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Introduction

EARLYIN 1978,as one of the harshest winters ever knownin that part

of the country was promising to turn into a North Devon spring, a
small team of people began work in a barn and a hut not far from the

Atlantic coast. They were preparing for a year during which they

would study andfilm the behaviour of four cats, who would be allowed

to roam free in the countryside. The project ended a year later. The

‘end product’, as far as most people were concerned, wasa film called

“The Curious Cat’, which was shown on BBC2 in the series The World

About Us.

It all began as an idea from Peter Crawford, a producer with the

BBC Natural History Unit. For someyears Peter, a cat enthusiast, had

cherished thenotionoffilming the behaviourofordinary cats; for him

the private lives of these familiar animals held as muchfascination as

the exotic wildlife more often featured on the television screen.

The cat has lived with humans for many centuries — though

perhaps for a shorter time than some of us imagine — and becauseit

shares our homesandlives in our towns, we see moreofit than we see

of cattle, say, or sheep. Notoriously, though, the domestic cat insists on

retaining much of its independence, and as every cat owner knowsit

is liable to leave a homethat displeases it. What happensto it then? In

ourcities, such homelesscatslive as best they can by catching verminif

they are skilled in hunting, or scavenging as alley cats. In the

countryside, though,the status of the cat is rather different. Farm cats

are ‘employed’ to control rodents andtheylive fairly independentlives

about which surprisingly little is known. They are seen whenthey turn

up at the dairy each milking time, and now and then you maycatch a

glimpse of one as it goes aboutits business in the fields and along the

hedgerows. This studyset outto fill in someofthe gapsin this picture,

by watching a group of such cats closely to see how theyfared.

From the very beginning, the project involved collaboration

between the film-makersandthescientists who advised them and who
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used the opportunity to learn more aboutthe waycats live. The central

question for everyone concernedthesociability of cats. Is the cat the

solitary animal that features in our literature and folklore, or are there

circumstances in which several cats will collaborate? In either case,

whatare the implications for our understanding of the cat family in

general and of the position of the cat among carnivorous mammals?

The Devon study was of short duration, the numberofcats

involved was very small, and predictably the results were tantalisingly

inconclusive. Yet aspects of cat behaviour were observed by the

scientists that had never been observed in this way before, and they

were recordedon film for the first time. Despite its modest scale, the

project broke new ground,and served as a focal point for new thinking

about the natureof the cat.

The film proved highly popular, but there is a limit to the story

any film cantell. In this book, as wetell the story again, we are able to

expand,to include the material that could notbe included in thefilm,

and to relate what was seen to what we know already about cats and

other animals. This is a book aboutcats, then, but especially it is a book

about Tom, Smudge, Pickle, Domino and a veryspecial kitten. In the

course of the story we witness mostof the events that are important in

the life of a cat: mating, the birth of kittens, the ‘education’ of the

kittens as they learn to fend for themselves, hunting, feeding, sleeping,

sickness, injury and death. Our farm cats experienced all of these

during that one short year. Welook,too, at the way a scientific study of

animal behaviour is organised and conducted, and at the equipment

that is used, and we consider,briefly, the waythis film was made.

The film ended with the winter of 1978-79, but the project has

continued back at Oxford University, and has flourished into a long-

term study of animal behaviour. In this book wetell the story of the

family of cats that started it all down in Devon, and wedescribe their

adventuresafter the filming came to an end. By the summerof 1980 we

knew the path that each of the cats would take, most probably for the
rest of its life.

The project was financed by the BBC.In the past, the Natural

History Unit had sponsored film projects that also yielded useful

scientific information, but this wasthefirst time the unit had set up a

scientific study specially for a film. Peter Crawford’sfirst task, once his

proposal had been accepted, wasto finda scientific consultant for the

filming — someone who would set up the study project. Peter asked Dr

David Macdonald of the Department of Zoology at Oxford University

to supervise the scientific aims of the venture, and to appoint a
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qualified research student who would observe the cats 1n the wild.

David chose Peter Apps, and the cats were selected by the RSPCA.

They had been born on a farm in Oxfordshire, and were no longer

wanted. The RSPCA had been asked to destroy them, and it was the

cats’ involvementin this study that ensuredtheir survival in all but one

case, so far as we know,to the presentday.

Peter Apps and the cats took up residence, in a hut and barn

respectively, on the small farm owned by Maurice and Edith Tibbles.
Maurice was the cameraman whospent countless hourssitting behind

his viewfinder waiting for those moments that made the film so

memorable. Without the diligence of Peter and Maurice the film could

not have been made, and we would have nostoryto tell.

Was it all worth while? The Devon Study certainly yielded
information that has proved scientifically useful, and there 1s no doubt

that the film also provided popular entertainmentandaninsight into

the wider world of the domestic cat. Beyond that, perhaps you are the

best judge. In our opinion it helped in the slow business of piecing

together, bit by bit, the details that make up the life of this most

familiar, yet most enigmatic, of animals. As cat enthusiasts we may be

prejudiced, but we found our glimpses of the private life of the

independent cat fascinating and in many ways surprising. We hope

you will be fascinated. We suspect you will be surprised.

Michael Allaby Peter Crawford

Wadebridge, Cornwall Bristol
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Down on the farm

IT WAS early morning, the time that humansassociate with breakfast,

and it was spring. From the little wooden hut hidden amongthe

rhododendrons there came a smell of frying bacon. The song-birds

were shouting defiance at one another from the trees, watched

invisibly by the old buzzard whosat immobile, high in an elm, waiting

with the patience of a predator for the signal that would markthestart

of his hunting day. The air was cold and the plants were sodden with

dew, but the clean blue of the sky promised warmth.

Tom made his way throughthe long, unkemptgrass and past the

patches of hogweed, keeping as dry as he could. Now and then he

would divert to one side or the other, sometimes to pass round an

obstacle, sometimesto investigate what might have been aninteresting

smell, but had you been watching him you would havesaid there was a

purpose in his journeying. He was going somewhere.Hedid not hurry,

for his errand was not urgent, but neither did he dawdle. He looked

confident, relaxed, and yet alert. For him the world was new. He was

returning from his first exploration of the farm.

Had he been a human, he would have beenable to see the bright

metal of the barn for which he was heading. Asit was, the vegetation

hid it from him until he reached the more open groundof the small

yard that had been made a few weeks earlier by clearing away

undergrowth. The yard had been created partly for Tom’s benefit and

partly to help Peter Apps, for they were colleagues, the half-wild

tomcat and the young zoologist, bound to keep one another company

for the year their study project would last.

It was Peter who wasfrying bacon in his hut. That was where he

lived, the hut. To this day, long after the farm project has ended,it is

still known as ‘Pete’s hut’. It began as a fourteen by ten feet

prefabricated building, like those you see on buildingsites. It did not

end there, though, for after he had assembled it himself, Peter set

about makingit habitable. He lagged the roofand lined it and the walls
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Tom explores

   
the barn — a new homefor the cats

with board. He built shelves for his books and scientific equipment,a

bench for working, and cupboards for storage. He installed a sink,

though withouttaps, a gas-cooker and heater, and electric power. He

pinned posters to the walls, and abovehis bed he fixed a picture of a

battered Snoopy bearing the legend ‘Nevertrust a smiling cat!’.

From the windowofthe hut he had a view across the small fields of

North Devon and,a little to the right, he could see a heronry.

Even from the open side, the side with the view, the hut was

difficult to see. Tall bushes grew around andhid it. Until you were

almost upon it, the side with the door was hidden completely by

rhododendron bushes. Although close to the barn, Peter’s hut was

entirely separate. It was important that the cats, who were to be the

subjects of the study, did not follow Peter and becomepets. So far as

they were concerned, he had to be neutral, quite impersonal, an

animate butirrelevant feature of the environment that never showed

what a cat would understandas interest. For Peter it was not always

easy.

Hewasan ideal choice for the job, this lanky young man with the dark

hair, droopy moustacheandlong, narrow,rather earnest face. He had

been brought up on his father’s farm in Kent and understood country
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Peter Apps sets up A
home in his hut 
life. There had been cats on that farm, of course, and so he knew,in a

general kind of way, the place cats occupy on a working farm. Noless

important, though,his rural background made him acceptable to local

people. He was an outsider,for all newcomersare inevitably outsiders in

a small, isolated rural community, but he did not intrudeorinterfere

with the important business of the neighbourhood. People became

used to him ashe passed them on his small motorbike, wearing a bright

yellow crash helmet, or as he moved on foot in wellies and a green

parka with the hood up,usually dripping wet and often waving a radio

aerial like some exotic wand. Whenhisaerialfirst made its appearance,

it caused somelocal alarm. People knew he had somethingto do with

the BBC,and they also knew a campaign had been launched(in fact by

the Post Office, not the BBC) to detect people who were using

television sets without a licence. It was some timebefore they could be

reassured. They remember him still.

It was David who sent Peter to Devon. Dr David Macdonald

works at the Department of Zoology at Oxford University, where he
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specialises in the study of animal, and especially carnivore, behaviour.

He has observed jackals and other large animals in the Near East,

wolves in Italy, monkeysin Borneo,and in this country heis a leading

authority on foxes. Someyears earlier, he had collaborated with the

BBC Natural History Unit in making a film called ‘The Night of the

Fox’. It was the success of that collaboration which led to his

involvementin the study of the farm cats.

This project was to be rather different from most of those that had

earned the Natural History Unit its reputation. There had been film

projects that had yielded useful scientific information, but essentially

they had been exercises in journalism. This time, the aim was to

generate information as well as popular entertainment, to combine

scientific observation and film-making quite deliberately. So, for this

film, the BBC founditselfsponsoring andfinancingscientific research.

Initially, the research would be on a modestscale, for its duration

would haveto be dictated by the filming schedule and the numberof

animals involved would have to be small, but the science and the

filming would complement one another. In one sense, the filming

would needthe help of the scientists. At least, this is the way it seemed

to Peter Crawford, the trained zoologist and television producer whose

idea it was. A cat enthusiast himself, Peter had long cherished the

notion ofmaking a film about ordinarycats, but as the idea took shape

he found there wasvery little scientific information available to him.

This most familiar of animals had been little observed in the business

of its everydaylife.

The idea appealed to David, for he saw in it the opportunity to

study cat behaviourandtorelate that to what he knew already about

the behaviour of carnivores in general. He wanted to look at the

domestic cat as a predator, to try to fit it into the broad mosaic of

carnivore behaviour, to discover what kind of animal is beneath the

skin of the fireside moggy. To do this, he would adapt the techniques

and the technology that had been developedfor the study oflarge game

animals, mainly in Africa, and for foxes and badgers in Britain.

He neededa field assistant who would spend a yearliving with the

cats, collecting data that would be processed at Oxford. At that time,

Peter Apps had just graduated in zoology. He wanted to enter

research, and he hadlet it be known around the Zoology Department

that he was keen to join a research team. He was finding it difficult,

because research funds were not easy to obtain, research teams were

necessarily small, and competition for places in them was keen. Peter

was ideal for the cat project and he jumpedat the opportunity.
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Maurice’s cottage, viewedfrom Tom’s favourite hunting ground

With his proposal accepted and David and Peter recruited as

scientists, all that remained for Peter Crawford to do before serious

planning could begin wasto find a cameraman,a location, and some

cats.

The cameraman and the location came together. Maurice

Tibbles, whose films and still photographs of animals have brought

him awards, lives on a small farm in North Devon.It is a part of the

country much favoured by holidaymakers, but as in mostareasthat are

popular with tourists, there are remote spots, quiet backwaterslyingat

the end of narrow lanes wherevisitors seldom penetrate. It is in such a

place that Maurice and his family live and its remoteness was

important. If the cats were to be observed in the absence of humans,

then humanshadto be scarce. Behind Maurice’s house there stands a

small, old church, where once or twice a week bell-ringers practise

their art for the benefit of the handful of worshippers whoattend the

Sunday morning services. During the year of the study, there was one

wedding at the church and two funerals. The lane that runs past the

church and Maurice’s farm is so little used that you might turn your

head at the soundof a passingcar.

The farm itself is not managed intensively. At the time of the

project, most of it was permanent pasture and some of the land was
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The barn seen from the rough pasture to the south

low-lying and wet. There were a few heifers and some chickens that

were fed a few yards from the barn by Edith and Scott, Maurice’s

eldest son. Apart from the people directly involved with the cats, these

were the only two humanswho hadbusinessclose to the barn.

Peter Apps arrived as the winter of 1977-78 was beginning to

tighten its grip on the countryside. Driven by his brother-in-law, he

came in a large hired van that contained most of his worldly

possessions, including sea-fishing tackle and anancient yellow

motorbike, with ‘L’ plates. In his first week he built and insulated his

hut, moved in, and then joined Maurice in preparing the barn.

Although not new, the corrugated alloy sheeting from which

muchofthe barn was made shonebrightly, and inside it was necessary to
cover the bare metal. The cats would need shelter, a place in which
they would be content to maketheir home. Peter needed a place where
he could spend hours on end watching them,if not in comfort,at least

under conditions that would not undermine his health. Maurice
needed a backgroundthat would providevisual interest for the film. So
the two men movedin bales of hay and bits of old farm machinery,
including an antique hay rake. Finally, Peter made a large pen from
wire mesh to contain the cats until they had become accustomed to
their new surroundings.
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Meanwhile, the search for the cats intensified. The RSPCA was

helping by reporting colonies of cats as its officers heard of them, and

David and Peter Crawford spent some time on ‘wild cat chases’. Their

requirements were fairly precise. The ideal group of cats would be a

small natural colony that was already fairly independent of humans,

but not completely wild.
The domestic cat, Felis catus, has lived with humansfor a long

time. Thefirst record we have ofwhat appears to be a domesticatedcat

is in a fragment of the Egyptian Book of the Dead dating from about

1600 BC. By that time most of our other domesticated animals were

firmly under humancontrol. The cat wasa late arrival in the human

household. But the cats that today grace our hearthrugs and

back alleys are the descendants of those Egyptian domestic cats.

Despite its rather similar appearance, the domestic cat is not the same

species as Felis sylvestris, the truly wild cat of northern Europe. It can

be confusing, then,to talk of ‘domestic’ cats as ‘wild’. We mustreserve

‘wild’ for F. sylvestris and the other twenty-five or so Felis species

around the world. When a domesticated animal takes to living without

humans, the usual term for it is ‘feral’. For most purposes this 1s

adequate, for it distinguishes between its domesticated ancestors and

any truly wild relatives it may have. In the case ofthe cat, however,it is

not enough, for the relationship between cats and humansexists at

every stage, from close contactto total avoidance. If the cat that sleeps

on your lap is domesticated, in the sense that it is highly, or perhaps

totally, dependent on humans, at the other end of the scale there

screams, cowersandspits the cat that has forgotten — if it ever knew —

that humans might makeits life easier. It cannot be handled, evenifit

can be caught,andit is likely to be heard moreoften thanit is seen, for

it will avoid humansandhideat their approach.It may take food thatis

left for it, but it will not be seen to take it. Under no circumstanceswill

it enter a human dwelling voluntarily. Between the two extremesthere

is an almostinfinite gradation, and it may be defined in termsof the

degree of dependence the animal has on humanhelp. ‘Feral’ is an

adjective that is only a little more useful to us than ‘wild’.

What the project required was cats whoseposition onthisscale of

dependence was known. If the cats were too dependent, their

behaviour would notbe typical of cats that must fend for themselves.If

they were too independent, they might live well enough, but they

would seldom be seen, and that would make them very difficult to

study and virtually impossible to film. The cats had to be capable of

and accustomedto looking after themselves, but it must be possible to
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handle them occasionally should this prove necessary, and they must

tolerate the sight, sound and smell of the human observers.

The RSPCA was reporting to David Macdonald colonies of cats

they had been asked to destroy. Such colonies of more or less

independentcats are fairly common,andthere is not much the RSPCA

can do for them. No one will give a hometo a full-grown animalthat

distrusts humansandhas neverlived ina human home,not whenthere

are plenty ofmore amenable kittens to be had for the asking. Suchcats

are destroyed, almost invariably, and wereit not for the Devonproject,

there is not the slightest doubt that our cats would have met the same

fate. The disturbance they experienced by being movedto their new

home seemedtotally justified — it ensured their survival and provided
for their welfare.

Cats are protected underBritish law, which does not recognise the

word ‘feral’ and so does not have to define it. The cat is a domestic

animal, and it is an offence to maltreat it. Maltreatment includes the

withholding of veterinary treatment where this leads to suffering or

death that could have been avoided, and the deliberate withholding of

food from an animal that is unable to feed itself. In practical terms,

stray cats forfeit this protection, becauseit is impossible to identify a

responsible human who can be madeto care for them.

Whenat last the RSPCAfounda groupofcats that seemedsuitable,
David hadthe job of catching them. The group consisted of one full-

grown male, one mature female, and two younger females who

appeared by their coat markings to be the daughters of the two older

cats. They were — or seemedto be —a family group. One night David

caught them in traps and took them to the new homethat had been

prepared for them down in Devon.

‘Tom had reached the barn. He was big, tough, and sometimes

haughty, a typically battered tomcat who put up with no nonsense

from anyone. Hedid just as he liked, and the world could makethe best

of it. He would have passed unnoticed in anystreet. His white fur with

its black markings was just like that of millions of pet cats. As he

entered the barn, Pickle approached him. She, too, was black and

white, but there was some brownin her fur. The twocats met,tails

held erect in greeting, touched noses, then sidled past one another,

their flanks touching andtheir tails bent slightly over the back of the

othercat, until each reachedthetail end of the other, where the formal

greeting ended with a cursory sniff. The greeting-cum-inspection

completed, ‘om began to groom the back of Pickle’s neck, gently at
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Tom — ‘big, tough and haughty’

first and almost absent-mindedly, but then with more passion. The

grooming led to a bite on the neck, which held Pickle still as he

mounted her. She tucked her legs beneath her, Tom’s tail jerked

rhythmically, and successful copulation was confirmed as Pickle

screamed in pain, a part shriek, part spit, that caused her to twist

around and swipe at Tom. The pain appeared to subside at once and

the two animals moved apart. Tom had come home, announcing his

arrival in the way that was customary whenhe cameacrossone of the

females in oestrus — on heat. It did not trouble either of them that,

almost certainly, Pickle was his daughter.

Herpain wasreal. The male cat has barbs onits penis that permit

smooth entry but that stab on withdrawal. It is the stab that causes the

shriek, but it also stimulates hormonal activity that causes an egg to be

released for fertilisation. The mechanism is subtle, selected by

evolution as appropriate for an animal that spends muchofits time

alone. Is the cat a social animal or a solitary one? Its method of
copulation and ovulation might suggest thatit is solitary by nature.If

the female were to release eggs according to a regular cycle,

fertilisation would depend on the coincidence of meeting a male at the

precise moment when conception was possible. Where the environ-

mentprovides food for only a few cats, the hunters must spend most of
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their time dispersed over a widearea. Individuals meet rarely, and by

chance. The copulatory mechanism triggers ovulation and ensures

that individuals have a greater chance ofproducingoffspring. Whether

the cat is essentially social or solitary by nature was one of the

questions that David Macdonald and Peter Apps hoped to understand

better by the end of their year spent observing Tom and his female
harem.

It was Peter who namedthe cats. Except for Tom, the names were

based on fur markings. Pickle, with her white, black and brown

markings, suggested pickle — at least to Peter. Domino was clearly

marked in black and white, rather like Tom. Smudge, the oldest

female, had much brownin her fur and her markings were not so

distinctively defined. She was almosttortoiseshell.

Tom made amatory advances to all three females. In late

February and early March, though,it was Pickle who wasreceptive,

not to say seductive. She greeted Tom with little chirping calls that

grew into high-pitched ‘wowl’ cries. She rolled on the ground and

rubbed herself against him. Sometimes Tom was seduced, but the

strategy did not always succeed, and he would growl and rebuff her

with his paws.

Life in the barn was usually peaceful and Tom’s preference for

Pickle soon became used to her radio collar with its transmitter and battery
pack
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one female did not make him aggressive toward either of the others.

When two cats met they often groomed one another. It was as though

each animal had aroundit a space, enclosed within aninvisible barrier,

inside which it enjoyed complete privacy. Invasion of that space by

another animal amountedto a violation that might be repelled. Entry

wasby invitation only, and a strange animal that invadesthe privacy of

another is likely to be up to no good. After all, the barrier must be

crossed if an attack is to be pressed home. Thus an invited

infringement wassafe, but the rebuff caused by an uninvited one was

potentially so serious that the offending animal would withdraw at

once.

Invitations could be solicited, and one way of doing this was to

approach the other cat with gestures that were appeasing and
unhurried, and to commence grooming. When one cat approached

another without grooming, there was an even chancethat it would be

repulsed. If it groomed, the approach seldomfailed.

Not all contacts were so demonstrative. Sometimes two cats

would be content just to be close to one another, relaxed but

apparently indifferent. At other times, the invitation wouldbeto play.

Now and then there would be a disagreement, a small display of

aggression that ended as quickly as it began when one of the

antagonists withdrew while tempers cooled. In most cases, the

aggression was caused by an approach that perhaps was meant to be

affectionate, but that proved unwelcome.

Peter recorded it all, the comings and goings, the everyday

happenings, but as Tom settled downtorest in the hay, and as Peter

began to eat his bacon and fried bread in his hut down in the

rhododendronpatch, the project was only just beginning.

The cats had been released to the farm rather earlier than had been

planned. They had made themselves at homeandclearly intended to

stay. It was the weather that supplied thefirst test.

The 1977-78 winter, like most winters, was the worst in living

memory. In Devon, it brought deep snow to a region of Britain

unaccustomed to more than an occasional January flurry. High on the

moors, houses were buried to their bedroom windows. Roads were

marked only by the telephone wires running along at the new ground

level, high above the vanished hedgetops.

Peter decided he was warmer amongthe hayin the barn than he

was in his hut. The farm was cut off from the outside world andit

would be some time before David arrived with the equipment he
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neededfor the study. On mostdayshe visited Maurice and Edith at the

house,but there was oneday on whichhe wasnotseenatall. It snowed

for most of the day, and until well into the evening Peter sat huddled

amid the hay bales watching the cats. He was pleased that they had

settled in so well. The project was taking shape already, and Peter’s

mind wasfull of exciting questions which he hoped could be answered

by his research. It was quite dark whenheleft the barn and foundhis

way throughthe drifting snow backto his hut. As he was preparing to

go to bed,the lights flickered and then wentout. He thoughtlittle ofit,

assuming there was a total powerfailure as lines had been brought

downbythe weight of the snow.

The following morning the cause of the power failure was very

apparent. The powercableto the hut ran from the barn, and the barn

had collapsed! Mauricelater estimated that the weight of snow on the

roofmust havebeenat least ten tons. To allow morelight into the barn

to makefilmingeasier, part of the corrugated metal had been removed

from the roof and replaced by transparentplastic sheeting. This had

not been designed to support such a weight. As they stood glumly in

the fresh, white snow, surveying the ruin, Maurice and Petertookit for

granted that the cats would be dead or gone, for what sensible animal

having survived so appalling a catastrophe would wait about on the off-

chance of a repeat performance ?

They began to pull and lift and lever, and little by little the

wreckage wasshifted. Notfor thefirst time, Maurice was impressed by

Peter’s physical strength. He could pick up a haybale and throwit to

the top ofa high rick. He neededall his strength as they sorted out what

wasleft of Maurice’s barn — the centrepiece of the whole project. It

seemedthat all their ambitious plans were in ruins. Then they heard

the unmistakable cry ofa cat. They scrambled overthe bales andthere,

snug among the hay, were all four cats! If you are a cat, perhaps

anything is preferable to wet snow, even a roofthat caves in on you.It

wasclear, though,that offered an easy escape route the cats had chosen

to remain. They weresettled in, and from now on they would come and

go from the barn whenevertheypleased.

For the moment, though,there remained the problem of the barn

itself, and the snow, which had begunto fall again. Mainly by brute

force they rebuilt the barn as a much morerobuststructure. It took

them three days. The snow continuedto fall for some time, and in

succeeding winters the elements were no morecharitable, but the roof

has not fallen again from that daytothis.

Until they could fend for themselves, Peter had to feed thecats.
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This had to be done subtly, for the cats must not learn to associate him

with food. At the same time, they must not fear him,either.

Atfirst he left the food — usually proprietary cat food —1n strategic

places where they wouldfindit, but he madesure they did not see him

with it. The cats remained hidden and cautious. By February he was

leaving food once or twice a day and was observingthe cats for four

hours each evening and intermittently during the day. Maurice would

wanderinto the barn sometimestofind Peter, his long legs sticking out

from behind a hay bale, muffled against the intense cold, stolidly

making notes. At that stage there was little enoughto record, for only

Pickle would emergefrom the hay while he was there. He hadyet to

win their confidence.
Later in the spring, when they were beginning to explore the

farm, he altered their food supply to a milk substitute called

‘Denkavit’. By tradition, farm cats receive a dish ofmilk a day from the

dairy. It bribes them not to migrate from the farm, but it leaves them

hungry enough to makesure they hunt. This was the position toward

which Peter was pushing them, and eventually, when he wassure they

were catching food satisfactorily, he would reduce the supply still

further. The ideal ration was calculated as 50g for each cat every day.

In terms of nourishment, it was equivalent to about two-and-a-half

mice. He fed them morning and evening, from two bowls. This made

sure there was enough room forall four to feed and it guaranteed that

Dominoreceived her share. When he had used one bowl she, as the

youngest of the quartet, had been pushedaside.

Solid food was given to them differently. Peter supplied it on a

regular basis only during the early part of the project. He dividedit

into four portions, one for each cat, and placed theportionsat intervals

so there would be no quarrelling. It was the solid food that attracted

Shadow.

Shadow was an immature male who seemedto have no hometo go

to and wholived by his wits on the fringe of Maurice’s farm. He may

have comefrom the village. Whoever he was, his behaviour suggested

that he wished to join the group. The other cats gave him no

encouragement, but Shadow provedto be a persistent visitor to the

colony.

Therewereother cats in the neighbourhood. The Tibbles own a

cat. Mizzy by nameandgingerin colour,it is a large, neutered tom that

had spent someofits time in the barn before the arrival of the newcats.

On oneof thefirst occasions that he fed the cats, Peter left briefly and

returned to find Mizzy inside the pen and bloated, having consumed
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the entire ration for all four cats. After that episode, Mizzy retired to

the house, conceding his rights in the barn to rivals by whom he was

out-numbered and outclassed.

A tiny, disused, overgrown lane, said to be the oldest stretch of

road in North Devon, runs from the church,past the lych-gate, and

betweentall hedges to the vicarage in the hamlet. Years ago, when the

church had a priest to itself rather than sharing one with nearby

parishes, the vicar would drive alongthelanein his trap. The vicarage

is now the homeof the veterinary surgeon and his family, and they

have cats. Tom visited them from time to time, mainly to steal food

from them, and from there he would cutacrossa few fields, run along

some hedge bottoms, and so reach another farm on which lived a

solitary female cat with a deformedear. This did not put off Tom, who

soon madea habit of visiting her. Peter gave her the name ‘Broken

Ear’. In all, Tom wasvisiting five farms in the neighbourhood.

While Peter had been establishing these initial patterns of

behaviour, David had been back in Oxford arranging the necessary

technical support. Each cat was to befitted with a radio collar

consisting of a radio transmitter powered by a small battery. Each

would transmit a different signal by which the individual cat could be

tracked and its movements plotted. The larger the power pack, the

David and Peter fit Tom’s radio collar
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longer the life of the signal and the greater the distance over which it

would transmit. The scientists preferred larger packs, but the film-

makers thought that they would be visually obtrusive, and proposed

small ones. It was decided to compromise and use packs that were

intermediate in size. The choice provedsatisfactory. (om did manage

to travel beyond his radio range once, but the packs were still

transmitting up to the time when they were removed.

Initially, though, the collars had to betried for size, using dummy

packs, before the design wasfinalised. On 2 March Peter received two

such dummypacks from David. He managed to catch Tom,only to

find the strap wastoo short. Pickle gave him a bad time. He caughther,

but her reaction to being handled was quite wild. Tom and Domino

would allow themselves to be handled, the others would not, and that

is the extent to which the four cats were ‘tame’.

During the attempts to fit a dummycollar to Pickle, her screams

attracted Tom and Smudge, who movedin to investigate. Peter had

the distinct impression that they had cometo Pickle’s aid. What did

this mean? Many cat enthusiasts who arealso cat watchers(it is not

necessarily the samething) believe that cats are social animals, ready to

assist their friends, but the scientist is permitted no such simple

picture. If the cat is a truly solitary animal, this does not mean thatit

must scorn entirely the company of its fellows. Mothers must be

allowed to bring up kittens, of course, but larger groups might

assemblefor particular reasons. They might meetto exploit a plentiful

source of food, for example, or to shelter from bad weather. Such

contacts might well be amicable. There is no reason to suppose that

individuals will quarrel without cause, and a solitary animal might

welcome the comfort that is to be derived from mutual grooming and

from sleeping huddled against another cat’s warm fur. Such loose

aggregations of cats have been seen many times and by almost

everyone. If we assumethatthecat is a truly solitary animal, always

and inevitably, we go on to assumethat such groupings of cats can be

no morethan loose aggregations. The individuals that comprise them

each live their own lives in their own way, pursuing their ownself-

interest.
It is a view of the cat that will appeal to many people, for it confirms

their prejudices. It reveals the cat as a robust individualist that goesits

own way and does exactly as it pleases. If it adjusts its behaviourto suit

the convenience of the humans whose accommodation and foodit

shares, this is a reasonable pursuit of the cat’s own best interest, since

persistently anti-human behaviourwill bring ejection on thetoe of a
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Pickle and Smudge at home in the barn

boot. Lookedat another way, the cat is exposed as a shamelessly self-
centred, greedy, hedonistic individual, and because it must be credited
with a certain low cunning in the pursuit of its nefarious ends, it is
deceitful, unscrupulous and dishonest. The solitary cat is a very
satisfactory fellow, for he fits neatly into the pigeonhole we have
prepared for him mentally, and allows himself to be loved or hated,
admired or despised, according to taste. That the cat might be
anything but solitary by nature seems uncharacteristic.

Whatif the picture is quite wrong? What if circumstances can
arise under which groups of cats will live together not as a loose
aggregation, but as a society, a group whose memberscollaborate now
and then in pursuit of a common objective, or who even behave
altruistically toward one another? Was the reaction of Tom and
Smudgeto Pickle’s distress during the collar incident simply curiosity,
or wasit an act ofaltruism ? Asthecats settled in, would they show that
they had a social side to their nature and wayoflife?

By the third week in Marchthe cats were roaming free. They had
started to hunt. Peter saw Dominocatch,play with,kill and eat a vole.
They were beginning to hide food in cachesfor future attention. Tom
even tried to bury a dish ofmilk. Peter was confidentthat the cats were
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familiar with their surroundings and were starting to fend for

themselves.

Domino had becomesexually receptive. She was the smallest of

the cats, andit is possible that she was a virgin. Whenoneofthe other

cats touched her, she would crouch and rub her chin on the ground.

Tom would bite her neck in the approved manner, but her behaviour

when he mounted her suggested she had no previous sexual

experience; and it took several attempts before she learned to tuck her

legs beneath her. After about a week she was respondingto seductive

chirps from Tom bycrouching androlling on the ground, but when he

tried to grab her, she moved away. Domino’s confused behaviourwas a

sign that she was now sexually mature. Soon she would be physically

responsive to Tom’s courtship.

Peter finished his breakfast and returned to the barn. Thecats, asleep

or pretendingto be, ignored him. A morning hen clucked hysterically

to announceshe had just invented eggs, and the old buzzardlifted

himself into the warmingair to ride the thermals while he waited for

the flicker of movement that would allow him to break his fast. It was

morning. It was spring. For Peter it was a time to wait and watch.
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As TOM walked into the barn, almost the first thing he saw was
Shadow,sitting on top of a hay bale. The three females were taking
little notice of him, but Tom was affronted. He was prepared to
tolerate Shadow,butliberties he would not permit.

He jumpedon to the hay as thoughto attack. Shadow crouched
downandhissed loudly. It was impossible to tell whetherhis attitude
was one of defence or submissiveness, but it was clear that he
recognised he was in trouble. The two animals stared hard at one
anotherfor aboutfive seconds, while Tom remainedperfectly still and
in control of the situation. Then he beganto step from foot to foot with
his front legs splayed outward and forward, claws fully extended,
tearing at the hay. Still he made no sound, but vocal threats were
hardly necessary. The menace in his regular treading andtearing,
treading andtearing, wasplain,and it was impressive. Then, abruptly,
he stopped, turned away,and twitchedhis tail and hind quarters in an
action that suggested to Peter, who wassitting very still a few yards
away, that he might be scent-marking. Supremely confident, Tom sat
downwith his back to Shadow.

He remainedlike this for about a minute, but it seemed that his
message, clear thoughit had been, had not succeededin dislodging his
opponent. He turned and repeated it. This time Shadow retreated
about six feet, hissing and growling. Tom could probably have taken
him then,with a leap that would have found Shadow in a weakposition
for defence. He did not press his advantage, however, but turnedhis
back and sat down again. The stalemate continued.

‘The cats remained immobile and aboutsix feet apart for a further
half hour. They appeared relaxed, but there was a tension between
them,a conflict that had not been resolved. Suddenly Shadow moved
toward ‘Tom,startling him into jumping away, butstill there was no
physical contact between them. The war was purely psychological,
conducted through threat and counter-threat.
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For another twenty-five minutes the cats sat six feet apart without

moving. Then Tom, perhaps deciding that enough was enough,

walked away, his dignity preserved and, it would seem, his honour

satisfied.

It was timeto feed the cats. Peter stood up and began to move about

the barn. At this, Shadow ran outside and vanished.

The argument between Tom and Shadow was probably ter-

ritorial. Shadow had invaded a region Tom considered his exclusive

preserve. There were other such encounters, with othercats, but these

took place in various other places about the farm. Only Shadow

invadedthe barnitself.

There was a ginger cat — not Mizzy — who caused Tom trouble.

Maurice once saw Tom fighting him in the churchyard onthe far side

of the house from the barn, anda little while later Peter watched ‘Tom

chase a ginger cat — perhapsa different one — through the orchard and

across the road. It was only Tom whowasso aggressive, though. The

females never wentout of their wayto find trouble, as he seemed to do,

but their attitude to Shadow was curious. He was the one cat the
females would attack. In this their behaviour was nottypical of their

behaviour to other cats. Pickle, especially, seemed to resent his

presence. On one occasion she crouchedbehind a haybale in order to

pounce on him ashepassed.

Tom behavedinconsistently, as well. Sometimes he would try to

attack Shadowfiercely; at other times he took no notice of him. His

attacks never led to physical contact, but he was not contentto allow

Shadow merely to run away, as he allowed otherintruders to do. He

would cut off Shadow’s retreat, forcing a confrontation, but then he

would allow Shadow to escape unharmed. Shadow himselfwas always

nervous. He appearedonlyat feeding times and he alwaysretreated, or

tried to retreat, at the first sign of hostility.

The relationship between Tom and Shadow was more complex

than it seemed. Had Tom simply hated the other cat and wished him

gone, he could have pressedhome one ofhis attacks or repeatedly chased

Shadow away,in either case ensuring that Shadow departed once and

for all. That he never wentso far, suggested that he was notseeking to

exclude Shadowtotally, but to make surethat his visits were restricted

and that he remained subordinate. This, too, would account for his

apparentinconsistency, for it has been observed in otherstudiesofcats’

behaviourthat provided the enviroment imposesno extremepressures,

a groupwill be dominated by a male but the ‘bosscat’ will not seek to

assert himself constantly. He will react to a challenge from a
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subordinate, but otherwise his régime is usually placid and fairly
liberal. He may not even intervene when another male copulates with
one of‘his’ females. Shadow was not a memberofthe group, however,
but a worrying intruder who neither quite belonged nor quite did not
belong. ‘Tom had to make sure that Shadow understoodtheposition,
and his status required occasional affirmation.

This degree of toleration may well have been dueto thefact that
Shadow was immature at the time, a kind of feline adolescent. The
threat he represented was potential rather than actual. Had a fully
mature male arrived on the scene and soughtto establish himself, he
could have done so only by assuming the dominantrole, and things
would have been very different. Tom would havetreated such cat as a
credible challenger and would have reacted accordingly. Almost
certainly he would have won the encounter. The fact that he was
fighting ‘at home’ would have made him more confident and the
challenger more nervous.

All the same, as spring wore on and Tom’s absences from the barn
became longer, Shadow grewincreasingly impertinent. He would flee
from the females only if they were particularly aggressive. It was Tom
he really feared, and when the‘boss’ was away from homeheventured
more boldly into the barn.

Clearly, Tom, and to a lesser extent the females also, were
staking out some kindofterritorial claims about the farm. They were
defining boundaries. Thelocal cat population was informed thatthis
was wherethe four of them now lived and hunted,andthat incursions
would be rebuffed. Does this mean that cats are territorial animals?

‘To answerthis we must distinguish between the terms‘territory’
and ‘home-range’. A territory is a region occupied by an animalor
group of animals into which no outsider is permitted to enter.
European robins are famously — or notoriously — territorial. This can
be demonstrated very simply by placing a robin-sized object with a
patch of rust-red colour on it anywhereinside a robin’s territory. The
resident robin will attack it. In the same way,it will attack a tape-
recorderthat plays a recording of a robin’s cry, including a recording
of its own cry. Robins, then, are aggressively territorial. Some
monkeys, too, devote much time to occupying the boundaries of the
group territory and screaming abuse and defiance at neighbouring
groups. As with the robin, an invading individual will be attacked.
Such monkeysare territorial.

Other animals behavein less obvious ways, andthe fact that they
have reputationsfor aggressiveness providesno clue to their attitudes
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toward other members of their own species. Weasels, for example,

which will attack animals many times their own size and can inflict

quite severe injuries on humans whoattemptto handle them,are very

tolerant of other weasels and fights are rare. Weasels have ranges, and

they avoid borderincidents by the simple expedientofavoiding direct

contact with their neighbours. Should an individual stray into its

neighbour’s patch, no dire consequencesfollow. Weasels, then, have

home-rangesrather than territories.

Territories and home-rangesserve similar purposesin that they are

both areas within which an individual or group has exclusive or

dominant feeding rights, but whereas a territory will be defended, a

range may notbe.It is marked,so that all animals know its boundaries

more or less, but it exists by mutual tolerance and understanding

rather than requiring maintenance byforce.

The terms are not mutually exclusive. A species can defend a

territory while simultaneously occupying a muchlarger range. The

territory, forminga ‘core area’ within the range,is used for resting in

safety and for breeding.
Whetheran animal has a territory or ahome-range depends, more

than anything, on the area it requires to keep it supplied with food. As

the cats began to locate the best hunting grounds and the most

convenient routes to and from them,the area defined by their regular

travels amounted to about half a square mile. It would have been

impossible to defend so large an area. Even had the cats devoted the

whole of their time to patrolling the borders systematically, there were

too few of them to have provided more than the most sketchy

protection.In fact, it was only Tom whopatrolled the outlying parts of

the ranges, because the females had much smaller home-ranges which,

for the mostpart, weretotally contained within the patch he had staked

out for himself.
Should Tom encounteranother male inside his borders, he would

orderit to leave, which invariably it would do, but should a male — or

female for that matter — enter without his knowledge, no harm was

doneunless the intruderstole food from him or attempted to mate with

one ofhis females. What he could not permit was the establishmentofa

resident competitor. Peter and David assumed that Tom’s range was

based on the minimum area he neededto keep him fed. Thefact that

his boundaries lay beyond thoseofthe females in his own group helped

them, for it meant that not only were theyless likely to encounter

intruders, but they did not have to compete for food with Tom,either.

He and they spent much of their hunting time at or close to the
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Maurice films the curious private lives of the cats

boundaries, and quite quickly their movements began to follow
regular paths. They had‘beats’ that they walked, probablyless for fear
of invasion than to inspect their favourite feeding spots.

Maurice used to see Tom trotting past the house on his way to or
from the barn. He walked part of the way beside the hedge that
boundedthe Tibbles’ garden, but then, and alwaysin the sameplace,
he went through it to the field beyond. He approached the house
through the churchyard, entering by the lych-gate and following the
path that led beside the graves to the door. On at least one occasion
Maurice saw him scent-mark the church door with urine. Tom made
enemiesas well as friends!

From the church his regular route took him north-westto a farm,
then almost due west for about a quarter of a mile, then south,parallel
to the road that runsupto the church,butto onesideofit by a distance
varying up to about 200 yards, and past two more farms, where he
would sometimescall to inspect. The fact that the farms lay within his
range, and that they harboured cats, meant that those cats were, or
should be, subservient to him. Such was Tom’s simple political
philosophy, demonstrated now and then by a scrapthat, over the years
he had previously lived in Oxfordshire, hadtattered his ears and given
him his practical, no-nonsenseattitudeto life. So he continued, a one-
cat occupying army,alonga track that led him almost a mile to a field
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boundary wherehe turned left to walk due east and backto the road.

He was heading now past some cottages and towards another farm,

wherelived Broken Ear. As Tom approachedher barn, he would raise

his tail in greeting. It was apparent to Peter, who pursued him,that

Tom was well known here and that he was made welcomeby the lone

female.

After leaving Broken Ear, Tom would head north-east for just

over a quarterof a mile until he was east of the village. He skirted the

village to the north — although he would often make a diversion into the

village — and returned to the church bytheside of the ancient lane

along which the vicars usedto ride.

Behind him plodded Peter, the hood of his parka raised and his

antennaeheld high above his head. He wore headphonesand twiddled

intermittently with the controls of the radio receiver that hung by a

strap around his neck. Sometimes though, Tom would wander for

days on end, disappearing beyondradio range. Peter recorded:

Tom continues to roam the countryside. I did not see him

between the eveningof8.5.78 and the morning of 11.5.78. He was

also away betweenthe evening of 12.5.78, when I tracked him to

the village, and the morningof 14.5.78. On 13.5.78, he was out of

radio rangealongall three sides ofa triangular area with about one

mile sides. The tracking results so far suggest thatheis fitting the

expected pattern of restricted hunting areas joined by well

defined paths.

A few dayslater:

Tom continuedto leave for the village at about 7 o’clock until

18.5.78. On 19.5.78 I intercepted him on his way back at the

village end at 0840. Hearrived back at the barn at og1o. On the

night of 19.5.78 he did not leave and wasstill in the barn at 0400

on 20.5.78. He did not leave on 20 Mayandisstill around tonight.

This change of habit unfortunately coincided with the need to

watch Dominointensively, so that I did not track him on 18.5.78.

Something may have happenedatthe village which frightened

him off. Possibly coincidental was the sighting of a large, pale

ginger cat near the church on the evening of 19.5.78. In the

morning there was an area of flattened plants and sometufts of

pale ginger hair to the east of the churchyard — presumably the

site of a cat fight, not, presumably, involving Tom, since he was

in the village.
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Like any sensible cat, Tom was an opportunist. He was a good

hunter, but in his view there was no point whatever in spending hours

waiting for a mouse when humansprovidedfood for the taking. There

was a villainous purposefor his frequentvisits to thevillage.

The vet’s wife owned two pet cats who were fed regularly on

good, chewy meat, which they nibbled delicately, eating a little now

and savinga little for later. They were no match for Tom. Their owner

became distressed at what seemed to be an abrupt changein their

habits. They would be fed in the usual way, but a few minuteslater

they would be demandingfoodagain,and their plates would be empty.

Such gluttony was not to be encouraged, and the cats were told so, in

no uncertain terms. This happened onseveral occasions, and when the

ownerglanced through the window, she saw Tom looking complacent

and lickinghis lips, but thoughtlittle of this. It took some time for her

to realise what was happening, and when she did, Tom made another

human enemy!

If you are a cat that lives by its wits, the secret of success lies in

rapid eating. Like most such animals, Tom did not stand on ceremony

or toy with the food. He ate like a vacuum cleaner, cleaning a plate in

seconds, a secondplate in a few seconds more, and he was through the

doorandawayin less time thanit takes to tell. No doubt this technique

caused appalling indigestion, but it was easier than hunting, and
probably just as enjoyable.

He raided Maurice’s house, too, when the coast wasclear, andhis

tastes were catholic. He once devoured a chocolate cake that Edith had

baked, and the experienceleft him with a taste for chocolate cake that

he neverlost.

Peter spent part of his time working as Tom’s public relations

officer. It was a thankless task that took him to local farms and houses,

wherehe hadto explain and apologise for the behaviour of a cat who

was having the timeofhis life. As the subject of scientific research,

‘Tom could not be constrained in any way. He hadto be allowed to do

as he liked, for the purpose ofthe study was to observe just what he did

like. And if that were notjustification enough, by this time Tom had

been cast as a star of the small screen, and film stars have to be

humoured.

But there were occasions when Tom’s extra-mural activities had
to be restricted.

Maurice’s farm also provides a natural setting in which hecarries

out some of his work as a wildlife photographer, and that season

the cats were not the only animals around the place. Maurice had a
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family of water-voles living near to the house. The female had just

given birth to a litter in front of the camera, an event that had never

before been recorded on film, and she was beginning to suckle her

young. He was makinga film aboutthe life of the water-vole for the

BBCseries Wildlife on One, and everything was going well until Scott,

his son, reported seeing one of the cats uncomfortably close to the

water-vole nest. It was too late. One of the cats — it may not have been

Tom this time, but he was the prime suspect — had eaten all the

youngsters. The vole enclosure was then madecat-proof.

Tom’s activities, and those of the females whose ranges

overlapped with one another, illustrated the purpose of the home-

range itself. Each animal located a series of feeding places and spentits

time travelling by regular paths to each of them in turn. It was a

hunting operation that had nothing to do with defence. In Tom’s case,

though, his travels included visits to neighbouring females. The

boundaries of the ranges were clearly defined, and they represented

the furthest distance each animal could travel from ‘home’ — the central

area where the females slept, with or without Tom — without feeling

insecure.

The females were more social than Tom, spending much more of

Domino exploring the meadow beyond the barn
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their time together, but when Tom was present they behaved

differently. He protected them from other cats, and they were

noticeably less nervous when he was with them.

When membersofthe group met one another awayfrom the barn,

as the females did now andthenin thecourseof their hunting, they

greeted one anotherbysniffing, rubbing heads andflanks against one

another. Sometimesonesniffed the tail region of the other. Very early

on in their exploration of the farm,it was clear that they remembered

places wherethey could find food and they had notrouble returning to

them, navigating by sight but also, and sometimes more importantly,

by following a trail of smells.

As their confidence increased, so did the size of their ranges. By

the end of June, Peter reported that Tom had doubledhis range area

and that Smudge and Domino had increased theirs by half.

Sometimes Tom ranged further, but his progress to the north was

checked one day by a bullock, which chased him into a wood. He

continued to meetothercats.

On the night of the 5th (June), he took part in a caterwauling

session for about 1§ minutes at O100 with a large dark cat. As far as

I could see (not very far) they just sat about six feet apart and

wailed at each other. Theothercatfinally walked off and Tom sat

nearby for an hour until I left him.

... While at the village on 10 June Tom meta large(bigger than

T’om) black and white cat. Although they did notfight, the black

and white cat twice ran towards Tom andeither sat aboutfifteen

yards from him orran pastat about nine feet distance. After one

such encounter, Tom spray-markeda nearbygate post.

‘Tom was spray-marking widely. Apart from the church porch,he

had sprayed many timesin the barnitself, on gate-posts, and in the

small woodland just down from the church, which developed a

distinctly ‘catty’ smell.

Males spray much more frequently than females, but the activity

is not exclusively male. Domino sprayed at least once, going through

the full routine and obtaining the appropriate reaction from Tom,

SmudgeandPickle, all of whom werepresentat the time.

Why do cats do this? The conventional explanation is that

spraying supplies marks by whichterritories are defined, and that a

series of marks on prominent surfaces warnsothercats that they are

entering occupiedterritory. As with so manyaspects of cat behaviour,

this is not an adequate explanation. Why, for example, should thecats
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spray inside the barn,since the recipients of such ‘messages’ would be

principally themselves?

In the first place, what is it that is sprayed? Tigers, lions,

cheetahs,in fact all membersof the cat family, including the domestic

cat, spray, andall of them doit in the same way.It has been suggested

that tigers and lions are able to mix some pungent secretion from

glands around the anusorgenital region with urine, but whetheror not

this is so, and whether domestic cats also add somespecial ingredient

to their urine, no one knows. All we can be certain of is that the spray

consists mainly ofurine. A cat urinates in a downwarddirection — on to

the floor — but it sprays moreorless horizontally and 1s unable to spray

downwards. Somecat observers have foundthat cats will react to the

smell ofurine whethertheyfind it on the flooror at a higherlevel. This

suggests, therefore, that in the domesticcat at least the substancethat

is sprayedis urine and nothingelse. Peter’s findings, however, tended

to contradict this. David sent Peter a supply ofcat urine and Peter used

it to make scent-marks which he presented to Tom.Atfirst Tom took

no notice whatever. This may have been dueto the age of the urine;

fresh urine might have aroused moreinterest. However, Peter also saw

Tom comeacross someordinary, unsprayedurine left by Shadow, and

again Tom took nointerest.
Cats do possess scent glands, which are located on the side of the

head and in the angle of the jaw. They are used for marking, the

secretion being transferred whenever the cat rubs its face and head

against an object —the object often being animate. Every cat owneris

familiar with this, and when Pussy rubsherself against our legs or

hands welike to imagine she is making a simple gesture of affection.

Notso. She is marking us with a scent she will recognise the next time

she encountersit. It is her way of providing ‘badges’ to distinguish

between friends and strangers quickly.

A cat may rubitself against the target it intends to spray, butit

does not always do so. The spraying itself always follows the same

ritual. The cat turns its back on the target,lifts its tail, and in a standing

position it sends a stream of urine in a horizontal, or nearly horizontal,

line. The amount of urine involved is much less than the amount

excreted in ordinary urination. During spraying the cat’s tail quivers

and it may make treading movements with its hind legs. When

sprayingis finished, the cat may sniff at the target, but 1f it does so at all,

the sniffing is very cursory. Normally, cats bury their urine andfaeces:

there is no advantage to a predator in announcingits presenceto its

prey or to larger predators. Sprayed urineis never buried; it is left for
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all to find. The urine is meant to smell, and that is why anysniffing ofit

is cursory. But the division betweenordinary urination and sprayingis

not hard and fast, and sometimesit is difficult to tell which action a cat

is performing.

There is a general rule amongcats that fresh spray-marks, usually

those that are less than four hours old, must not be sprayedagain, but

older marks are renewed often. An individual male may spray in one

place only or in several places, but once chosen, a particularsite is

likely to remain in use for sometime.

This makesit possible to ‘translate’ the chemical message into a

verbal one. Paul Leyhausen, a German zoologist who has devoted

years to the study of cat behaviour, suggested in 1971 that the spray-

mark simply meansthat anothercat haspassedthis way. If the markis

fresh, the cat has passed recently. If the mark is old, then the cat that

finds it may proceed,but before doing so it should markthe spot again

so that the next cat will know what it is expected to do. In other

words, the marks are intended to avoid confrontations between cats

whoserangesoverlap. Atleast, that is one of their suggested purposes.

They may also have sexual overtones. This can be inferred from the

behaviour of a cat when it discovers a scent-mark.

This behaviour is unmistakable. A cat explores its environment

by sniffing, and smells are at least as important to it as sights and

sounds. Most of this sniffing is fairly casual, but when a cat comes

across a scent-mark, the sniffing becomes more intensive. Its nose

actually touches the marked spot, its ears are laid back, and it may

begin to make licking movements with its tongue acrosstheroofofits

mouth. After this, an activity that students of animal behaviour term

*Flehmen’ may occur. Thecatraises its head with its mouth half-open

and its upper lip drawn backa little. It stands verystill, stares fixedly in

front of it, and breathes slowly. Then the cat may sniff again and

Flehmen may occur for a second,or even a third time.

Peter described the process as part of the spray-marking

experiments he conducted in June.

When a mark was dabbedonto the upright post at the front ofthe

barn, Tom picked up the scent from about a yard, sniffed

carefully over the post and found the mark. He sniffed very

carefully at it, touching it occasionally with the tip of his tongue,

and showed Flehmen. Tom spray-marked four spots around the

barn during the morning. The females took no notice of them.

Flehmenis notrestricted to domestic cats. Some of the large cats

39



The Curious Cat
 

exhibit it during sexual intercourse, and male cheetahs perform it

more frequently when they are sexually active. Domestic tomcats are

likely to perform Flehmen moreoften if the urine they are examining

was left by a female in oestrus. It is such clues as these that suggest

scent-marking has some sexual significance, but it 1s feral goats, not

cats at all, that demonstrate such a connnection most dramatically.

When a male goat comes acrossa scent-markleft by a female that 1s not

in oestrus, it performs Flehmen andafterthat its sexual behaviour 1s

inhibited.

On 7th April, Tom had brokenall the rules. After adopting an

unusual stance to produce it, he left faeces unburied — quite

deliberately. Was this some novel form of scent-marking? Peter, who

observed the event, could not at first think of a satisfactory

explanation, but it was not the only unusual behaviourhe saw.Earlier

on the same day, Smudge and Tom weretogetherin thefield in front of

the barn. Smudgerolled, crouched and rubbedherself on the ground.

Tom chirped seductively and tried to bite her neck. Twice she pushed

him away, but only to repeat behaviour that is typical of a sexually

receptive female. Tom mountedherrepeatedly andtried to copulate,

but did not succeed. Smudge looked pregnant, but had she been

pregnant she would not have been sexually receptive. On the other

hand, Tom’s failure to copulate with her made Peter doubt whether

she wasreally receptiveat all.

The following day the cats were all sleeping together when Pickle

wokeand began nuzzling at Tom.Sherolled him over and nuzzled his

tummy, with her eyes closed andherearslaid back, and after a couple

ofminutes she found a nipple, which she sucked for about 30 seconds.

Then shereleased it and nuzzled again, kneading with her forepaws.

Tom purred loudly throughout the proceedings, and when Pickle sat

back he rolled to his original position. ‘Any possible functional

significance eludes me!’ noted Peter.

The cats were living together contentedly. In the early days,

Domino had often behaved submissively to the others. While Peter

was supplyingall their food, during the settling-in period, he had to

take special precautions to make sure that Dominoreceived her proper

ration. She would be pushedoutofthe wayifshe tried to feed with any

of the others. Now, though, she was becoming more popular. Pickle

was generally friendlier, especially with DominoandTom, and Smudge

was getting along better with Domino. This changein relationships,

which Peter described as ‘sharp’, seemed to end any social ranking.

There was no open dominanceofcat by cat.
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Domino and Tom, mutually grooming

Indeed, the peace that descendedin the barn wasstarting to bore

Peter, who noted that: ‘the discontinuous behaviour records seem to

reveal little except that cats spend a lot of time doing not much!’ and,

later, that the record showed ‘the expected large amountofsitting,

sleeping and grooming’. When a cat returned to the barn after

spending some time away, it was often greeted by the others with

showsof affection.

The cats were usually in the barn in the morning. As spring

moved gradually towardsthe slow, sleepy, North Devon summer,they

would sunbathe together. The afternoons and evenings werethe time

for exploration and hunting.

Exploration was extremely important. Far from killing the cat,its

curiosity about everything aroundit is part of the secret of its success.

This curiosity may seem playful, but it is neither trivial nor idle. Every

possible source of food must be discovered and tested. Every possible

source of danger must be located.

Once each animal had explored its range to its own satisfaction,

life settled down to a moreregular pattern. Tom, with his large range,

spent his foraging time walking briskly, sometimestrotting, from one

place to the next. He spent most of his time on the move, seldom
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Domino returning from a successful hunting trip

staying for long in any one place. The females were less active.

Smudge, for example, would visit the farm halfway down the road

during the daytime.Peter foundit difficult to track her amongthe farm

buildings, but she appeared to spend long periods in one place. At

night she movedinto the open countryside. It was the females whosat

patiently by the mouths of burrows waiting for their occupants to

emerge. I’om, of course, wasstill living largely by larceny.

The difference in range sizes between male and female was

apparently typical. In her studyofcats living in Portsmouth Dockyard,

Jane Dards found that on average tomshave rangeslarger than those of

females anduse their ranges in a more uniform way. Three-quarters of

the females she observedlived in groups, sharing ranges among two or

more adults. The actual size of a range seemed to depend on the

resourcesit contained, but was independentofthe numberofcats in a

group. [he females tended to spend mostof their time in a small core

area, where they had food and shelter. The frequency with which they

moved away from this area varied from onecat to another and seemed

to depend on individual temperament, somecats being naturally more

adventurousthan others. The tomsspenttheir time, as Tom did on the

farm, moving from onesite to anotherwithin their ranges, but many of

their visits were to the core areas occupied by groupsof females.It is
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the toms that wanderfar from their usual haunts, most commonly in

January and February, when female cats start to come into oestrus.

It is not difficult to see how these patterns of behaviour typical of

males and females benefit cats as a whole. Females have to bring up

kittens and for quite long periods their movements will be restricted

because very young kittens cannot be left unguarded, or unfed, for

very long, and slightly older kittens cannot travel far. The females,

therefore, find it advantageous to settle in a secure place that is

surrounded bya fairly small, but rich, range in which plenty of food

can be found. Tomssuffer no such constraints. Their contribution to

the continuation of the species requires them to mate with as many

females as they can find. An unattached receptive female is likely to

mate with thefirst acceptable tom to arrive on the scene.

It is all managed very efficiently, especially if the use of ranges is

interpreted in terms of its genetic benefits, since it ensures that the

genes possessed by each individual have the largest possible chance of

surviving. The size of the female ranges permit their occupants to
provide care for the young, so preserving the genes shared among the

family group until each new generation matures; the male ranges tend

to introduce those genes into new family groups where they will be

protected. By visiting several family groups, each male provides

‘insurance’ for the survival of the genes hecarries against the possible

extinction of any particular group.

By the third week in May, Tom was becomingincreasinglyirritable.

He wasinconsistent, changing from being aggressiveto being friendly

in a matter of minutes, but several times he struck Domino with his

paw andshe becamevery cautious of approaching him. Peter thought

this was due to hunger. The four cats would all drink together from the

same bowl, but if they were given solid food they would growlat one

another. If the food consisted of prey one of them had caught the

aggression was more marked. On one occasion Tom ate a mouse,

growlingall the while at any cat that came within a yard of him, but as

soon as his meal was finished he groomed Smudge’s back.

The cats were hunting, and like all farm cats, they were now

largely dependent on the food that they individually caught. In this

respect, it was every cat foritself.
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CATS, OF COURSE,are formidable hunters. At least, they are if they have

been taught to hunt while they were kittens and have Kept 1n practice.

Many pet cats never catch anything, and although they may go

through almostritualistic stalkings, often of somewhat inappropriate

quarries, these rarely develop into full-scale attacks, and when they do

the cat frequently misses. The desire to hunt may be innate, but the

skills of the successful hunter are learned and perfected by practice.

The successful cat worksin classic fashion. It sits patiently beside

a hole, waits for the occupant to emerge, then pounces before the prey

has achanceto react. All our cats spent someoftheir time sitting beside

holes, and Tom particularly resented any intrusion when concentrat-

ing on such important activity. When Domino approached him with

her usual greeting she was rebuffed, and she soon cameto realise that

play may be play, but workis work, and the condition of the innercat

imposes its own high priority.

Hunting by ambush is characteristic of all the cats, large and

small, with the exception of the cheetah, which hunts on the open

grasslands where the strategy would not work so well. Even the

cheetah, though, cannot run its victim down as a dog mightdo. Cats

are designed to moveveryrapidly, but only overshort distances. Their

stamina is poor and they cannot sustain a chase.

Nor, curiously enough, are they very goodat climbing.Atleast,

they can climb up well enough; it is descending that causes problems.

Everyone knowsthat a cat can fall a considerable distance, land onits

feet, and walk away physically unharmed. The cat up a tree seldom

uses this remarkable ability. It runs up a tree almost as quickly asit

moveson level ground, using its extended front claws to grip the bark

and its strong hind-leg muscles to push it forward against the

anchorage providedby its rather immobile back claws. Unhappily,the

technique does not work in reverse. There are tree-climbing wild cats,

such as the American ocelot, that are able to descend trees head-first,
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moving spirally down the trunk. They have hind feet that are very

flexible andall their paws can be used for gripping. Were the domestic

cat to try such a vertical descent head-first, it would be unable to

maintain a grip with its hind feet, because the feet cannot be turned

around andtheclawsare arrangedso that they grip only whenthelegs

are thrust backward — they curve over and down, and werethey to

continue, they would pointto the rear. The front claws could grip the

bark muchbetter, but the sad result of this would bethat the cat would

be secure at only one end — the front end. Its hind claws would part

company withthe tree andthe rear part of its body would fall away,

causing the cat to tumble tail over head. The cat is well aware of this

danger.Its solution is to descendtail-first, using its hind clawsto grip

as they are meantto grip, holding the weight of its body, while it

releases its front claws a paw at a time and brings them down. The

operation 1s clumsy and slow, and while it is descendingit is difficult

for the cat to see where it is going. The whole thing is most

unsatisfactory, and although many domestic cats learn to conquer

their understandable fear of it, many never do. The cat stuck up a tree

elicits our sympathy,andfire brigades are fairly expert at cat rescues.

It is not unknownfor a cat to exploit this. After seeing ‘The

Curious Cat’, one World About Us viewer wrote describing how her

pet cat would climb a tree and how] miserably for help, so attracting a

friendly, attentive crowd, but if the crowd dispersed withouteffecting

a rescue, the cat would descend without theslightest difficulty and try

again later.

The domestic cat is designed to hunt on the ground, andifits

claws and muscles are poorly constructed for climbing, they are superb

tools for catching and despatching small prey.

The hind claws cannot be moved, exceptas part of the digits to

which they are attached. The front claws are normally held in a

retracted position but can be extended when the cat wishes to use

them. The claw is attached to the outermost of three small bones in the

toe, but two tendons, above and below,attach it to the bone behind.

When the upper tendon is contracted, the outer bone and claw are

pulled up and back into a sheath of skin in the paw. Whenthe lower

tendonis contracted, the boneis pulled from a position alongside the

middle bone, so bringing the claw forward and downinto the extended

position. All the cats, large and small, can extend their claws in this

way, with the solitary exception of the cheetah, whose claws are

extended permanently.

The normal position for the claw is sheathed. Inside its sheath,it
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Smudge devours a
mouse — headfirst, in
classic cat fashion 
is protected from the wear, tear and blunting from whichthe thicker

and tougher hind claws suffer. The motion that extends the clawsis

accompanied by other muscular contractions that spread the toes

wide, so that the paw attains its maximum span. Left unattended, both

front and hind claws would soon be covered by the protective sheath of

skin. Apparently neurotic cats that sit by thefire “biting their nails’ are

in fact biting away the claw sheath. Front claws are kept sharp and the

outer, horny layer is removed from their tips by honing them on any

suitably tough surface. Carpets and furniture are excellent for this

purpose, but for cats that live outdoors, trees must be madeto serve.

As anyone will know whose gameswith a cat have become rougher

than either combatant planned, the hind claws are useful weapons in

their own right. In desperate straits a cat can roll on its back andfight

upward, gripping with its front claws while it bites and at the same

time rakes with its hind claws.It is the front claws, though,thatgrip.

That is their only use in hunting. Theygrip the prey, but they do

not kill or injure it. Once it is held still, the ultimate weapons can be

broughtinto action.
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The killing bite of a cat is very precise indeed. In all members of

the cat family, the death blowis a bite that severs the spinal column of

the prey. The feat is more difficult than it sounds, becauseit is not

achieved by crunching through a neck vertebra. This would be

impossible in most cases and, evenif it were possible, immediate death

would not be the inevitable result. The sharp, very pointed canine

teeth locate the joint between two vertebrae, and then theybite so that

the bonesare levered apart and the neural cord is cut. Death from sucha

bite is instantaneous, and the need to deliver a neck bite is so deeply

ingrained that manycats, and especially the large cats, will often bite

the neck of their prey ritualistically even whenit has died from some

other cause.

Everything depends, of course, on the cat being able to find the

appropriate part of the neck and deliverits bite. There is no guarantee

of this, especially if the prey is large compared withthe cat and fights

back. In such a case there are various possibilities open to the cat. The

one most frequently adopted is for the cat to strike the victim with its

paw so as to knockit off balance or,if it can manageto grab hold of the

prey, actually to pick it up in its teeth and throwit violently to oneside,

perhaps repeatedly. The intention is to stun the victim, leaving it

temporarily disoriented and immobile and so allowingthecat to attack

the neck. Althoughthe backofthe neck is the most vulnerable pointin

any small mammal, it is not always the most vulnerablepartof a bird,

and killing a bird, especially a large bird suchasa pigeon,canbe difficult

for a cat.

For amammallarger than a vole or a mouse,turningto face the cat

is often enough to stop an attack. The cat does not expect it and is

confused for long enough to allow an escape. Tame rabbits, which

have learned not to fear other animals of about their ownsize, are not

really at risk from cats. Indeed, they often succeed in driving away acat

that troubles them. The methodcalls for strong nerves. The rabbitmust

graze in its usual way and appearnotto notice thecat that stalksit,

although it may moveslowly and naturally, without looking around,to

drawthecat into more open ground.It mustallow thecat to get within

striking distance. At this stage the cat is not committed to an attack, but

has positioneditself to make one. Onceit leaps, covering thelast yard

or two in a few large bounds,it is committed — andtherabbit will need

to jumpaside, whichit is well able to do. As the cat preparesto leap, the

rabbit mustturnto face it, and then approach. Thecatwill be startled,

then puzzled, andit will retreat to consider this curious turn of events.

In this state ofmind a further approachbythe rabbit will makethe cat
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retreat again, and if the rabbit advances every time the cat tries to

advance, the cat will be thoroughly unnerved and will soon abandon

any idea of attacking. Indeed, it may feel itself lucky to escapeatall,

and such confrontations sometimes end with the rabbit chasingthecat.

Were cats to collaborate in hunting, the rabbit would stand no

chance,since it could not face two simultaneousattacks from different

directions. Most of the cats, though,are solitary hunters. The lion is

the famous exception. Like the domestic cat, it would prefer to sit and

wait for prey to cometo it, but on the African plains whereit livesit

cannot obtain animals in this way. Its victims are membersof herds,

and they are very watchful. Nor canit use the strategy of the cheetah,

for it is not fast enough to overtake a long-legged zebra or antelope,

even in short chase. So it has evolved its own version of the ambush.
A group oflions, usually females, moves into position, very carefully

and behind cover, and one or two other membersof the pride — often

males — then appearto the prey, threatening them very obviously. This

makes the victims run in a predetermined direction, and so into the

trap.
Domestic cats do not hunt in this way. They have no need to do

so, and for them it would hardly be practicable. Lions kill large animals

and the food is shared among the membersof the pride. There is not

much of a mouse to share! There are plenty of mice, though, and

plenty of good places in whichto sit while waiting for them.

What the cat is prepared for is a small animal that moves by

scuttling along like a vole, or in short boundslike a fieldmouse, and

that has a clearly defined neck.If it has no obviousneck,the attack onit

may be misjudged or even abandoned.If it has a neck, but is much

smaller than the cat, turning to face its attacker may be of no avail. A

wild rabbit will not stand fast to a cat, of course, but a rat will, and a

full-grownrat is a formidable opponent. A dog can overwhelmit byits

superior size, shaking it until its neck breaks, but for a cat, a rat is a

much more even match,and notall domestic cats will overcometheir

fear andfightto kill.

Our farm cats had no such fears and, before long, rats formed a

significant part of their diet. Many of the rats were young andfairly

harmless, but now and then oneofthe cats would bring back an adult

rat, and on at least one occasion Peter found a rat in the barn that had

been killed by a neck bite but not eaten.
Cats eat their victims almost always from the head down, and

experiments with them have shownthatit is not the position of the

head that matters, but thelie ofthe fur. Birds are eaten in the same way,
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Smudge was the most skilful mouser

but sometimesa cat will start eating at a wing rather than the head. The

principle is the same: the outer covering of the prey must go down the

throat smoothly. Some people have speculated that just as fur and

feathers evolved from reptilian scales, so this feeding behaviour

evolved as a way of dealing with them. Perhaps this is so, but the

immediate advantage of feeding in this way is plain. Were fur or

feathers to be pushedinto an erect position as they passed down the

throat, the predator might well choke.

Sometimes the cats shared food, but not regularly and, with one

exception that Peter observed, not with several animals feeding at the

same time from onecarcase, as lions do. Again, this would hardly be

practicable with somethingthesize of a mouse, but it would just about

be possible if the prey were a rabbit, and rabbits were caught from time

to time. Most sharing consisted of one cat feeding until it had satisfied

its hunger, then withdrawing and making no objection when another

cat took over and finished the meal. Usually a cat would become

aggressive to the others while it was feeding, driving them off with a

growlor a swipe with a paw, should they cometooclose.

The cats caught some birds and ‘obtained’ others, though

whether they actually caught them was uncertain. Sparrows were

caught fairly often, but the cats tended not to eat them. Whenevera
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hungry cat did try, the bird was not eaten completely and the cat

vomited soon afterwards.

Moles and shrews were caught, but very rarely did a cat actually

eat one. Blackbirds, on the other hand, were eaten, and so were

pigeons. Perhaps there is something about sparrows that makes them

indigestible and unappetising. The cats seemed to think so. Peter

recorded one incident, in April:

Thelist of prey now includes hedge sparrows (otherwise known

as dunnocks, a different species to the house sparrow). One

was found lying in the barn, partly eaten and then vomited

up again by its captor. Smudge broughtin another, played withit

and thenleft it; both Pickle and Dominothen played withit, but

did not eat it. While one cat was playing none of the others made

any attempt to steal the sparrow.

Notall cats are able to catch birds. It is not easy. The cat attackis

based on the supposition that the prey will attempt to run away along the

ground. Therefore the leap is designed to bring the cat on to the top of

an animal, with its front paws extended in front of it. Everything 1s

related to action at groundlevel. If the prey reacts not by running, but

by leaping into theair, the cat thatfails to anticipate this will be too low

Smudge with a pigeon carcase ; Peter could not tell whether she hadcaught
it herself
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and the bird will escape. When hunting a bird, then, the attack must be

muchhigher, to bring the cat down on to an animalthatis well clear of

the ground, so bringing it back to the ground.It is not every eat that

learnsto tell a bird from a small mammal, andevenif it does appreciate

the difference, the solution of one problem creates another. Whileit is

on or close to the ground,the catis very stable. Its tail balances it, and

it has complete controlofits body. If it leaps into theair,it haslittle or

no control. The cat throwsitself at its prey, and once the attack is

launched,the cat can neither shorten nor extend its leap, nor swerve to

either side. Andif it misses the bird, there will be no second chance —

unlike a pouncethatfails to strike a running mouse.

The problems of capturing a bird, combined with the compara-

tive inefficiency of a bite to the nape of the neck as a means of

despatchingit, made the occasional appearance of a wood pigeon in the

barn something of a mystery. A pigeon would not beeasy prey for the

cats, and Peter suspected that the birds had not been caught by them at

all, but had been found woundedoralready dead.

The failure of the cats to eat shrewsis easily explained. The shrew

has a gland on theside of its body that secretes a noxious substance,

that makes it unpalatable. It takes a desperately hungry cat to

overcomethe repugnancethis causes, but it does happen. Peter noted

that on 21 July, ‘Pickle arrived in the barn carrying a pygmy shrew,

chirping loudly. Smudge walked up to her, apparently attracted by the

chirps. Pickle sniffed Smudge’s flank and pawedplayfully at her face

before allowing herto pick up andeat the shrew. Since shrewsare not a

favourite prey I thought that Pickle had not wanted it, but abouthalf

an hour later she turned up with another, played with it and ateit,

growling at Smudge and Domino to keep them away.’ He added,

significantly, ‘Food sharing was looking morelikely.’

The mole is related to the shrew, and is unpalatable for the same

reason. One viewer wrote to suggest that shrews have a venomousbite

that might deter a cat. In fact it is only a family of North American

shrewsthat have such a bite —- European shrewsdo not — and the venom

is sufficient only to subdue their prey of wormsandinsects.

Why,then, do cats catch shrews and molesthey have nointention

of eating? Probably it is because shrews and moles as they scurry

through the grass look much like mice or voles. They are killed by

mistake, and the fact that they are coloured quite differently from

either field or bank volesor fieldmice makeslittle difference. Colouris

not very importantto a cat.

In fact it took scientists quite a long time to discover that cats
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are not colour-blind. The problem is an intriguing one, because the

eye of a cat is constructed in such a waythat it should be sensitive to

colour. The test for recognising colour is very simple. To obtain food

the cat must push open one of two or moreflaps. These are coloured,

andtheir positions are changedafter each feeding, but only one colour

leads to food. Many animals very quickly learn the colour that

producesresults, but whenthe test wasapplied to cats they apparently

failed to learn. The experiment was almost abandoned as hopeless,

with the implication that despite the structure of their eyes cats cannot

perceive colour, when suddenly the cats learned the lesson. It seems

that cats can see colour perfectly well, but they have never associatedit

with food. Perhaps this should not surprise us. We eat plants, and we

tell edible from inedible ones, and ripe from unripe ones, as much by

their colouring as by any other characteristic. A cat eats small animals

that movein particular ways. It is the movementthat matters, not the

colour. So, presumably, no cat has ever identified food byits colour,

and apart from those that have been taughtto do so in laboratories we

may assume nocat does so today.

The acuteness of the cat’s eyes is legendary. Indeed, the ancient

Egyptian word for cat, mau, also meant ‘to see’. In the past many

people believed you could cure a sty by stroking it with the tail of a

black cat, or with a single hair from the tip of the tail of a black cat,

drawn acrossthesty nine times,but the hair had to be plucked from the

tail as the new moonwasrising in a cloudless sky. Cats’ eyes were also

sinister, though. One way to become a vampire wasto bethe first

person to meeta cat that had leapt across an unburied corpse — or so

people believed in some parts of Europe — and in parts of Britain to

meet such a cat would make you blind. The eye was anevil eye,orit

could becomeso.It and its owner were associated with the moon, with

the night, and with everything — good as well asill — that imagesofthe

moonand night imply. Cats, after all, can see in almost total darkness,

and a light that shines suddenly into the darkness is likely to be

reflected by yellow eyes whose owners cannot be seen. The eyes that

gleam from gateways and hedgerowsinto thelight of a torch or lantern

certainly send a shudder downthespine.

Of course, cats cannot see in total darkness. By definition, ‘seeing’ 1s

the perception of light, and without light the perception of light1s

hallucination. However, a cat can see in what we would call total

darkness. Its eyes are better than oursin this sense, and the difference

arises from their structure. In the first place, the pupils can open very

wide indeed — much wider than those of a human eye. They are
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vertical, and attachedat the top and bottom so that they open sideways.

Not only can they open wide, but they can narrow to the merestslit,

and they can contract anddilate very rapidly. The result is to give the

cat’s eye what a photographer would call a ‘fast’ lens, which admits

much morelight than a humaneye can do, and restricts the admission

of light moreefficiently as well, so that the cat is not dazzled by bright

sunlight. To increase the admission of light still more, the lens and

cornea are very large. Their total surface — whichis the ‘collecting area’

— is increased by making them much more convex than those of a

humaneye. Thusthefront of the eye collects more light than a human

eye when conditions are dim,butas theretina, at the rear of the eye,

has not been increasedin size, so the light is focussed on to a small area.

Theresult is a bright image under daytimelighting and an image that

is clear enoughto be of use whenlittle light is available.

That is not all. We can think of light as being composed of

photons. When a photon is absorbed by the eye it ceases to exist,

because the energy it represents is converted into an impulse that

travels to the brain. Behindits retina the eye of a cat has a layer of

material consisting mainly ofguanine, whichis reflective. Any photons

that are not absorbed bytheretina are reflected back into the eye,

wherethey have another chanceto be absorbed.In effect, this layeris a

mirror, and it is what makescats’ eyes shine. In darkness, the pupils

are dilated widely. A sudden brightlight will attract the attention of

the cat, but for an instant muchofthe light that is received by the eye will

be reflected back again. Thenthecat will either lose interest and look

awayorits pupils will contract. In either case, the shine will cease and
the mysteriously watching eyes will vanish.

Cats’ eyes are good, then, but they are not perfect. The buzzard,

whowasoften to be seen sitting on the air as the farm cats set out on

their afternoon excursions, could see better, at least in daylight. He

had to have good eyes because vision was the only sense by which he

could hunt. Birds have a poorsense of smell, but a sense of smell is of

little value if you are ridinghigh in the air and your next mealis on the

ground. Somebirds, and especially owls, have acute hearing, but to use

it they must fly low and silently. Hearing is of little value to the

buzzard, so he mustusehis eyesto detect not just small movements on

the ground,but the right kind of movements. His vision is very sharp
and precise.

The cat can see a great deal, but it sees nothing sharply, especially

at the centre of its ‘picture’. Things look muchclearer at the edges.

This is useful, for the cat is able to remain quite still and without
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turning its head it is aware of all that happensat the edges of its wide

field of view. It focuses its eyes muchless than wedo, but whenit looks

directly at an object, the image transmitted to its brain 1s what we

would consider blurred.

As with many animals, a direct stare is considered alarming. We

regardit as rudeto stare at people, and for much the samereasonas the

cat. We believe we can feel when weare being watched, andthefeeling

makes us uneasy. It does so because the most obvious purpose of a

prolongedstare is to plan an attack. Watch twocats arguing and you

will see that they stare directly at one another. Watch twocats greeting

one another and you will see that they do not. What is more, a cat

stalking prey will usually abandonits pursuit if 1t notices anothercat

watching it: while it concentrates on its spring towardsthe preyit 1s

vulnerable to an attack from the rear, and in mostcasesit is unwilling

to take therisk.

Its blurred vision suits the cat well enough because its other

senses more than compensate. Hearingis at least as importantto a cat

as vision. It hears at least as well as we do, and at high sound

frequencies it hears rather better. Even so, many animals have better

hearing: the cat cannot compete with the bat, for example. Yet its

hearing is good enoughto detect the rustle of a mousethat is nearby

but out of sight. We could do as well, but the cat has trained itself to

note useful sounds and to us the rustle of a mouse is not useful

information. Its large outer ears, which it can move, help it to

determine thedirection and distance of a sound. The farm cats all had

large outer ears, as do most domestic cats. In general, mammals which

evolved in warm climates are smaller and have larger ears than animals

which evolved in cold climates. Body size and the size of the external

ears affect the efficiency with which heatis conserved or lost. Because

they are well supplied with bloodvessels lying close to the surface, ears

lose heat quickly. In a warm climate large ears can help to keep you

cool, but in a cold climate small ears prevent excessive heat loss. Their

large ears suggest that our cats were descended from ancestors who

lived in warm regions. The rather smaller ears of the long-haired

breeds maybetheresult of selective breeding,butit also suggests some

relationship to a wild cat from colder climes.

Thecat also has whiskers, long, somewhatrigid hairs — ‘vibrissae’

— each of which grows from a root richly supplied with nerve endings.

Theyare sensitive not only to touch, but to small vibrationsin theair:

a cat can almost hear with its whiskers! Apart from the vibrissae onits

face, the cat also has them ontherearside of its fore legs.
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Pickle toying with a slow-worm

Thecat’s face is very sensitive to small changes in temperature,

but the rest of its skin is not. The cat whose fur begins to smoulder

gently as it lies by the fire feels no pain.

Cats also depend ontheir sense of smell, though how goodthisisit

is difficult to tell. What we do knowis that like many animals, though

not humans,cats possess a Jacobson’s organ. Thisis located in the roof

of the mouthandis sensitive to chemical stimuli which are taken to it

on the tip of the tongue. Whether it is an organ of smell or taste is

impossible to say, but the two sensesare very similar. It enables the cat

to detect and respond to the chemical composition of substancesthatit

samples with thetip of its tongue. This is what the cat is doing whenit

exhibits Flehmen. This organ is most highly developed in snakes and

lizards. These reptiles explore their environment with their tongues,

which collect small samples of substances from theair and carry them

into their mouthsfor identification. The cats’ Jacobson’s organs may

be inherited from their reptilian ancestors.

One day at the end of May, Pickle met a slow-wormat the bottom

of the field below Peter’s hut. She examined it, proddedit with a paw,

watchedit move, and seemed to betrying to catch it. Peter thought she

would kill it, as indeed she could have doneeasily, but it escaped and

vanished into the nettles. A few weeks later, one of the cats did kill a
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slow-worm, but it was not eaten. No onesaw the kill, but Pickle’s
behaviour wascautious, to say the least. Was sheafraid ofthis legless
animal? Cats will kill snakes sometimes, and if they are desperately
hungry, eat them. Fearofsnakes is widespread among mammals. Once
again, we are not alone! Peter wondered whether Pickle’s fear was
innate. It may have been. The slow-wormis not a snake, of course, and
people who fear them are often reassured whenthey learn that the
animal is merely a legless lizard. The distinction is little more than
semantic, since the ancestors of snakes also had legs and the large
constrictors retain vestiges of hind legs. We are unhappy about
animals that have too manylegs, such as spiders and octopuses, but
even more unhappy aboutthose that have no legsat all. We console
ourselves over the inoffensive slow-worm. After all, by calling it a
‘legless lizard’ we are almost sayingthatit is an entirely normal animal
that suffered some appalling misfortune. Cats do not share ourdistaste
for multi-legged species, but they are wary of snakes, and Pickle was
wise to be cautious.

Frogs were rarely eaten either. Domino caught one by the

rhododendron patch betweenthe barn and Peter’s hut, but she did not

eat it and neither did any of the other cats, probably because it was

strange and lacked both fur andfeathers.

Later on, Pickle brought back a dead weasel. Peter did not

actually see her catchit, and if she did the feat was startling. Despiteits

small size, a weasel is a formidable opponent, and desperation will

make it fight savagely, using teeth mounted on jaws that are strong

enoughto inflict severe injury. The cats became used to catchingrats.

Perhaps Pickle metthe weasel while it, too, was ratting and caughtit by

surprise. We will never know. What we do knowis that she was very

proudofit. It had a strong smell, but nevertheless shelickedit all over,

especially around its tail. Then sheleft it. Smudge came over and

examinedit, lickingit briefly, then shealsoleft it. None ofthe cats tried
to eatit.

Food was usually brought back to the barn. Even slices of bread

and somechocolate cake from Edith’s dustbin were carried homeand,

in most cases, eaten or hidden away for future attention. All cats,

including the large ones, prefer to take their prey to the core area of

their range — to their ‘dens’ — to eat it. Such behaviouris very practical,

and the cat who dumpsits row of dead mice on the kitchen flooris not

showing off or seeking our approval. It is simply arrangingits larder.

While it is feeding, an animal is vulnerable to attack, and cannotbe so

watchful as it is at other times. While it is carrying food, however,it
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can remain alert. Therefore the sensible thing for the carnivoreto do 1s

to carry its food to a safe place andeatit there.

Hunting left the cats plenty of time for other activities — or

inactivities. This was a tribute to their predatory skills. Studies of feral

cats on remoteislands have shownthat an adult cateatsfive to eight per

cent of its body weight in prey daily. It sounds little enough, but if

translated into human termsit meansthat a 140 1b man would need to

eat seven to eleven pounds of food a day. A growing cat eats more —

about 9.5 per cent of its body weight a day — and a nursing motherwill

eat up to twenty per cent. That’s a lot of mice! Knowing the cat’s

appetite, farmers ‘employ’ cats to control small rodents. But although

cats do eat large numbersof small animals (and predators do in general

have a regulatory effect on the population size of their prey) the real

influence works in the opposite direction. It 1s the numberof prey

animals that determines the numberof predators an area can support,

and not the other way round. Werethe farm cats to desert their posts

the population of rodents might increase temporarily, but almost

certainly it would soon be stabilised again by an increase in the number

of other predators, or by emigration as food and nesting sites became

moredifficult for the rodents to find. Where the farmerscores, is in

allowing cats to enter his buildings, where other predators and

especially bird predators could not or would not operate, and in

choosing a predator that eats mice andrats but not chickens.

Although they ate heartily, the cats killed many animals that

remained uneaten. This is somethingall cats do and the reasonforitis

something of a mystery. No doubt shrews and moles are killed by

mistake and not eaten becausethey are unpalatable. Perhaps the weasel

was killed in a fight, or perhaps it was found dead and Pickle only

‘pretended’ to havekilled it. Why, though, was the frog killed? By no

stretch of the imagination could a cat mistake a frog for a mouse. And

whyare small mammals killed by pet cats which are well fed and often

forget all about their victim once they have killed and played with it?

Probably the movementsof the animal provide a stimulusthecat

findsit difficult to resist, arousing in it an emotional response that must

be released. Cats rarely indulge in frenzies of killing as do some

hunters including, most notoriously, foxes. In taking one chicken to

eat, a fox may well kill an entire flock and leave the rest behind. This

behaviour can be explained in rather the same way. The fox enters the

run in order to obtain one bird, which it will eat. Its strategy is to

chooseits target and attack. Whenit does so, the normal reaction ofthe

other birdsis to escape by running. Were theytoflee, the fox could not
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pursue them. Enclosed as they are, however, they cannot escape andso

they panic, with a great deal of noise and movement. This reactivates

the fox’s desire to kill and goes on reactivating it until the noise and

_ movementcease, by which time, of course, there are no chickensleft.

The birdsare the victims of the walls that surround them as much as of
the fox.

The cat’s ‘toying’ behaviour withits prey is much moredifficult to

explain. Other predators do not behavein this way. Some ofthem may

kill more horribly — jackals and dogs bring downtheirlarger victims by

attacksto the belly, which is the only vulnerable part of the body they

can reach — but the killing is done as quickly andefficiently as the

predator can manage. They do not ‘torment’ their victims. At the end

of his year’s observation of the farm cats Peter had seen them toy with

prey many times, but he was nocloser to an explanation of this

behaviour than he had beenatthe start. Some people have suggested

that the cat is rehearsing its hunting techniques, and that by toying

with its prey it improvesits performance. Theideais attractive, butis

contradicted by the facts. Toying behaviour is quite different from
hunting andkilling behaviour, and it is not universal. Somecats play

with their prey more than others and somedo notplay withit atall, yet

cats that do not play seem to huntjust as efficiently as cats that do.

After seeing the film, one viewer wrote to suggest that the purpose of

playingis to terrify the victim, quite literally, so that the victim will

vacate its bowels, so making it more wholesometoeat.

Someofthe behaviour can be explained.Ifthe cat, for any reason,

is unableto kill its victim with a bite to the napeofthe neck,it may try

to stunit or to break its neck by shaking or throwing it. This could look

like toying behaviour, but it has an obvious purpose.If the victim is

large, or dangerous, in order to overpower it the cat mustfirst

overcomeits own fear. To do this it must become highly motivated,

and in manycasesthe killing of the prey does not completely discharge

the stimulus it has generated. The cat will work off its emotion by

continuing the fightafter it has won. It knowsits victim is dead, butit

may throwit in the air, jump on toit, or even roll on the ground as

though wrestling with it. This, too, is behaviourthat can be explained,

but it is behaviour that affects the dead body of the victim, not the
living animal.

No one really knows why somecats, some ofthe time, allow their

victims to escape unharmed,only to catch them again, and again, and

again. The only explanation that sounds remotely plausibleis that this

is infantile behaviour, that in some sense thecat is behavinglike a
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kitten playing with a toy or learningtheskills it will use laterin itslife.

Why, though, amongpredators,is it only the domestic cat that reverts

so readily to infantile behaviour ?

Could it be that in the course of the domestication of the cat, we

have favoured individuals that behave in an appealing, kittenish way,

andthatthese infantile traits also include the toying behaviour that we

dislike ? Could it be a harmless artefact of the whole selective process

that has evolved the domestic cat as we knowit today ?
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The technology

PETER WASdripping. Dropsfell in a steady stream from the hoodofhis

parka, past his face and on to thefront of the coat itself. At its lower

edge the parka dripped on to his knees. He cut a dismal figure as he
squelched up to the house. His wellington boots were muddy and,

hands sunk deepinto his pockets, he was as cold as he waswet.Hislife-

style was far removed from that of the white-coated pioneer at the

frontier of knowledge who features in so many movies and glossy

magazines. His laboratory was the farm, the village, the churchyard

and his tiny hut, and it contained no test-tubes or retorts, no

computers, no miles of glass tubing arranged in curious, fascinating

festoons. Such things did exist, but they were located back at the

Department of Zoology in Oxford.
Peter cameto the kitchen window andEdith openedit and offered

him a cup of coffee. She had becomea little wary of inviting him

indoors. She could have coped with the mud,but ifthere was onething

Edith could nottolerate, it was the smell oftomcats. Peter lived in such

intimate association with the cats that he was beginning to smell like

them. Perhaps one or other, or even all of them, sprayed him as he

dozed in the barn? Who knows?

Although Edith and Maurice saw him fairly often, Peter kept to

himself for days on end. The cats were most active at night, andso that

is when he hadto spend time observing them,and he slept during the

day. Gradually he becamea nocturnal animal himself. Once, late on in

the year, he was missing for several days and no one thought anything

of it. It was assumed that he was in bed. Whenat last someonevisited

the hut, they found he was indeedin bed, but not by choice. He had

decided to pick a few apples, but had slipped and fallen from the

ladder, twisting his leg and ankle. He managedto crawlbackto the hut

and into bed, and he lay there for two days before anyone else knew.

His workcalled for real dedication. Of course, the making of the

film provided excitement and Peter enjoyedit thoroughly, but it was
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an occasional excitement, something outside the daily routine. Hisfirst

loyalty was to ‘his’ cats, his job was to observe them almostconstantly.

Apart from observing what they did, he was also the person most

immediately concerned with their welfare, which made him feel

responsible for them.

Peter had his relaxations, though. He enjoyed motorbikes and he

enjoyed sea angling.

The motor bikes caused much gentle amusement. He had two of

them during the year, small machinesthat his large, gaunt frame — he

was well over six feet tall — seemed to overwhelm, making them look

even smaller than they were. They buzzed him protestingly back and

forth along the road on his cat searches, and he rode them impassively.

Noflicker ofemotion crossed the face beneath the yellow crash helmet.

Hefelt great affection for the machines and valued them highly, so that

whenhe decided to exchangethe yellow bike he had brought to Devon,

it was with great reluctance that he was compelled to admit that the

outside world placed a much lower monetary value on the machine

than he did.

On Saturday evenings he sometimes rode his bike to Clovelly,

some twelve or thirteen miles away along the narrow Devonlanes.

Clovelly, today a quaint tourist haven, was once tinyfishing port, and

it is where Peterdid his fishing. The farm cats did notgofishing,so far

as anyone knew. Somecats do learn to fish, but the operation 1s a tricky

one. Thefish must be caught by a hookofthe forepaw andthe forepaw

must be wetted. Cats dislike water, but less than many people imagine.

It has been knownfora cat to stand in shallow waterupto the topsofits

legs and doits fishing that way. The importantthing — for a cat — is not

to wet the nose. This brings on an attack of sneezing and is

uncomfortable. It also ruinsthe fishing.

Peter might have thought, then, that his trips to the rocky coast

would provide a temporary escape from cats. It was not always so. He

returned once to describe to Maurice an experience he found almost

weird. He wassitting quietly on a rock, minding his own business and

that of the fishes, when he became aware of something behind him,

watching. Perhapsit was that sensation of eyes piercing into the back,

or perhapshe caught a tiny movementfrom the cornerofhis eye. Atall

events, he turned andthere, sitting behind him a few yards away, was a

row of cats watching his every move. A few enquiries revealed that

Peter was notthe only anglerto usethat particular spot. Indeed, it was

popular, and no doubtit wasthe hopeoffish that had attracted thecats.

Back at the farm, though,there lingered the faintest of suspicions that
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it was the strong smell of cats, not offish, that had drawn them to Peter.

It was in Novemberthat he returned from oneofhis fishing trips

to find tragedy awaiting him. The project was well advanced and the

radio collars had been removed, so there was no waya cat could be

traced should it disappear. A passer-by had seen Smudgelying by the

side of the lane badly injured, and knowingthat the Tibbles household

kept an unruly bunchofcats, she had called to tell Edith aboutthecat.

That is how Smudgewas found. Had she not been, in a few hours she

might well have been dead.

The road washardly ever used, but Smudgehad beenhit by a car.

The chance that somethinglike this might happen wasvery remote — it

was a factor that was taken into account whenthesite was chosen — but

there it was. Herfront right leg and lower jaw were badly damaged and

she could have sustained severe internal injuries. As they movedher,

very gently, back to the farm, Edith and Peterfelt that withoutskilled

help she would die. A decision had to be made, and they had to makeit,

for both Maurice and Peter Crawford were awayfilming elsewhere and

could not be contacted quickly.

The problem was more complex than it may seem. A strict and

very necessary rule of the study was that Peter must never be seen by

the cats to interfere in their lives. He was usually there, of course, and

he had provided food, but he was always discreet, almost furtive.

Except when thecollars were fitted and removed, he never attempted

to handle the cats. Ifhe did nothing now, Smudge would probablydie.

If she were taken to a vet for treatment she might well recover, but to

help her would necessitate handling her, calming her, caring for her

during her convalescence, and so impressing his personality on her ina

way that might lead to modifications in her subsequent behaviour.

How, for example, could he observe anonymously a cat that had

learned to regard him as a friend and that might possibly run towards

him in greeting? Would the other cats also be affected by such a

change? That, too, might invalidate his work.

The dilemmawastheoretical, of course, because Peter was never

in any real doubt about what to do. Smudge hadto receive treatment,

and quickly. Had the colony been larger, he might not have intervened

and Smudge might well have died, as she might have done had she

been just another farm cat and not a feline film star.

Peter’s difficulty over Smudgeillustrates one ofthe dilemmasthat

he and David faced in the course of the study, and the film-makers

had more. How far should a director or cameraman go in order to

obtain the pictures the film needs ? Someevents can be predicted and
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