
A is for Africa:

The housecat may have had an African origin.  The “Kaffir cat” of Egypt is considered by many to be the most likely source of the common cat.  These wild cats are larger and have longer legs than most housecats.  They have coats that are reddish brown or even grayish brown.  Others look to the European wild cat as the ancestor because of the “tabby” pattern of the rings on its coat.  Both will hybridize with so called “domestic cats.”  Those who don’t believe that the European wild cat is an ancestor of the domestic cat point to the European wild cat’s wild ways and its refusal to be tamed.

Obviously these so called “experts” have not discussed the issue with cats.  Any cat will tell you that it was the cat that domesticated humans and not the reverse.  So much for that question.

Cats have been around twice as long as humans.  Small cats like the tabby began to appear in abundance about 13 million years ago when the spread of grasslands increased the number of grass seed eating birds and rodents.  It would be at least another 5 million years before the ancestors of humans left their groves of trees to hunt the animals eating this new food source.  By this time these small cats were spreading all across the world, usually getting places considerably in advance of humans.  Again we ask the question, who domesticated whom?  And which is the species with the brains?

B is for Big Cats:

All cats are remarkably similar.  The cat body type and behavior are so successful that nature has not found much reason to vary it that much.  The big cats appeared more recently than the small cats.  Both small and big are specialized for hunting and killing.  The small cats of Africa and Eurasia were the ancestors of the housecat.  They bury their droppings and rest with paws curled under their chest.  None of the big cats do this, nor the cats of the Americas, except for the bobcat.  Still all are cats, the are built like cats, they hunt like cats, they eat like cats, they live like cats.

Small animals like mice probably moved into the spreading grasslands of Eurasia and Africa before the big animals became abundant, explaining why the small cats showed up before the big cats did.  At first many of these animals were probably slow.  This explains why cat types like the saber tooth were so abundant at first.  The extinct saber tooth cat had huge front teeth for piercing the animal and killing it quickly.  But, animals soon evolved that ran so fast it was hard to catch them to make that first piercing bite.  Instead fast moving cats like the cheetah and group hunting big cats like the lion came to dominate the big cat world.

All cats belong to the Animal Kingdom, the Chordate Phylum, the class Mammalia, the order Carnivora, and the family Felidae.  Small cats belong to the genus “Felis.”  Big cats belong to the genus “Panthera.”

C is for Cat Fancy:

There are many breeds of cats: Abyssinians, Balinese, Birmans, Bombays, Burmese, Chartreux, Egyptian, Maus, Havana Browns, Himalayans, Japanese Bobtails, Korats, Lavenders, Maine Coons, Manx, Persians, Ragdolls, Rex, Russian Blues, Scottish Folds, Shorthairs, Siamese, Sphinxes, Tonkinese, and Turkish Angoras.  The traits of a breed are determined by the genetic code in the DNA in the 19 pairs of chromosomes found in the cells of the cat. 

One pair of the chromosomes is the sex determining pair. Members of this pair come in two forms, X and Y.  Two X chromosomes make a female.  An X and a Y make a male.

Each cell gets two of all the other 18 kinds of chromosomes, one set from the mother and one from the father.  Dominant genes only have to be one set of chromosomes to be expressed.  Recessive genes have to be present on both sets before they show up in the kittens.  Coat color and coat pattern are controlled by different genes.

Genes for the pigment melanin are important in determining eye and fur color.  Cats typically carry genes for both brownish-black melanin and yellowish-red melanin.  This produces a pattern called “agouti.”  The gene for the African wild cat stripping is dominant and produces a stripe down the backbone and faint lines on legs and tail.  The genes for striped tabby and for blotched tabby are recessive.

D is for Dominant Gene:

The gene for agouti fur is dominant; the gene for black fur is recessive.  The kitten must get the recessive black gene from both its mother and its father in order for it to be a black cat.  There is another gene for black coat that is dominant.  Its recessive produces chestnut-colored fur.

There are recessive genes that lighten fur color and make it blue, gray, or cream colored.  There are recessive whitening genes that eliminate colors causing fur to be white, silver, or smoky.  The Burmese and Siamese breeds are the product of recessive genes like these.

Manx cats inherit their tail-less condition from a dominant gene.  The condition of having six or more toes is also caused by a dominant gene.

Some genes are chromosome linked.  The tortoiseshell condition is the result of the matching of an X chromosome gene for orange coat with an X chromosome for non-orange.   When an additional gene for white spots is present, it creates a calico cat.  Male cats are not usually tortoiseshell or calico because they get only one X chromosome.

Breeds are generally pure lines for various combinations of recessive genes.  The common agouti cat with African stripping is the product of dominant genes.  Many different wild cats may have contributed to the cat gene pool.  

E is for Ethology

Ethology is the study of behavior.  Cats have a sensitive nervous system and may go into shock from stress.  They may become catatonic or show signs of depression or anxiety such as disinterest in food, rapid pulse, shivering, and sensitivity to touch.

Cats are solitary animals.  Domestication has not removed their desire to roam and hunt.  Strange cats will try to avoid each other.  Feral cats (cats gone wild) will generally live a solitary life.  They generally have a home territory and a range with paths they walk and places they rest and watch.

When two cats meet, the dominant cat will take precedence.  Cats will sit and wait for the less dominant cat to retreat.  Chance encounters bring on fights and chases that establish the dominance pattern. Females will tolerate each other less than males.

Dominance structures in the cat are relative.  They depend upon time and place.  A newly introduced tom has to fight his way into the dominance structure of the local area and may become severely injured in the process.

Cats will gather together at night on neutral ground not far from their home range.  Here they may sit together and on occasion engage in mutual grooming.  The meetings occur outside the mating season and seem to be purely social in nature.  These meetings may become more frequent as the mating season approaches, perhaps lasting till midnight.


