretch of hill. As it reached the brow, a huge, imposing building crept gradually into sight: a sprawling redbrick Victorian hospital in the middle of nowhere, like something from a gothic novel. I tentatively drove in and surveyed the scene. The hospital had opened to patients in 1852, with the somewhat dubious title of ‘county lunatic asylum’. By the time I paid my first visit, over 130 years later, it was still very much a working institution, although now more appropriately described as a psychiatric hospital. I was more interested in the activity outside its doors though – I had come in search of cats to watch.

It was with some relief that I saw the wonderfully welcoming and helpful head porter, John, who gave me a guided tour of the grounds. He explained how the hospital’s infamous cat population was a mixture of completely unapproachable feral individuals and a bunch of more friendly cats that would come up and say hello to you. This mixed population was a result of the hospital being, for many years and by virtue of its remoteness, a notorious local dumping ground for unwanted pet cats. The original collection of dumpees had reproduced among themselves, and in the absence of regular human contact, the subsequent generations of kittens became progressively more feral and reserved. Meanwhile, there were constant new recruits to the population, courtesy of dissatisfied owners arriving in cars under cover of darkness and depositing their poor, unsuspecting pet cats. These newbies were usually the friendly ones, fresh out of human homes and still up for a chat with passing people.

John wasn’t sure exactly how many years cats had been there, but there are records as far back as the 1960s of the nurses feeding them on their breaks between shifts. Regular attempts were made to neuter the cats, but with the constant influx of new arrivals, it was a never-ending battle.

We saw a lot of cats that day. As John had predicted, some were well fed, content, and obviously used to people, and they would approach us as we passed through the areas in which they lay sunning themselves. Others you could be forgiven for completely missing; a quick darting movement out of the corner of your eye and they were gone.

The grounds of the hospital were vast, and due to the design of the buildings, the various wings branched out in different directions, forming natural courtyards. This allowed groups of cats to separate themselves from one another, creating smaller subpopulations. The buildings had an extensive system of basements, through which ran large heated pipes – a kind of old-fashioned underfloor heating system. Ventilation shafts ran from these warm basements to openings in the brick walls of the courtyards – these were premium resting spots for cats. As we walked, I could make out raggedy furry faces peering out of each opening, along with more cats dotted around the courtyards, hoping for a turn. For some time, I had been searching for a small stable group of feral cats to watch for my studies of cat-to-cat interactions. This large hospital population contained a number of such groups, and as I drove away that day, I decided this was the ideal place to begin my research.
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Faced with a seemingly endless sea of cats, my early days looking for the right subgroup to study were daunting, to say the least. I began making patrols of the grounds and recording, on printed cat outlines, the details of all the cats I saw. I would annotate the blank images with cats’ markings, including views from the left side, right side, and face-on, so I had a sort of feline mug shot for each individual. After a few weeks, I began to get a handle on the population – which cats hung out where, which ones roamed, and which ones tended to stay in the same places. I made notes on them too – looking back at these makes for some interesting reading. While my ‘Boiler room cat’ entry reads ‘black and white, red collar, friendly’, the ‘Electrician’s cat’ is described as ‘black, large with a white collar, HATES WOMEN’. I seem to have only one recorded observation of the electrician’s apparently misogynistic cat.

As a pattern emerged of the distribution of cats around the hospital, one particular group that frequented a small courtyard caught my attention. Food was provided in this courtyard around the same time each day – leftovers from the wards were put outside for the eagerly waiting cats to eat. This regular provision of food and the availability of plenty of resting places meant that the cats stayed around this one specific courtyard, creating what appeared to be a relatively stable group. Of the five core members of the group, one, whom I named Frank, would regularly leave the yard to explore farther afield, always returning to eat with the other four. I found I could rely on them being in this location each day, which, along with the ease of observing them there from a discreet distance, meant they were an ideal group on which to base my more detailed observations of cat social interactions. So Betty, Tabitha, Nell, Toby and Frank became my first study group – a group you’ll get to know more throughout the upcoming chapters.

Alongside my studies of the hospital cats, I began to look for a second feral colony to watch. I was working at that time as a research assistant at the Anthrozoology Institute based at the University of Southampton, England. One day we received a call about a group of cats living beneath the buildings of a local school. The headmaster and school governors wanted to be rid of them, and so a rescue mission was organised in conjunction with a local animal shelter that was well practised at trapping such unapproachable feral cats. We arrived one evening in various cars piled high with humane cat traps and cans of tuna. A couple of hours later we left, traps baited and primed, to wait and see if any of the cats would get hungry enough overnight to venture into them. The next few days revealed much about the personalities of the individual colony members. Some had been easy to tempt into the traps and resisted little when carted off to the rescue shelter and vet to be treated for worms and fleas, vaccinated, neutered and, of course, fed and watered. Others were more of a challenge and took a little more persuading. And then there was Big Ginger, as he became known. That large, battered ginger face peered from inaccessible nooks and crannies for many days before he could resist temptation no longer and succumbed to the lure of sardines one dark night. Eventually we had them all.
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Although they would probably have protested otherwise, Ginger and his gang were lucky as feral cats go. Some of the females were pregnant and so gave birth to and raised their kittens in the safe and warm environment of the rescue centre. All the kittens found homes – they were still young enough to socialise with people. The adult cats, however, were too set in their ways to begin a life with humans. We found them a new outdoor home on an old farm that was being used as a tree nursery. Here we were permitted to set up a shed as a base and were allowed daily access to feed and observe the cats. My colleagues helped with the feeding on the days I couldn’t make it, but whenever I could, I pitched up and watched the colony for a few hours, doling out cans of food just before I left. I gave the cats names: Sid, Blackcap, Smudge, Penny, Daisy, Dusty, Gertie, Honey, Ghost, Becky and, of course, Big Ginger.

The hospital and farm colonies became my life for the next couple of years. Largely aloof and under-socialised, the cats mostly kept their distance from me and barely acknowledged my presence. But this was what I wanted – to watch them doing what cats do around other cats.

As Ernest Hemingway wrote, ‘One cat just leads to another.’ And sure enough, other cats appear in this book, characters I met over the years who each helped me learn a little more of what it must be like for cats living with cats, and for cats living with humans. I got to know many wonderful owners and their pet cats when working as a behaviour counsellor – they taught me so much about the different relationships people have with their cats. Mrs Jones and her lovely Cecil were one such pair, featured in chapter two. My own pet cats, companions with whom I have shared different parts of my life, also pop up from time to time – Bootsy, Smudge, Tigger, and Charlie. These are probably the cats I know best – when living under the same roof as a cat it becomes much easier to learn their language, rather like moving to a foreign country and immersing yourself in its language and culture.

Dotted here and there throughout the chapters are some of the unforgettable cats I met while working in a rescue shelter – Ginny, Mimi, Pebbles and Minnie. Plus Sheba, who I fostered in my home while she raised her kittens. My studies of the hospital and farm cats as a doctoral student had opened my eyes to the struggles of cats born in unsafe environments and unable to receive proper food and veterinary care. After working briefly with a rescue organisation when relocating the farm cats, I realised if I was to properly experience cats and their myriad lifestyles, I needed to spend more time in the rescue environment. I promised myself I would do this one day, although it was not until around thirty years later that I finally stepped over the threshold of my local cat shelter and immersed myself in that world.

Working in a cat rescue shelter was a complete revelation. The feeling of slight dread arriving in the early morning and discovering a large cardboard box abandoned on the doorstep of the shelter. Opening it to reveal inside a grumpy and battered old tomcat with tattered ears or, as springtime approached, a litter of scrawny flea-ridden kittens. These rescue cats made lasting impressions on me and reinforced my wonder and admiration for this most resilient of species and its ability to morph from street-living stray to affectionate lap cat in the space of a week.
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We also meet, briefly, a couple of dogs, Alfie and Reggie, who have lived alongside my cats Bootsy and Smudge at different times. They provide classic examples of how both cats and dogs learn to rub along (quite literally) with one another, as well as with members of their own species and with people – yet another language for them all to learn.

The imposing hospital where I’d studied my first group of cats closed down in 1996, a few years after I had completed my doctorate. It was eventually converted into beautiful, high-ceilinged apartments. What became of all the cats remains a mystery – I like to think they found somewhere new to live and glean handouts locally. The farm cats, too, were later moved to a new farm. They were harder to watch in their new location, but my studies were largely finished by then, and they got to live out the rest of their lives well provisioned, peaceful and content. As indeed should all cats.




CHAPTER 1

Wildcats and Witches


Cat said, ‘I am not a friend, and I am not a servant. I am the Cat who walks by himself, and I wish to come into your cave.’

—Rudyard Kipling, The Cat That Walked by Himself



I stood in the corridor outside the walk-in cat pen at the rescue centre and watched through the wire mesh door. The centre manager, Ann, already inside the pen, approached the big, glaring ginger cat who was crouched against a side wall, eyes like saucers, fur fluffed to the maximum, hissing and growling in a truly terrifying manner. Undeterred, Ann wielded her syringe of vaccine and, with fearless skill and dexterity, quickly jabbed him with the needle. Big Ginger, as we later named him, launched himself. Not at Ann, but up the wall, across the ceiling, down the other side, and into a box to hide in the blink of an eye. Retracing his route with my eyes, I asked Ann, ‘Did he actually just run over the ceiling?’ She smiled. ‘The ferals often do that.’ Rookie postgrad that I was, I had to confess to her this was my first proper experience with feral cats, which are unsocialised domestic cats that have reverted to a semi-wild existence. People had laughed when I said I was going to study domestic cat behaviour for my doctorate. ‘Domestic cats? Aren’t they a bit boring? Don’t you want to go abroad and study big wildcats somewhere?’ I figured this one was probably wild enough for me.

While Big Ginger and the other cats from his colony were being looked after at the rescue centre, my colleagues and I visited the cats’ future home, a farm. We put up a shed as a base from which to feed them and, lining the shelves inside with beds, cut a cat-size hole in the door so they could use it for shelter too. A few months later, to offer them some extra cover, next to the shed we built a square wooden structure with a hinged lid containing four compartments, separated from one another internally and each with its own entrance hole. We grandly named it the ‘catterama.’

The day after the cats were released at the farm, I stood hopefully by the shed, a tin of cat food in my hand, and surveyed the land around. There was not a cat in sight. Occasionally a flash of black and white or ginger would catch my eye and then be gone. At one point I could just about make out two little eyes reflecting back at me from the darkness of the bushes nearby. Hmm, so much for a ‘study’ colony, I thought – would any of them ever venture out into the open again?

As I embarked on my studies of cats and their communication, words like tame, feral, domestic, socialised and wildcat floated through the literature in a bewildering fashion. So much to disentangle. What did they all mean? Can you tame a wildcat? What, really, is a domesticated animal? And is a feral cat still a domestic cat? Slowly, as I learned more about Big Ginger, his colony mates and their ancestors, I began to find answers to my questions. I realised that when looking at how my colony cats communicated, it was important to consider the history of cats and how they have adapted and changed. For example, the life of a wildcat is so different from that of a domestic cat, there surely had to be differences in their language too.

Domestication

Is the ‘domestic’ cat actually domesticated? It is a question that’s been asked time and time again, the cause of endless debates and raised fur among cat-loving and cat-hating communities around the world. Looking for an answer requires some consideration of the difference between a tame animal and a domesticated one and where the modern-day cat fits in.

Taming describes the process whereby an animal becomes biddable and often friendly towards the handler over the course of its lifetime. It applies to a single animal, not a population or species. Wild individuals of many species are tamed by people and have been for millennia.

Domestication, on the other hand, is a much longer process that involves genetic change in a whole population over time. Humans have been trying to domesticate animals, to adapt them to living with us under our terms, for thousands of years. While we have succeeded with some – like dogs – for other species it has proved an impossible challenge. Often the best result we can achieve is taming, and with many animals, even that option remains elusive.

The challenge is that for domestication to occur, a species needs certain qualities. The first, and most important, is approachability and the potential to be handled by humans – that is, they must possess the capacity to become tame. For tameness to develop into domestication, the general rule of thumb is that the animals must have the ability to live in social groups or herds controlled by a leader (and be accepting of humans in this role). They must also be flexible with their diet, eating whatever we have available to feed them. In particular, for domestication to progress, animals must be able to breed in captivity, again under the control of humans who select individuals that possess the most favourable traits. All in all, a big ask for many species of animal – not least the cat.

How do we tell if a species is domesticated? In 1868, Charles Darwin noted,1 with some intrigue, how domesticated mammals have certain behavioural and physical characteristics in common with one another compared with their wild ancestors. As well as the expected increase in friendliness towards people, there were odd things such as smaller brains and coat colour variations. Ninety years later, in a remote research station in Siberia, what is probably the most famous ongoing domestication study 2 in history began. Russian scientists Dmitri Belyaev, Lyudmila Trut, and their team re-created the domestication process starting with a captive population of silver foxes that had originally been reared for their luxurious fur. Although the foxes all appeared very wild, there was some natural variation in their behaviour towards people. Belyaev selected those that were least reactive to approach by humans and bred from them. He then chose the tamest offspring of these matings and bred from them and so on until, after only ten generations, he had a small population of friendly, waggy-tailed, vocal and interactive foxes. As more generations were bred, the foxes started to display physical changes, too, such as spotted coats, floppy ears and shorter, curlier tails. Amazingly, these traits appeared simply as a side effect of selection for tameness.

Domestication syndrome, as it is now described, refers to an array of both physical and physiological traits exhibited by species that have undergone domestication. The list has grown over the years as Belyaev’s fox study and others have identified additional traits, including smaller teeth, a tendency toward more juvenile facial features and behaviour, reduced stress hormone levels, and a change in the reproductive cycle.

Most domestic animals exhibit a selection of these changes but rarely all of them, their expression varying among species. With so much variability, some scientists have begun to question whether domestication ‘syndrome’ as such exists. Even Belyaev’s studies have come under deeper scrutiny3 with the discovery that the original foxes on his farm came from fur farms in Canada and may therefore have already undergone some previous selection for handleability. While the debate about an overall syndrome continues, there seems little doubt that domestication does bring about some physical as well as genetic changes in many species compared with their wild ancestors.

Interestingly, these types of changes have also been observed in contemporary populations of certain undomesticated species. With more and more species adapting to thrive near people, some are starting to exhibit traits similar to those of domesticated species. In the UK, for example, red foxes have become increasingly present in urban areas where they show reduced fear of people. Some of these urban foxes4 have been found to have shorter and wider snouts and narrower brain cases compared with rural foxes, physical changes that resemble those associated with domestication in other species.

‘Domesticated’ cats show a few physical features that distinguish them a little, but not a whole lot, from their wildcat ancestors. Their legs are a bit shorter, their brains slightly smaller, and they have longer intestines. Domesticated cats’ coats vary in colour and pattern, too, compared with the consistently striped (mackerel) tabby markings of the wildcat. Floppy ears, however, do not occur, and neither do shorter, curlier tails. That there are so few obvious physical differences between them and the wildcat has caused many to question how domesticated the cat is.

So just how qualified are cats in the domestication stakes? They certainly have the capacity to become tame. On the whole, they seem happy to eat what we feed them (apart from those who have perfected the art of fussiness) – their longer intestine compared with that of wildcats is thought to be an adaptation to feeding off human scraps. They have also adapted to living in groups, although mostly only where necessary or advantageous to them. However, the list fizzles out around there. That cats regard humans as their ‘leaders’ seems highly questionable. And perhaps because of this there is another, much bigger gap in the cat’s qualification for true domestic status. Although cats are able to reproduce in captivity, selective breeding by humans to produce those with known pedigrees is a relatively recent phenomenon, dating from around the late 1800s. The popularity of such pedigreed cats as pets has grown in recent years, yet surveys indicate that still only 4 per cent of owners in the US 5 and 8 per cent in the UK6 acquire their cats from a specialist breeder. Most domestic cats are what are known as random bred, with mixed or unknown parentage. Some are lucky enough to live as well-cared-for pets, either permanently indoors or with outdoor access, but millions of cats worldwide have no home and live very different lives, often quite independently from humans. Today many pet house cats are neutered, itself a form of breeding control by humans, albeit preventive rather than selective in nature. However, huge numbers of pet cats remain unneutered, many of them wandering freely outdoors, and these cats, along with the millions of unowned ones, form a vast reproductively intact cat population on the lookout for mates. These cats breed indiscriminately, very much not under the control of people, although often literally right on our doorsteps. Some say this widespread lack of human influence over cats’ choice of mates means that they aren’t fully domesticated. As a result, cats have been variously described as semidomesticated, partially domesticated, or commensal in their unique relationship with humankind.

Socialisation and Feralisation

However we decide to label it, the modern-day ‘domestic’ cat does possess a genetic predisposition for friendliness towards humans. It is only a predisposition, though, and cats aren’t just magically friendly to humans from the minute they’re born. Kittens must first meet humans7 at a very early age – between two and seven weeks old – in order to become tolerant of and friendly towards humans as adults.

Take this scenario. A friendly, socialised female pet cat, let’s call her Molly, falls on hard times. Molly’s owners move away and abandon her, so she resorts to a life on the street, finding food where she can. If unneutered, she may become pregnant courtesy of a wandering tomcat and give birth to kittens, tucked away wherever she can find a safe, sheltered spot. These kittens may not encounter a human in the first two months of their lives, even if Molly is still friendly towards people, because, to the best of her ability, she will hide her babies from any potential danger. If left long enough without human contact, the kittens will grow up nervous towards people and will avoid them for the rest of their lives, often hanging around human habitation to glean food but avoiding interaction. As these growing kittens then breed with other stray cats, their offspring and successive generations become increasingly wary of people.
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These are known as feral cats. They are still genetically identical to domestic cats and retain the domestic cat’s ability to live in close proximity to other cats when necessary. This is usually to exploit a local concentrated abundance of food, such as handouts from a restaurant or scraps from waste bins. Groups of feral cats often become established in an area, and if allowed to reproduce, they rapidly expand in number to form larger colonies.

It’s not just a one-way process, though. Molly’s kittens could become quite feral within a generation through missing out on socialising with people. But as domestic cats, they still retain and genetically pass on the ability to be friendly towards humans if socialised. The progeny of these potential ferals, if introduced to people early enough, could become properly socialised and live with people as happily adjusted pet cats, just like their grandmother Molly once did.

It was in just such a colony that Big Ginger started life. We have no idea how many generations of ferals had lived under the school buildings where we first met him and his colony mates, but it’s safe to say Big Ginger was well and truly suspicious of people. As were most of the other adult cats. Four of the females gave birth to litters of kittens while in the rescue centre – judging by the telltale ginger and tortoiseshell coats among them, we assumed Big Ginger was the father of at least some of them. Despite their antisocial dad, these kittens were young enough to be introduced to people and socialised at the rescue centre before finding homes. This would not have been possible for Big Ginger. He would never be able to tolerate living in such close proximity to humans, although as time went on, he gradually accepted my daily presence outdoors at the farm and would sit politely some distance away waiting for his dinner.

The Origins of the Domestic Cat

Where did it all begin? It is only really in the past twenty years that we have discovered the true origins of today’s domestic cat. Prior to that, from the many artistic portrayals of cats on ancient Egyptian tombs and temples from around three and a half thousand years ago, we simply knew that a special relationship with cats existed at that time. Images of cats sitting under people’s chairs or on their laps led to the assumption that it was the ancient Egyptians who first domesticated the cat. But which ‘cat’ did they domesticate? And did cat domestication only occur in ancient Egypt?

The first step towards finding the answers to these questions came in 2007, when a study of the DNA of the entire cat family8 – the Felidae – revealed that it was composed of eight distinct groups or lineages. These groups diverged from their common ancestor, the catlike Pseudaelurus,9 at different times, beginning with the Panthera lineage (containing, among others, lions and tigers) over ten million years ago. The very last group to branch off the family tree, around 3.4 million years ago, was a lineage containing various species of small wildcat – the Felis lineage. From genetic comparisons within the study, researchers found that the domestic cat fit within this lineage.

It seemed likely, then, that the domestic cat evolved from one or more of these species of wildcats. A groundbreaking study by Carlos Driscoll10 and colleagues pinpointed the identity of this ancestor. In a huge project comparing genetic material from some 979 domestic cats and wildcats, Driscoll and his colleagues discovered that all of today’s domestic cats are descended from the African wildcat (sometimes also referred to as the Near Eastern wildcat), Felis lybica lybica.11 This raises a very big question: Why, out of the forty wild species of cat within the Felidae, did only one become domesticated?

Humans have always been fascinated by felids. All types of them – from large, roaring ones to small wildcats. Long before we had any domestic cats, we were taming wild species of cats all over the world. In a huge review of literature on the subject, Eric Faure and Andrew Kitchener estimated12 that almost 40 per cent of all felid species have at some point been tamed by humankind. In many cases this was to help us with hunting, from the removal of pest species, such as mice, to the capture of prey, such as gazelle, for our own consumption. Others have been tamed for sport – the caracal, for example, was frequently ‘put among the pigeons’ in India with bets taken on how many it could fell with one sweep of its paw.

There seems to be a mixture of tameable and untameable species13 across the different felid lineages. Tame felid species are dotted around the world but are especially concentrated in civilisations where, historically, cats and other animals possess cultural significance. For example, the jaguarundi is just one of many wild animals tamed since pre-Columbian times by Amazonian societies as rodent-catching ‘pets’ – most of whom were raised by humans as cubs after their mothers had been killed.
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Apparently one of the easiest wildcats to tame is the beautiful, elegant cheetah. Some historians suggest that a human–cheetah relationship began with the Sumerians taming them as long as five thousand years ago. The ancient Egyptians certainly kept cheetahs for hunting, and they also believed that the animals helped carry the souls of pharaohs to the afterworld. The cheetah’s affiliation with people continued through the centuries, with references to it as an excellent hunting companion to Russian princes in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and to Armenian royalty in the fifteenth century. The fashion of using cheetahs for hunting gradually spread throughout the European nobility – their ‘hunting leopards’, as they called them, rode seated on horses behind the huntsmen. In India, Akbar the Great, Mogul emperor from 1556 to 1602, was particularly preoccupied with cheetahs, often training them himself.

And yet these elegant, leggy cats with their luxurious spotted coats never became domesticated. A hint as to why was provided by Jehān-gīr, son and heir of Akbar the Great,14 who, in 1613, wrote in his memoirs: ‘It is an established fact that cheetahs in unaccustomed places do not pair off with a female, for my revered father once collected together 1,000 cheetahs. He was very desirous that they should pair, but this in no way came off.’

Jehān-gīr proved to be right: cheetahs are notoriously hard to breed in captivity. Even zoos struggled to make a success of it until the early 1960s. With cheetahs too shy to breed near people, their domestication was something of a nonstarter. The cheetahs kept by societies throughout the millennia were, instead, all tamed individually.

The ancient Egyptians were particularly skilled at taming different species of cat. Along with cheetahs and African wildcats, there is evidence that they also tamed caracals, servals and the local jungle cats (Felis chaus). Since there is no genetic hint of any of these in our modern-day domestic cats, these associations must have fizzled out fairly quickly. No one can really explain why – were these other felid species, like cheetahs, less amenable to breeding near people than wildcats? Or perhaps they were just not as friendly.

Given that the African wildcat was so successful, people have wondered about its closer relatives and why there is no evidence of their genes in domestic cats today. European wildcats (Felis silvestris), for example, are very similar in size and appearance to their African cousin, and doubtless are equally efficient mousers. Why didn’t we domesticate them? From the records of various people’s attempts to tame them, the answer becomes evident. The northernmost version of the European wildcat lives in Scotland. Here, British wildlife photographer Frances Pitt, writing in 1936, documented one of her attempts at taming Scottish wildcat kittens.15 ‘Then Satan arrived. He was but a wee scrap of yellow-grey-tabby fur, as small a kitten as I could desire; but his name was bestowed on sight and never changed.’ His name says it all – Satan was untameable.

In contrast to Satan the Scottish wildcat and his European relatives, there are other felid species that are now known to be eminently tameable, yet for which historical records of tamings are rare. Despite being good candidates for taming, some species inhabited parts of the world that didn’t coincide with the emerging ancient civilisations. The lynx is a classic example of this – these cats were just never in a place where people found them useful, other than as something to hunt for fur and food.

And so, despite having so many other felids to compete with for our affections, African wildcats were the ones that travelled the world, making it over our doorsteps and into our homes. Their prowess at hunting, small size and ease of transportation (on land or by sea), combined with their tameability, were ideal characteristics. Equally important was their location around growing human communities, where their presence proved useful. They were simply in the right place at the right time – with the right qualifications.

How and Where Did It Happen?

Driscoll and coworkers’ discovery that the African wildcat is the lone ancestor of the domestic cat opened the door for other scientists to examine this relationship in even more detail. Subsequent studies, delving into genetic16 and archaeological evidence, revealed that the gene pool of our modern-day cats actually consists of ancient genetic material handed down from two geographically distinct populations of this wildcat. One of these populations was, as originally suspected, located around Egypt. The other came from farther north, in an area of the Near East known as the Fertile Crescent, also called the ‘cradle of civilisation’.

These two inputs into the domestic cat gene pool appear to have occurred at different times – the Fertile Crescent input occurred much earlier than the Egyptian one (probably about three thousand years before). Despite this, once the Egyptian cat started to spread, it became the more abundant subtype of the two.

Suddenly the story was far more complex than simply ‘The ancient Egyptians domesticated cats.’ Piecing it all together, we can see how the cat’s domestication journey may have happened.

Around ten thousand years ago, groups of Neolithic human hunter-gatherers from the plains of the Fertile Crescent began to experiment with growing crops from grains. As they learned how to harvest and store grains successfully, and the need to wander far to hunt and gather waned, early settlements developed. Farmers began to expand their thinking beyond crops. They capitalised on the presence of local wild animals that could be caught and bred for food, milk, skins and coats. Ancestors of today’s goats, cattle and sheep were gradually domesticated in this way. These ‘barnyard’ animals all had17 ‘domestic’ qualifications in common: they already lived in herds and so were social animals able to tolerate being penned in together; they adapted readily to eating the sorts of food available; and they instinctively followed a leader, a role taken over by the farmers who would also have controlled their breeding.

Hovering around the fringes of these early farming villages were some small, opportunistic observers – African wildcats. Naturally solitary, hunting alone in their own well-established territories, they would normally instinctively avoid interaction with one another as much as possible, apart from an occasional liaison for mating purposes. Communication would have been long distance, via scent deposits left as they went about their business. However, hungry and curious, they were attracted to these new human settlements by food, possibly to glean scraps of meat from the discarded piles of bones thrown out by villagers, and also to harvest the increasing numbers of rodents inhabiting the farmers’ expanding grain stores. These rich local concentrations of food were big enough for wildcats to share, and so groups of them may have begun to hang around, on the lookout for their next meal. As they lurked around the villages, the wildcats would have inevitably come across one another much more than in their normal ranges outside human habitations. Although scent is a great way to communicate at a distance, up close, signals that were more instant and obvious were required in order to avoid confrontation. They needed to find new ways of communicating among themselves.

From the farmers’ perspective, these wildcats were the polar opposite of the barnyard species in terms of suitability for domestication. They had no social skills, they would eat only a very specific meat diet, and they most definitely did not obey orders. Despite there being little chance of ever herding such wildcats, early farmers may have tolerated them as they realised they were catching mice and thereby providing some form of free pest-control service, one their domestic descendants still offer to this day.

[image: ]
So began a tentative mutualistic relationship between humans and wildcats. As with all populations of species, inevitably some of these wildcats would have been braver than others, willing to tolerate closer proximity to both other wildcats and people in order to access this newfound food supply. These tamer wildcats may have naturally bred among themselves, outcompeting wilder individuals for the best food, thereby perpetuating the tendency for tameness in their offspring. This natural selection of friendliness towards humans may have been the beginnings of the process of domestication.

Such wildcat–human relationships may have initially sprung up around various settlements within the Fertile Crescent. Evidence from archaeological and genetic studies suggests that as these Neolithic populations moved on to new areas, the wildcats followed them across the land to reach new settlements in some areas of continental Europe18 four to six thousand years ago. The point at which people began inviting the tamer wildcats into their homes remains hazy, however, and may not even have happened at this stage of the game.

A similar process occurred in ancient Egypt, where the little local wildcats were tamed, possibly for use as pest controllers, keeping mice, scorpions and snakes at bay. However, things took a slightly different path here compared with the lowly cats of the Fertile Crescent. As well as acting as pest controllers, Egyptian cats became associated with various ancient Egyptian deities, in particular the goddess Bastet.

[image: Bastet]
The importance and the reverence shown towards cats grew, culminating in laws being passed forbidding their harm (killing a cat was punishable by death). They became increasingly valued for their companionship and were kept as pets; the natural death of a pet cat resulted in an elaborate burial and the whole household shaving off their eyebrows19 as a mark of respect. Beautifully painted depictions of cats in domestic settings show that the wildcats very much had their paws in the door of some households by three and a half thousand years ago.

Over at the temples, however, life for cats was not so rosy. Worshipping
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