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Whence Came the Cat?

Around the origins of the Maine Coon cat swirls a fog of legend and conjecture as obscuring as the fogs of its homeland. There is a wealth of romantic tradition, of genetic theory, of natural-selection stories so broad and colorful as to be the envy of any other breed. There are dashing sea captains, Mendelian theorists and cracker-barrel P. T. Barnums. None of these tales, be they scrubbed theory or embellished legend, can be proven so conclusively as to eliminate the others. Each has its partisan backers willing to take up the verbal cudgels in defense of their pet theory.

To quote Darwin on the subject, “We know hardly anything about the origin or history of any of our domestic breeds. But, in fact, a breed, like a dialect of a language, can hardly be said to have a distinct origin.” He goes even further, “They [the newly developed domestic breed of an animal] will as yet hardly have a distinct name and from being only slightly valued, their history will have been disregarded. When further improved, they will spread more widely and will be recognised as something distinct and valuable and will then probably first receive a provincial name.” Although Darwin was talking about breeds of farm animals and birds, if transposed to our day, he
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This copy of an old print of Tibetan wild cats in the snow shows many points similar to those of Maine Coons and suggests how the legend that they were originally wild cats tamed by man might have begun. (Photo: Les Hoffman)



could be talking specifically about the Maine Coon cat, whose origin has indeed been disregarded and obscured.

Of the many legendary tales of the Coon cat’s beginnings, the one most completely discredited is the best known, the mating of the raccoon and the domestic housecat. This is, of course, a physical impossibility since it is a mating between different species. It is amazing that to this day, this myth crops up among those who would classify the mating between a horse and a cow as a fairy tale. Even a book as recently published as 1974, G. Grilke’s The Cat and Man, makes use of the idea. Mr. Grilke states, “In the Northeast, it is thought to have been bred from a raccoon because the cat’s front claws are divided like a raccoon’s.” They aren’t; and it isn’t.

Through the years, the tale’s plausibility has been fed by the sight of the cat, since many people think of the tabby-patterned Maine Coon with its ringed tail as the prototype, not realizing that the breed covers the spectrum of cat colors. There are also those who claim that long-ago settlers, seeing the husky form with its large tail prowling the dark, confused the cat with or thought it a relation of the raccoon. This statement has been laid at the door of the Monhegan Islanders, which should cause chuckles or a mild muttering amongst the inhabitants of this best known of the Maine out-islands.

A final touch to this conclusive (I hope) discrediting of the theory is the perfectly matter-of-fact account out of the 1937 edition of the Federal Writer’s Project’s Maine: A Guide Down East. The recorder relates from a “local source” that the breed originated when “a cat from China, Maine” mated with a raccoon. It is only too easy to imagine the scene and the actors in this mini-drama: the fresh-faced, intense, young recorder; the slow-spoken, serious Mainer with his tongue firmly inserted in his cheek. It barely misses being a cliché and ranks as one of the better Coon cat tales for the unwary.

So much for the legendary and impossible raccoon ancestor, although I have no hope that he is well and truly laid to rest. His image forever plays the ghost of the King to the Coon cat’s Prince Hamlet.

Next in order of biologically based theories comes the bobcat/housecat cross. This theory, much denigrated at one time, has a great deal to recommend it and many devoted adherents. While it is not a frequent occurrence, the mating of bobcats (which I use as a general term to cover bobcats, lynx, and small wildcats) and domestic cats has been documented and authenticated by authorities as recently as Sanderson’s Living Mammals of the World, published in 1970. There are eyewitness accounts of matings producing offspring in Texas in 1949 and in North Dakota in 1954 and articles in national magazines about the resultant offspring; The kittens are described in all cases as sturdy, heavily furred specimens with large tufted ears and equally outsized furry feet. Many of the physical characteristics of the bobcat are those distinguishing the Maine Coon, even as a kitten.

Just as the wolf/dog cross is not considered improbable or undesirable, neither is the bobcat/housecat cross. In addition, the bobcat is more prevalent in the northeastern United States even today than is commonly realized, living on the forested necks of land that also support a population of deer, foxes, fishers, and scattered settlements of people. The bobcat population must have been even more dense in earlier times when the Maine Coon’s genetic pattern was set.

Now we come to the most romantic and embellished of the origin legends, the tale of Captain Samuel Clough of Wiscasset, Maine, Marie Antoinette, Queen of France, and the royal cats. Its beginning and its end are immutably grounded in fact. As the French Revolution drove to its bloody climax, many plots sprang up to save the royal family. Involved in one such effort toward the latter days was a sea captain named Samuel Clough, who was to bring the queen to the United States in his ship, the Sally. All the plots failed. After this documented beginning, tellers of the tale split into two camps.

The romantics say that the captain saw the queen as the classic maiden-in-distress and himself as a seaborne St. George. Certainly he put himself and his crew in grave jeopardy, smuggling on board all sorts of royal household items that would make his mission obvious to any potential informer. It must have cost him or his backers enormous sums in bribery, and the danger from the revolution’s spy network must have been considerable. In addition, he seems to have put his own happy home life on the line, for, according to this version, the queen was to come home to live with him and his family. He wrote to his wife (the letters still exist) suggesting improvements and changes in their house and way of living so that the queen might feel more at home. Either he was very sure of his wife’s sympathetic nature or he was looking at the entire episode through rose-colored glasses to have imagined Marie Antoinette settled in Maine. This is to say nothing of the inconvenience to his wife of having a queen, ex-or not, as a permanent houseguest.

The realists dismiss this entire story as flutter-headed frippery. Samuel Clough was a New England sea captain, they say, and there-fore practical, hardheaded, and adventurous only if well paid. In addition, they state, somewhat pompously, a real Maine Yankee would never have been emotionally stirred by the Royalist cause so soon after the American Revolution. The realists overlook the fact that by 1793, many people in Maine were wondering if they hadn’t just exchanged King George for King Congress, and they were exceedingly suspicious of crowds screaming that they were doing terrible things only for the good of the people. Underneath the practical exterior of the Mainer runs a wide streak of the romantic, and it frequently surfaces in the cause of the individual put upon by the State. The realists, ignoring this, contend that the captain was well paid and that he took off with the cargo after he had faced the possibilities of not getting the rest of his money and being held in port and possibly executed.

Whatever the truth of the matter, when the captain sailed, he had on board furniture, cloth, wallpaper, household china and silver, various ornamental knick-knacks, and (at last they appear) six of the queen’s long-haired cats. Although the French queen has never been documented as having owned Persian or Angora cats, her penchant for small, fluffy, cuddly animals is well known. Everything arrived safely in America. At first the furnishings were carefully stored away, which would seem to put a crimp in the theory of the avaricious captain. Gradually, however, as the bloody news came in and it became obvious that no one would be left to claim them, things began to disperse through the house and to the family. And the cats went visiting, as cats do, to become the fur-cloaked, royal ancestors of the Maine Coon cat.

From Captain Clough we pass on to a much more obscure fellow, a captain who is mentioned with extreme brevity in all discussions of possible Coon cat origins and then dropped immediately. Captain Coon, which is his improbable name, is a tough man to document. He has even, in one recent newspaper article, been represented as having been Chinese, a statement sweeping in its inaccuracy and a non sequitur of the first order. It is tempting to think that someone
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The Norweign Skogkatt (or Forest Cat), of which Njavos Sangueetah of Zazzara is a glorious example, is certainly more than kissin’ kin to the Maine Coon. (Photo: Alice Su)



such as the “local source” in the story of the cat from China, Maine, made up the good captain out of whole cloth and presented him to the gullible public.

Not so. The Captain Coon story is a local legend from the area of Biddeford Pool, Maine. It is one of those stories passed down through oral tradition among people who enjoy stories about their past but who have rarely figured in history books or been prominent on the national political or social scene and have thus been overlooked by mainstream writers. Captain Coon was an English sea captain who owned and operated a trading vessel in the early days of the colonies, and he was exceedingly fond of cats. He traded all up and down the New England coast, and whenever he went on land to do business, his feline army went with him. Predominant in the group, or standing out to the native’s eyes because they were unusual, were his longhairs-the Persians and Angoras that were popular in England. Naturally, when the captain fraternized ashore, so did his cats, and when long-haired kittens began appearing in local litters, the amused (or not) owners’ comment was, “one of Coon’s cats.” Being something a little different, these felines began to be encouraged to breed to one another until at last there was indeed a Maine Coon’s cat. Or so it goes.

Delving far back into American history, one comes upon the Vikings, and with the Vikings may have come another potential ancestor for the Maine Coon, one known today in the European cat fancy as the Norweign Skogkatt. A judge at a Berlin cat show in 1975, one who was qualified to judge Skogkatts, unofficially stated that in her opinion Maine Coons, several of which appeared in the show, and Skogkatts appeared to be the same breed. There have been many letters between Scandinavian breeders and owners and their opposite numbers in the various Maine Coon organizations remarking on similarities between the two. In 1971, the oldest cat club in Denmark, the Dansk Racekatte Klub, began the practice of donating gold and silver medals to be awarded to Maine Coons.

The Norweign Skogkatt and its Danish and Swedish counterparts, the Racekatte and the Rugkatt, have many physical traits in common with the Maine Coon. They have evolved from a similar rough-terrain, harsh-climate background and have both undergone periods of living wild. The Scandinavian breeds are excellent hunters, and it is not inconceivable that the practical Vikings might have taken some along to their settlements in Greenland and Vineland to keep down the rodent population in grain and food stores.

There is also a possible connection between these Scandinavian charmers and the story of Marie Antoinette and Captain Clough. One of the most ardent Royalists in the French court was the Swedish diplomat Count Axel von Fersen, a gentleman devoted to the monarchy and, tradition says, particularly to the queen. Knowing her love of furry pets and having access to the distinctive cats of his native land, he would seem a logical person to have presented the queen with several kittens, which, by their coloring and markings, would be much more memorable than the popular Persians and Angoras. The reasoning is impeccable even if the proof is nonexistent.

Next in order of the potential European ancestors is the longhaired Russian cat, which was once quite popular on the European continent and which migrated from there to the British Isles, where the cat fancy began and where the unusual is king. In addition, there was once a breed from the Pyrenees called the French Domestic, which is supposed to have been a dead ringer for the Maine Coon. The early French explorers are thought to have brought these cats over to trade with the Indians as destroyers of rodents since there were no domestic felines on the American continent. This would explain the occurrence of Maine Coon types in the southern and south-eastern seacoast areas. Neither of these exists as a breed today. There is, however, a small, long-haired cat called the Russian Steppes cat, which many breeders say bears a striking resemblance to the Maine Coon. Since breeders are notoriously loathe to admit that there is any cat that looks like their cat, this carries some weight. So much for the possibilities in the European family tree.

The most probable, although certainly the least picturesque, is what might be called the Darwinian-genesis or you-don’t-fool-Mother-Nature theory. Each of the preceding theories could be procrusteanized into this overwhelmingly broad thesis, which is just what makes it suspect to many. Besides, it is much more delightful to think that Marie Antoinette rode to the guillotine reassured that her cats would have a good home, or to picture Leif Erikson with a furry kitten perched on his shoulder or even to imagine the raw-sex wilderness encounter of the domestic puss with the noble savage.

The theory of survival of the fittest by natural selection is plain old general science and makes a lot of sense but no emotional ripples. It goes so: the Maine Coon is the result of nature working on a wide genetic pool on the North American continent with little or no interference from the heavy hand of man. During the entire period of colonization, ships came to the northeastern coast of America with cargoes and crews from all over the world, and with them, their cats. Cats are a seaman’s friend, and there were almost always cats aboard trading vessels. Like their human friends, they enjoyed going ashore and striking up acquaintanceships. There would have been on these ships cats of all the basic types that judges and breeders consider the genetic basis for each of today’s show breeds, since the ships touched in at ports on all continents. Whether or not a bobcat or a Viking transplant might have entered in here is a moot point; upholders of this theory deem it possible but not necessary. It was a combination of these various cats on the ships plus the harsh climate and terrain, the thinking goes, that eventually resulted in a breed that could be domesticated and also made suitable to its environment by good old natural selection. This solution has a great deal to recommend it. Nature abhors a vacuum (i.e., the lack of domestic felines), but she adores a compromise.

What it all adds up to is that the Maine Coon is a natural breed of cat, or at least the original ones were. After nature, however, comes man. Nature selects traits, if the Darwinian theory holds true at all, that are necessary for survival; man selects traits he finds appealing for reasons aesthetic or practical. Chapter 2 takes up nature’s end product and man’s progress with it; Chapter 3 gives us man’s end product.

At this point, however, to each his own theory of how the cat got there, fact or fancy. The only ones who know for sure
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Appendix

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THE CAT (AND HIS RELATIVES):


The Complete Guide to Cats by James Richards, DVM, Chronicle Books.


FOR MORE INFORMATION ON BREEDING AND SHOWING:


Caring For, Breeding, and Showing Your Mqine Coon Cat: A Guide to Cattery Management, edited by Michael and Patricia Simpson, Maine Coon Breeders and Fanciers Association, 1991. To order send $7 to 13283 Deron Ave., San Diego, CA 92129.


FOR ALL-PURPOSE FIRST AID, PREVENTATIVE CARE, AND NUTRITION INFORMATION:


The Veterinarian’s Guide to Natural Remedies for Cats by Martin Zucker, Three Rivers Press.


Cat First Aid by Charles Boyle, Storey Publications.


Catwatch (newsletter), Cornell University College of Veterinary Medicine, PO Box 420234, Palm Coast, FL 32142-0234.


Catnip (newsletter), Tufts University School of Veterinary Medicine, PO Box 420070, Palm Coast, FL 32142-9571.


FOR INFORMATION ON THE BREED AND ITS FUTURE:


Maine Coon Breeders and Fanciers (all names’and addresses as of 2002): President: Vicki Shipp, 2719 Wicklow Drive, Augusta, GA 30909; Corresponding Secretary (and source of information on books, pamphlets, etc.): Deborah Hall, 4405 Karroll SW, Albuquerque, NM 87121; The Scratch Sheet Editor: Kit Mounger, 485 Cottontail Lane, Afton, TN 37616.


FOR THE COMPUTER LITERATE:


Maine Coon Breeders and Fanciers Association www.mcbfa.org


Maine Coon Breeders www.breedlist.com/maine-coon-breeders.html


Maine Coon Alliance www.mainecoonalliance.org


Maine Coon Cat Club (UK) www.maine-coon-cat-club.com


Absolutely Cats: Maine Coon Breeders (international): http://members.tripod.com/~kcwingwalker/23MaineCoon.html


Maine Coon database www.tdb.uu.se/cgi-bin/MCO


Maine Coon chat room mcats@yahoogroups.com


Cat Fanciers, breed facts www.fanciers.combreed-fags/maine-coon-faw/html


Cai: Fanciers, breed profile www.cfainc.org/breeds/profiles/maine.html


Registration association websites: www.cfainc.org www.cffinc.org www.ccfacat.com www.tica.org
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