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Men are often portrayed in the company of dogs. They hunt together, run happily side by side, and ride shoulder to shoulder in mud-splattered pickups—the perfect image of masculine bliss. The dog is, after all, man’s best friend. Some men, that is.

For centuries, legions of forward-thinking men—artists, writers, scientists, and philosophers—have shared their libraries and studios with a purring feline or two. In recent years, a new population of proud, cat-loving men has come out of the proverbial “cat closet,” embracing the purr, mew, and squint of feline companionship.

Women have, for centuries, been chided and maligned for having a cat, let alone several. This “crazy cat lady” stereotype is deeply unfair. Like Prometheus to fire, generations of enlightened fellows have gravitated to the feline species. We stand with our cat-loving sisters as crazy cat men, proudly wearing our scarlet letters in solidarity.

Since man first discovered a fallen whisker in the forests of Eden, he has had a twilight bond with cats. We need only imagine the temples of ancient Egypt, where the priests prayed to statues of Bastet, cat goddess of the Egyptian people and protectress against disease and evil spirits. When a cat died, the Egyptians would shave their eyebrows in mourning—theirs was a truly cat-crazy culture. In fact, when a temple of Bastet was excavated in the late nineteenth century, archaeologists uncovered more than three hundred thousand cat mummies. Who knew that a catnap could last over two millennia?

Although these mummy makers of antiquity are the most famous of cat worshippers, this feline adoration has roots much deeper in the clay and soil of culture. Like anthropologists searching through bone fragments for a narrative of physical evolution, we too, dear reader, journey through these pages in search of origins. We long to see a distant relative, brushing the mane of a great Persian cat, blurred by the sands of time. Where did it all begin? Who was the first cat man?
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Imagine, if you will, a cave in prehistoric France. A shaman sketches out the figure of a fierce cat with ash, spit, and dried berries on the rough stone walls. A torch flickers throughout the darkened cavern, and the crude images take on a striking likeness. Is it the hashish-induced madness of the onlooker? Could this be the moment of divine alchemy that spawned the first cat man?

Any history is largely a story of individuals. This book, as a collection of characters, is certain to leave out a number of important figures. Indeed, there are many players in Cat Land, and some omissions might even be deemed scandalous. However, parties are best kept small—enough people for lively conversation, but not overly loud and crowded.

While we as cat men, dear reader, are not all united in virtue—though, let’s face it, many of us are—we all share a common sensibility. Though we have spent many years as a silent population, we all believe in the cat as a force for change in male consciousness—a secular embrace of an ancient religion.

Too often, those of our number peek out of the cat closet, grasping for images of ourselves, asking, “Is this normal?” “Am I a freak?” “What will my friends and family think?” Quell your fears, sir. In between these pages, you are among friends.

[image: ]






[image: ]




[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]


TENTH-CENTURY WELSH KING

Our tale of cat men begins in the Dark Ages, a bleak time for pretty much everything even vaguely comfortable and civilized in the Western world. For cats, in particular, this was a violent age of superstition and ailurophobia. However, as we are well aware, cats are territorial, regal beasts, so it’s fitting we begin in the court of the old kings of the British Isles.

Beginning around AD 920, the medieval king Hywel Dda ruled over much of present-day Wales. After visiting Rome as a young man, Hywel returned to his kingdom and set about bringing order to traditional Welsh law. Hywel the Good, as he is now known, introduced laws to protect domestic cats. Because Hywel recognized that cats were of great value to agriculture and the community as pest controllers, he introduced a scale of prices for kittens and cats that included penalties for killing or stealing a cat. These prices varied from one to four pence according to the age and killing ability of each cat.

Perhaps you wonder if merely placing monetary value on cats makes King Hywel the Good a cat man proper? By placing value on animals, Hywel afforded them protection through law. Considering this was a time when the touch of a king was thought to cure various maladies, such proto–animal rights laws were fairly sophisticated, and certainly deserving of our appreciation.
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THIRTEENTH-CENTURY SULTAN

Long after the ancient Egyptians built temples to their feline-faced goddesses, the cat continued to be held in high regard by the Near Eastern cultures of antiquity. In particular, the cat is venerated in Islamic tradition for its cleanliness and for being loved by the Prophet Muhammad.

In the thirteenth century, a Mamluk sultan named Baibars ruled present-day Egypt. Much like today, large numbers of cats roamed the streets of medieval Cairo. Ever the cat man, Baibars bequeathed in his will a garden near his mosque for the benefit and protection of the cats of Cairo. According to British scholar Edward William Lane, “Every afternoon, a quantity of offal is brought into the great court before the Mahkemeh; and the cats are called together to eat.”

While Baibars’s ruling European counterparts killed cats en masse on account of satanic hysteria, Baibars’s feline stewardship provided the cats of Cairo with sustenance and shelter for several centuries, a legacy underscoring the relationship between cats and Islam.
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PHILOSOPHER AND ESSAYIST

Throughout the last four hundred years, Michel de Montaigne has been regarded as one of the most influential writers of the French Renaissance. An aristocrat and statesman, Montaigne experienced a profound midlife crisis and began writing his much-famed essays.

For all intents and purposes, Michel de Montaigne invented the essay—and not the dreaded essays born of procrastination we remember from our school days. Derived from the French word essai, meaning “to try,” “to attempt,” the essays Montaigne wrote were candid explorations into his own psyche. His digressive style left few subjects untouched, from marriage and horseback riding to kidney stones and the proper way to leave a dinner party.

Given the breadth of subject matter he explored in his essays, it’s no surprise that there is a particularly regarded passage in “An Apology for Raymond Sebond” about Montaigne’s pet cat. In the essay, Montaigne writes critically of the vain tendency of humans to feel superior to animals. Wondering what the world might look like from her point of view, he writes, “When I play with my cat, how do I know she is not playing with me?” By imagining the world from the perspective of the other (another species, in this instance), he saw the world through the eyes of a thoroughly modern man—the first modern man, some might say. Cherished in the hundreds of years since their publication, Montaigne’s essays helped lay the foundation for the Enlightenment in Europe. To be sure, his words will make us mindful of our cat’s wide-eyed stare the next time we reach for a stuffed mouse.
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SCIENTIST

What else can be said about the father of modern science? Aside from his gorgeous locks of powdered hair and penchant for falling apples, Newton brought us laws of motion and universal gravitation that echo through the great halls of knowledge to this day. The man invented calculus, for crying out loud! Indeed, the inscription on his tomb at Westminster Abbey holds nothing back: Mortals rejoice that there has existed such and so great an ornament of the human race!

Alongside his list of accomplishments, there are a few notable mysteries. Number one on our list, dear reader, is a long-contested tale: Did Newton invent the first cat flap?

The story goes that Newton was conducting light experiments in a dark attic. When his cat kept disturbing him by pawing open the door, Newton allegedly cut a hole in the door to allow easy access for his demanding feline. In another version of the story, after his cat had kittens, Newton cut two holes in his door: a large one for the mother and a smaller for the kittens. It did not occur to him that the second hole was unnecessary, as the kittens would follow the mother through the larger door.

Now is this story true? It’s debatable. Does this invention come close to his invention of calculus? That is for you to decide. Regardless, even speculation on the great Sir Isaac Newton’s taste in cats certainly deserves mention.
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