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				Smoke as a kitten

				Even as a kitten,Smoke had a look about him that would stop a clock.
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				Cats and Personalities

				Individual animals have their own distinct personalities. I confidently make that statement because I’ve spent a lifetime working with or being around cats, dogs, horses, mules, sheep, and cows. After a short time with an animal, one quickly realizes that this individual is trustworthy and that one isn’t. This one is a leader, that one a follower. This one is a klutz and that one is nimble. This individual is smart and that one is dumb as a post. This one likes people, that one doesn’t. The American Psychological Association describes personality as a set of stable behavioural, emotional, and cognitive patterns that differ between individuals of the same species. In other words, personality is the pattern of eccentricities and idiosyncrasies the make each of us the unique individual we are. Animals also have their unique traits. Because personality patterns differ between individuals and contribute to the uniqueness of each individual, they are likely not under complete genetic control. Rather, environmental conditions and relationships between individuals contribute to the development of these patterns.

				The genetic differences between domesticated cats and wildcats are tiny. Taxonomists recognize five distinct subspecies of wildcat: Felis silvestris silvestris, Felis silvestris lybica, Felis silvestris ornata, Felis silvestris cafra, and Felis silvestris bieti. Wildcats are native to large tracts of Europe, Asia, and Africa. Genetic studies are consistent with the familiar subspecies of house cat, Felis silvestris catus, being the descendant of the north African/southwest Asian wildcat subspecies, F.s. lyrica. However, the familiar house cat, especially if it returns to the wild, will mate with several of the subspecies of wildcat and produce viable offspring capable of reproducing. It’s possible then, that the differences between house cats and wildcats result, at least in part, from different personality patterns.

				Cats joined up with humans about 9,000 years ago, around the time people established agricultural communities and the construction of granaries to store the harvests. Granaries attract mice and rats, which, in turn, attract cats. It’s an open question of whether humans domesticated cats or whether cats domesticated humans. In either case, cats have stayed 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				2

			

		

		
			
				connected with humans until they now outnumber dogs as house pets.

				The Cat who Came to California

				The lady who married me had a childhood pet, a neutered Tom named Tarbaby. He had to stay behind in Australia when she came to California to attend University. A year or so later, her parents decided to go on an extensive world journey and the disposition of Tarbaby mushroomed into a major problem. The solution: put Tarbaby on a plane to San Francisco where we could deal with the problem.

				Unfortunately, Tarbaby didn’t arrive on the scheduled plane. It was panic city that day on the west coast. Multiple phone calls and pleadings with anyone connected with the airline finally located the misplaced cat, still in his cage, in Hawai’i. He had missed his onward flight. With many heartfelt apologies, he was placed on the next plane. When he arrived the next day at San Francisco International, we collected one stressed out animal at the package delivery centre and loaded him into the back of a station wagon. Released from his cage, he made a beeline for a large aluminum tray we 
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				had filled with dirt for a litter box. Dirt flew everywhere; he scratched and dug like a miner striking gold. After finally doing his business and stinking up the car, Tarbaby stretched out with a contented sigh. So began the drive to Wyoming where he would live with my mother. Her canine companion of many years had recently passed away and we all felt a purring feline might relieve the loneliness. A couple of days of driving brought us to central Wyoming where Tarbaby lived in his new home for more than a decade.

				There on the south edge of the small town, Tarbaby established himself as the dominant cat in the adjacent fields and house lots. According to a story Mom told time and again, the only fly in the cat’s ointment was a large Doberman who would come around to chase him. This went on for some time until one day, according to Mom, the cat concealed himself atop a large branch of a weeping willow. The dog came sniffing beneath the tree and as he passed under the branch, the cat dropped on his neck, claws slashing. Before the Doberman could do more than yelp in pain and surprise, Tarbaby leaped back up the tree and climbed out on his branch. Mom swore the cat looked down at that dog with a satisfied smile. The dog avoided Mom’s place from then on.

				The Cat who Remembered

				The grey kitten entered our lives when the girls were teenagers and the youngest daughter turned seventeen. She named him Smoke, a name that matched of his colour. Smoke lived with us for years; years when the kids became adults and left home. During these years, evenings became a ritual of talking about the events of the day, filling the house with music and the smells of the evening meal cooking. Smoke would stroll into the kitchen, look up from my feet, then claw his way up my jean leg until I picked him up and put him on my shoulder. He would drape himself there until his food was ready. For some reason known only to him, I was the only one he climbed.

				After the cancer came and carried my love away, Smoke and I lived together in the empty house for several months. His demeanour and behaviour changed. Left alone in the big house for hours each day when I left; I just had to get out and away from the final memories; he became 
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				listless and lethargic. When I decided to go away for an extended period of time, we decided Smoke should live with the oldest daughter who lived a few hundred kilometres away; she had a pair of cats that would keep Smoke company.

				I visited them a few months later and, in the way of cats, Smoke smelled my hands, sniffed my feet, and walked away with his tail in the air, curved like a question mark.

				An explanation of this behaviour, oftentimes offered by cat people, is that the cat is miffed at being abandoned and snubs the offender. It seems a reasonable explanation, because a day or so later when the oldest daughter and I were in the kitchen, the evening meal on the stove emanating mouth-watering smells, Smoke came strolling in. He began to climb my pant leg, just like old times. I picked him up, all seemed forgiven, and I’m one of the good guys again.

				A few years later, a tourist guide was showing me the sights, sounds, and smells of Tanzania. He explained how different animals had different kinds of memories. Elephants had the greatest long-term memory; they never forgot anything. On the other hand, lions have no long-term memory at all; 
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				they can’t remember events from the day before. It struck me, on hearing the guide’s descriptions of memory in animals, that there is an alternative to the snubbing explanation for house cat behaviour. Maybe house cats do have a long-term memory but it is difficult to access. Just as we humans sometimes have difficulty in remembering events of long ago, so do house cats. Anyway, I prefer to think Smoke finally remembered me rather than stalking away, miffed and angry.

				Kittens in the Hat

				It was one of those ugly, early spring days in Wyoming: chill, grey with a bone-cutting wind. Mom had me out in the late morning, raking up last fall’s leaves. They stuck to the ground until pierced by a tine and dragged loose, releasing a rotting smell. My brother was recovering from rheumatic fever and wanted to be outside, away from the confines of the house and enforced bed rest. Mom had wrapped him in blankets so he could sit on the lawn and watch us rake.

				While he was sitting there, a cat, who had decided we were her family, rubbed against his thigh. When my brother placed his hat on the ground, the cat, Lady we called her, curled up in it. Like most cats, Lady had her eccentricities. She wanted to be near humans but would not let anyone pick her up. She would rub against your leg, jump into your lap if you were sitting, and loved being stroked, but struggled and scratched when picked up.

				Suddenly, my brother called out, “Hey Mom, Lady just had a kitten in my hat.”

				We both dropped our rakes and rushed to see.

				“Oh my,” said Mom. “This is one different cat. Usually, they find a place hidden away somewhere to give birth: beneath a house or shed, in a manger in a barn, someplace out of site, away from people. Well, whatever. She’s picked your hat. I’ll move you closer to where we’re raking.” She looked at me, “You pull the hat along, don’t pick it up, pull it to where I put your brother down.”

				The rest of the morning and into the afternoon, the pattern was repeated. 
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				The cat had another kitten, my Mom moved my brother, and I dragged the hat across the lawn. Five times that day, a kitten was born in that hat. After the lawn was raked and the leaves picked up, Mom carried my brother into the house. Lady jumped to the ground when I picked up the hat and she followed me inside. Mom found a cardboard box, lined it with an old blanket, and put the newborns inside. Lady jumped in and began the nursing ritual.

				Lady was a devoted mother. Going out several times a day after mice but returning frequently to nurse the kittens. They grew, like kittens always do, and soon were climbing out of the box and exploring the house.

				It was a bright sunny day when Mom spotted Lady bounding through the tall grass growing in the field across the road. A pickup came down the road, suddenly shots rang out. The pickup sped away, leaving the body of Lady laying at the edge of the field. Mom ran to her, but the bullets had killed her. We raised the kittens with eye droppers and later feeding them from a teaspoon. The all lived to become healthy cats. We found them homes. One male we kept. He lived to become the dominant Tom in the neighbourhood and a great mouser, just like his mother.

				The Cat Who Went for Rides and Walks

				There once was a cat that my love acquired when he was a kitten. Black, like most of the cats who lived with us, he came on the long drive from 
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				California when we moved to Alberta. The station wagon became our home for the several days it took to make the trip. My love called the cat Hopi, named for the Native Americans who lived in the land where she had spent summers prospecting for fossils.

				For a couple of years, in the evenings, Hopi would wait on the sidewalk next to the station wagon for me to get home from work. He would give his entreating meows until I opened the car door. He then jumped in, stood with his front paws on the dash, looking through the front window. I would get behind the wheel, drive around a block or two, and return to the parking spot. When I opened the door, he would look at me, then jump to the sidewalk and go about his cat business.

				As the years passed, two children joined the family and another black cat, named Hornblende, came along. Hopi and Hornblende immediately became companions, sleeping together, and team-tagging when fighting other neighbourhood Toms. Hopi didn’t take to the kids for several years. I’m guessing he thought they might be tail pullers. Hornblende did take to the kids; he was younger and the kids were older when he joined the household.

				Even though Hopi quit scrounging rides, he took to going for walks when any of us left the house. Across the street was a city park that sloped down to a grove of cottonwoods. Between the street and the trees stretched several wide hedges. When I walked down to the trees, Hopi would creep 
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				under a hedge and follow beside me. He emitted soft meows to let me know he was there. We would turn around at the bottom of the slope and walk back up to the street with me on the grass and Hopi under the hedge.

				Hopi taught Hornblende to take walks with the people of the house. At Halloween, this became a neighbourhood event for a few years. The kids in their costumes went trick or treating accompanied by their Mom. The two black cats would walk along with them. Two little witches, ghosts, or goblins, depending on the year, accompanied by their own black cats, a Halloween show that elicited gasps, smiles, and double takes.

				Squatter’s Rights

				The oldest daughter acquired two black kittens, Chekhov and Samwise are their names, from an animal shelter years ago. The years passed, the cats grew up, and she moved from Edmonton to Vancouver. We transported the cats in their cages across western Canada to their new home in a rented duplex.
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				There the landlord’s mother took a shine to the cats and Chekhov quickly made the landlord’s living quarters his second home. A few years went by, the oldest daughter and her partner moved into a house several kilometres away. Within a few months, Chekhov started staying out all night, coming home in the morning with a satisfied look about him. Sleuthing revealed that Chekhov had probably found another house to call home. This disappearing act went on for several years; one could sometimes see the Chekov sitting on the cushions of the lawn furniture at his suspected second home. Recently, it was confirmed that he had indeed found a second home. Chekov was let out of his first home on a day when he was due for a visit to the vet. The time came to leave, and Chekov didn’t come when called. The oldest daughter knocked on the neighbour’s door to see if the cat was there. Sure enough, he was there and had been coming by for years. The neighbours had even bought him a cat bed so he would be comfortable. A Facebook account of Chekov’s adoption drew a myriad of comments from friends and family.

				Feral Cats

				Many farms and ranches in North America host bands of feral cats. The live in and beneath barns, sheds and granaries. Often they are tolerated because they kill or drive away varmints like mice, rats, and snakes. 
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				Always on watch, they scatter when approached by humans. At milking time, I’ve had them line up about a yard away, waiting for a squirt of milk directed toward them by the person milking the cow. While feral cats avoid close attachments to humans, they sometimes become attached to other kinds of animals, like dogs.

				Thoughts at the End

				Personality defines us; it is who we are. Cats and other animals are no different; their personality is what makes them unique individuals. But what, specifically, creates a personality? I don’t think anyone really knows the answer. A comprehensive study of the personalities of wildcats, feral cats, and house cats might provide insights because their genetic diversity is small and the diversity in their personalities is large.
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