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PREFACE

Many people will doubtless wonder, given my background in the world of international affairs, why I became so fascinated with the history of the royal and sacred cats. After all, my beat for many years has been foreign cultures, various national histories, and other political and social systems. I view myself and all foreign correspondents as unique “in-between” people who rove between different and often mutually hostile societies carrying messages from people to people and trying to make some sense of things. How, then, did I become so enthralled with cats?

Well, frankly, after covering Vietnam, Lebanon, El Salvador, Iraq, Angola, and other hot spots around the world, cats looked pretty good to me compared to humans!

What’s more, as I’ve traveled around the world for the last forty years, always immersed in my first love of history, I began to find an intriguing, fascinating, and largely unknown story unfolding before my eyes. Across our known human history and in very differing cultures, human beings had made cats into royal and sacred creatures. Alone of all the animals of the world, cats were sacred in many cultures. Egypt, of course, came first, but then there were ancient Siam, Burma, Japan, Turkey, and probably to some extent China, and even Persia.

If we explore the world of the big cats—pumas, jaguars, and tigers—we find still other cultures, from the Inca to the Maya to the great tribes of Africa—all of whom used them to represent their search for the spiritual. I have not attempted to deal with the big cats here, but only with our beloved little household “gods,” the cats that we think we know so well.

Thus, inspired by my first beloved cat, Pasha, the “Egyptian god cat,” and then by my second dear cat, Nikko, the Japanese “Buddhist good fortune cat,” I traveled around the world to find out the true history, legends, and sagas of the cats who served the human need for symbols of the spirit and of sacredness and royalty.

My voyages took me to the ruins of the great cat temple at Bubastis in Egypt, to the wild northeast of Burma to a magnificent Buddhist monastery where cats leap endlessly and devotedly through hoops, to the royal family in Siam or today’s Thailand, to Buddhist temples in Japan, and to veterinary schools in Turkey.

In the Library of Congress in Washington, I found a rare copy of a charming book by the founder of cat shows, Harrison Weir, titled Our Cats and All About Them, published in 1889. It has loving sketches of the varied breeds by the author himself. The book was so delicate that in order to read it, I had to place it on a little stand designed to protect the pages from being pulled down too far. I was enchanted as I read the words of this fine Victorian gentleman who had done so much to bring cats to the attention of the world, and thus to protect and love them:


Among animals possibly the most perfect, and certainly the most domestic, is the cat. I did not think so always, having a bias against it, and I was some time coming to the belief, but such is the fact. The cat is more critical in noticing things than the dog. I never knew but one dog that would open a door by moving the fastening without being shown or taught how to do it. The cat seems to take note of time as well as place.



Then, just when I thought that I knew a lot about the “time of the cat” in history and as I was finishing the book, a veritable bombshell was dropped about the history of cats. It had long been assumed, and proven, that cats were first domesticated by about 2000 B.C. in Egypt. But in the spring of 2004, scientists discovered feline remains alongside a human burial site in the village of Shillourokambos on the island of Cyprus. This exploration suggested that people and cats were living together as early as 9,500 years ago or at approximately 7500 B.C. The fossils indicated that the animal was larger than today’s domestic cats, but it was found so close to the human skeleton that researchers believe that the cat had been tamed and even had some “spiritual significance.”

Jean-Denis Vigne of Paris’s Museum of Natural History reported that wild cats were never native to Cyprus, and thus were surely brought there by humans. “Possibly tamed cats were devoted to special activities or special human individuals in the village,” he wrote, adding that the burial “emphasizes the animal as an individual.” Zooarchaeologist Melinda Zeder of the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History in Washington further confirmed that the burial provided good evidence that the animal, the same furry Felis silvestris as the Egyptian cats, had been tamed by then.

Today, cats are “royal” and “sacred” in other ways. Many are beloved of their human families, and the breeds take part in competitions designed to raise their status among all humans. Cats are America’s favorite pet, having bypassed dogs in household numbers some years ago. One thinks of Shakespeare’s Hamlet who says, “‘The cat will mew, the dog will have his day.’” The cat is still mewing, and meowing, and rrraghhring, but the cat’s day is clearly now.
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ON THE TRAIL OF THE ROYAL AND SACRED CATS


CHAPTER ONE

AN EGYPTIAN GOD CAT, LOST ON THE STREETS OF CHICAGO
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If the traveler can find
A virtuous and wise companion
Let him go with him joyfully
And overcome the dangers of the way.

BUDDHIST PROVERB FROM THE DHAMMAPADA,
THE SAYINGS OF THE BUDDHA



CHICAGO:

There was no reason to go out that hot, sticky July morning in 1975. There was no possible excuse for me to leave my mother’s apartment on Barry Avenue in Chicago at exactly l0:28 A.M. and walk to the corner to mail one letter. It was not even an important letter and could easily have waited until later. I was home with my mother between trips. As a foreign correspondent, I struggled to study, understand, and somehow encapsulate the complex human cultures of the world, and I was usually writing at that time.

There are many who will rightly insist that nothing was foreordained about such a fated meeting on a Chicago street corner. There are those who will also argue that it was crazy to dream of finding a royal cat, albeit one of recent and suspicious lineage and travels, masquerading as a Chicago street cat. They are right on one point: five or ten minutes either way, and I wouldn’t have seen the charming creature at all!

Indeed, when I came upon that lean, scrawny, Wizard of Oz scarecrow of a kitty lost on the streets of Chicago, with his long legs and his pinched little face and an odd black spot on the very end of his nose, I had never heard the names Bastet or Mau, much less Freyja or Maneki Neko. Oh, I had heard loosely of the sleek Siamese cat and her fluffy, pug-nosed Persian half sister, but I had never heard of all the other great breeds of the Family of Cat, such as the confounding Burmese, the mysterious Birman, the curious Chinchilla, the avidly swimming Turkish Van, or the slightly scary, black-as-night Bombay. I could never have guessed how impoverished I really was.

Before I found the kitty that summer’s day of 1975, displaced on the streets of Chicago by some still-unknown destiny, I had barely known that the cat was considered a god in ancient Egypt. I had no knowledge of those ancient biblical tales that contend that, during the long weeks when Noah’s Ark floated over the invading waters, rats and mice increased so alarmingly that Noah passed his hand three times over the head of the lioness, before she then sneezed forth the cat. Because of its success in eliminating vermin, it was also the cat that led the procession out of the ark when the rains finally stopped.

I was not aware that the Prophet Muhammad was so devoted to his pet cat Muezza that he once cut off the sleeve of his garment rather than disturb the little fellow who had fallen asleep there. Or that centuries later, in his African hospital, Albert Schweitzer began to write his prescriptions with his left hand because his beloved cat, Sizi, would fall asleep on the right arm of his shirt. I surely had never heard of Lao-Tsun Temple, although eventually there would come a time when I was sorry that I had heard of it!

I had yet to discover that the furry Birman cat had earned its pristine white paws centuries ago when it touched the bier of its king or that the Peruvian city of Cuzco is laid out in the form of the sacred puma. I still did not know that the charming, poetry-creating bushmen of southern Africa, who were so respectful of the supernatural qualities of lions that the very word for the beast—n!l, spoken with a clicking sound made by the tongue—was like the name of God and could not be uttered in daylight. Yet although I did not exactly know these things, I was hardly surprised to learn that writers (Petrarch, Charles Baudelaire, John Keats, Percy Bysshe Shelley, William Wordsworth, T. S. Eliot, to name only a few) loved cats, while most dictators (Hitler, Napoleon, and Stalin, among others) not surprisingly hated them: cats were simply too free and self-determining ever to prove agreeable to such human tyrants.

I did not know then, although I sensed it on different and mysterious levels, that after this fated meeting I would enter a new world, a world that is still with me and will be forever. It is a world in which I would be driven to explore, examine, and immensely enjoy history’s lessons in order to understand the relationship of cat to man.

It was most unusual to see a friendly young animal like this in our area of high-rises and busy streets. Thus, on that auspicious July day, I stopped in my tracks when I saw him—he was pacing efficiently in little measured steps, back and forth, along a brick ledge that edged the sidewalk—and we stared at each other for a long and searching moment. He had a most forthright gaze, charmingly clear, and as our eyes met I had the strangest feeling that I had known him for many, many years—even centuries.

Still, I only patted him on the head, and as I did so, the small creature purred like a veritable industrial machine at the height of production hour. Then he suddenly elongated his whole body in what I would come to call his “Halloween Cat” stretch, arching his back and thrusting his tail out in a daring, saucy greeting. His flexible little shoulders hunched up as if to attack, but he only purred some more. Then he meandered with the studied and casual nonchalance of a feline Fred Astaire over to some nearby bushes, and proceeded to sip some milk from a plastic container placed there, probably by the wanton person who had left him out all alone.

Before I could escape this encounter, with a flick of his tail he was back, staring at me fixedly, the yellow eyes as deep and impenetrable as amber pools. This kitty’s fur was revealing. He had a rich but flat white coat with black spots scattered artistically down his back, long white legs, and a dramatic black spot of fur right on the top of his head, which looked like a hairpiece parted exactly in the middle of his head. All I really knew was that he was assuredly one adorable young kitten, probably between four and six months old, with a black-as-midnight tail that flicked like lightning, twitched creatively, and managed to cover astonishingly large expanses in every direction. As I greeted him, he acknowledged my every word with a quirky swish of his luxuriant tail.

I had always loved animals, but in our modest bungalow on the South Side of Chicago, our family had only small “black-and-tan” dogs that came from a farm in Ohio. Cats were not exactly favored or pampered pets in those days. They were left outside to roam and range, and so they were almost always mangy, furtive, and unfriendly. My favorite books as I was growing up were Albert Payson Terhune’s volumes about his beautiful collies in New Jersey, all extraordinarily valiant creatures whose noble deeds would leave me recurrently and inconsolably in tears throughout my childhood.

“I hope that kitten is gone when I get back,” I said to myself halfheartedly that day as I crossed the street to the mailbox. After all, I was about to move to Washington, D.C., and at this point in my life a pet would only be a burden. My mother already had a cat—a scourge against humanity named Mookie—and hardly needed another such “pet,” given her wretched experience. Yet when I returned moments later, there he was, staring at me with such an ineffable calm that now I unhesitatingly scooped him up and swept him into the apartment, where he settled into my arms like some sweet child who had been lost and now was found.

In our first hours together, he adjusted to the apartment just as easily and comfortably as if he were thoroughly inured to the ways of the city. After introducing him to my big brother, Glen, and to our close friends, I began to wonder about an appropriate name—but that could wait until tomorrow. It had already been a full day.

The next morning, I found the kitten—my kitty now—sleeping next to me. It evoked in me the strangest feelings to see that he was curled up on his side in the same position in which I had been sleeping, his lanky cat limbs surreally askew exactly the way mine were. Already I sensed in our relationship a parallelness and a strange and even magical togetherness that would soon enough come to haunt me. When I got up, he barely stirred, but when he did, he stretched briefly, with a consciously restrained movement that seemed strange in such a small, young, lost animal. Then he examined me again with that penetrating gaze, his eyes staring fixedly into mine. At that moment he seemed to be an ancient and wise creature.

He also immediately began to invent and then display his games for me. For instance, that first morning the summer sun was gleaming and glittering in a kaleidoscope of light reflecting off Lake Michigan and playing all over the walls. How the kitten loved these flittering, flickering pools of light that were playing such wondrous tricks on him! First, a beam would appear, and he would naturally try to climb the offending wall. What else could any self-respecting cat be expected to do? Then several beams would sweep the ceiling, and the little puss would leap up and down, trying not to let a single beam escape. He reminded me at times of a philosopher searching in every dark corner for the light of truth. How he scampered around the apartment that morning, trying with all the charming abandon of youth to catch and capture the light!

I knew the intention: I had tried to do the same many times. He never quite did catch it, but then, how many of us do?
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I had already been to Egypt several times in the late 1960s and 1970s in my work as a correspondent for the Chicago Daily News, and I had seen the Egyptian cats etched on the walls of tombs and on every sort of statue in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. For just a fleeting moment that first morning with my kitten, I thought those Egyptian cats reminded me a lot of this cat, with his long, lean, almost languorous body, his pinched and knowing face, and his regal, upright bearing. Could he perhaps be a feline from somewhere far, far away? Being quite enough of a romantic, I did not dismiss the possibility, but how could he have arrived at Barry Avenue on the North Side of Chicago?

I decided it might well be appropriate for him to have a Middle Eastern royal name. I tried Emir—no, the syllables were too harsh. I toyed with Sultan—again, not enough of those imprecisely warm sounds that cats like so much. Then I hit upon Pasha. The pashas were men of high military and civil rank in both Egypt and Turkey. More important, the shhhh sound absolutely engrossed the cat!

“Pasha,” I said aloud to him that first afternoon. “PASH-a!” His ears twitched with excitement as he came to attention, and his regal plume of a tail plop-plopped uncontrollably with all the unpretentious, natural spirit of a plebian cat who had suddenly come across a field of sparrows. “PASSHHA …” I repeated. At this, he rolled over onto his side, tipping his head toward me, his ears on the alert and his eyes gleaming. I had to admit that some of the historical, spiritual, or even cultural implications of the name were lost in his spontaneous response.

But they were not lost on me. The name had the correct political connotations. The Egyptians had abolished the office and even the term “pasha” in 1952, when they entered their modern nationalist and revolutionary period. Thus, I could not be accused of elitism but only of historical romanticism. Pasha it was—ever after.

Of course, being a responsible person, I did have some lingering concern that he might actually belong (if that word can be applied to any cat) to someone else. So I scoured the papers for a few days, and if I had found an ad in the “Lost” column saying, “Royal Egyptian cat from the Third Dynasty lost at Barry Avenue and Sheridan Road at l0:28 A.M. on July 28. Answers to the name ‘Pasha.’” I would surely have returned him.

So it was that a game centered around Pasha’s origins soon became a most serious search. All my life as a journalist and as a writer, I had been searching for truths about different cultures and how they related to one another. I had often remarked to people, “I became a journalist and explored the world in order to explain it to myself.” Now I had with me a mysterious, devoted creature whom I could not explain at all; much less describe our special relationship.
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I began to wonder, “Who am I, and where did I come from?” and “Who is he and where did he come from?” Those questions would soon take me across the entire globe.

First, of course, I tried to “place” Pasha by his breed—if indeed he had one—through the nice veterinarians at our local McKillip Animal Hospital, where I took young Pasha for his shots and exams. He needed extra care, for he obviously was a cat with a “shady” past. Pasha would sit quietly in his carrier until he saw the vet. Then, some spirit of ancient shaman, some streak of banshee, some strain of hyena, perhaps, would suddenly overcome him, and he would begin to howl! I do not mean cry. The noise, which was truly terrible, would pause only at those moments when he needed to catch his breath, and then move on, sotto voce. All his life, this otherwise serene, composed creature hated vets with an unquenchable rage.

In between the bloodcurdling screams, I would always find time to implore the vet for information on my friend’s unknown past: “Do you think he might be Siamese? Oriental? After all, he doesn’t meow, he gurgles.”

The vet invariably looked at me pityingly and pronounced with a tight, unequivocal smile: “American Shorthair!”

At first this response hurt me to the quick. Then it came to me: I had before me a Chicago example of what happened all the time in Asia and other parts of the Third World. In many of those lands, they protected babies from kidnapping, from mortal danger, and from the resentment and jealousy of the gods by pretending that a beautiful newborn baby was hideously ugly. They would say of the child: “He’s an ugly little mud pie, isn’t he?” Or, “Too bad, she’ll never get a husband.”

After that, the vet’s words never hurt me again. Indeed, sometimes I would tickle Pasha on the head and ears and say fondly, “Hello, my little shorthair.” It was all in the true spirit of Catherine the Great, who, upon choosing a handsome colonel for her bed, would cajole him endearingly with, “Hello, my sweet serf.”

Another reason I knew that Pasha was unusual was that he was a mischievous and endlessly creative prankster. He designed tricks and then displayed them to me, sometimes with notable impatience if I did not take part immediately. He would jump over a box in the apartment, then come over to me and put his head in my lap, then jump over the box again, until he felt I was paying him sufficiently fond attention. Then he would tire, of course, and like all good cats, would need a little snooze for, say, sixteen or eighteen hours.

Indeed, Pasha was a classic rogue operator, an engaging trickster ever full of artful maneuvers. One day he suddenly came racing out of the bedroom toward an innocent visitor, terrifying her so much that she put her hands up to protect her face before he turned on a dime and streaked away, not to reappear for hours (and then without the slightest hint of shame). Another day, I brought some cans of peanuts for the staff members who had been working on one of my books, and I warned them not to leave the nuts out in the open, for most cats love peanuts. One staffer paid no heed and placed the peanuts atop a tall chest. I suddenly glanced up from my work to witness Pasha ambling across the room with a deceptiveness that outdid the Borgias, looking the very soul of innocence with a mien that would have shamed many prophets. In fact, he then leapt with Machiavellian purposefulness up onto a chair from which he reached the top of the chest and, with a flick of his quick paw, whiffed the peanuts to the floor. There, he quickly gobbled them all up before we could get to him. Of course, he immediately got quite sick and threw up all over the rug, leaving it majestically for his supposed “owner” to clean up.

Pasha loved food of almost any kind. The first time I gave a party after finding him, I discovered the miscreant in the act of licking his way across the hors d’oeuvres. It was a purposeful feat that was accomplished in the veritable flick of an eyelid while I was putting on lipstick, for he could cover an immense amount of territory with that scratchy little tongue. (Sometimes good cats do bad things.) I never felt it quite necessary to tell the guests who, of course, immediately arrived, that someone else had “touched” their delicious hors d’oeuvres before they had. So far as I know, no one perished from the experience.

It is said in cat veterinary circles that some cats hesitate before eating and make faces at their food dishes. This is duly explained by experts who say that the strange, almost sneering expression is called the “Flehman response,” and occurs when the scent is transferred to the Jacobson’s organ in the roof of the cat’s mouth. I can assure you that Pasha did not waste any of his time on such ridiculous beliefs.

As students of animal rites point out, cat games have their own rules and rituals, and these are neither random nor accidental. In fact, cats seldom break a rule in their play. Some would attribute that fact to lack of intelligence, but it is really simply part of their cleverly patterned little minds. Studies have shown that cats can recall problem-solving mechanisms for as long as sixteen hours, but Pasha’s own particular gamesmanship only alerted me still more to the mystery of the origins of my little pet.

I began to wonder: Do god cats behave so? Then I remembered the gods in ancient Greece who were always cavorting about, drinking excessively, and surely mating without any noticeable exclusivity. I concluded that such behavior was actually proof of Pasha’s royal lineage.

After all, a rogue cat could not be an alley cat, for alley cats expend all their energies in foraging for food, fighting with their fellows, and engaging in the most morally distressing sexual encounters by moonlight. Only aristocats or cosmopolocats could afford to be rogue cats or devilish mephistocats, with all that means in playfulness, and a satiric view of life. Question answered!

In the months after finding Pasha and bringing him into my life, I began a secret little scrapbook for him. It is a small and deliberately unassuming brown book called a Pet Passport. Where it asks for type of pet and breed, I wrote, “Egyptian temple cat from Second Dynasty.” Where it asked hair length, I wrote “Sassoon cut.” Where it asked for ID or license, I put in “Clearly unlicensable.” Where it asked for pedigree or registration, I wrote, “Ramses II, Cairo, Egypt, summer home, Luxor.” At the end, I wrote, “Beware of his powers. When he looks in the flames and then fastens his all-knowing eyes on you, he penetrates your soul.”

[image: ]

Throughout history royalty and sacredness are inevitably confronted by vulgarity and evil. By that token, in that same magical summer there was … MOOKIE! Repeat the name to yourself only in silence and in secret: Mookie. For it is a name that should not be spoken in the light or day or within the hearing of man. Pasha’s encounter with that bad customer would eventually serve to assure me even further of his noble character, but not, unfortunately, before a most unpleasant confrontation.

How does one describe such a thoroughly bad cat as Mookie? My elderly mother loved pets, and so my brother, Glen, brought her a little gray kitten, whom she immediately named after a white angora kitten she had when she was first married. This Mookie could have had the best life in the world. She could have been the most loved and appreciated cat ever, but Mookie, incapable of love, dedicated herself only to mayhem.

Almost from the very beginning, Mookie, her fluffy physical beauty not at all reflected in her personality and character, ran wild in the apartment, apparently incapable of any modicum of decent cohabitation, much less any civilized domestication. For a small kitty, she spent abnormal amounts of time growling and hissing and running around the apartment, all the while uttering terrifying war cries reminiscent of the onslaught of the Mongol hordes as they raged across Central Asia and into Europe in the twelfth century. (It has also been suggested to me by shadowy observers that there is a Mookie file at the CIA, and perhaps the FBI and the attorney general’s office as well; but I was never able actually to confirm such rumors.)

Mother would not hear of getting rid of Mookie, so there we were, locked in the apartment with this mad cat. It was August by then, and my mother had been at our Wisconsin home with Mookie all summer, and I wanted to introduce mother to Pasha before he and I left for Washington.

As I relate this story, it is important to remember that Pasha was a very, very tiny kitten, weighing only three or four pounds. He was surely not more than four months old, although we could not know his birthdate for sure. His coat was so sleek that he looked even smaller than he actually was. Mookie, on the other hand, was a huge and threatening creature, with bushy gray hair and wild eyes that made her look like some great Tatar warrior ready to sweep across the central plains of ancient Russia. Glen and I and our friends were a little concerned about putting them together, so I carried Pasha through the door into the little house. We called to Mookie, who was out on the porch straining for possible prey among any of the local robins, raccoons, chipmunks, skunks, squirrels, bunnies, and lake cats that might randomly or foolishly stumble by, not to speak of human ankles, wrists, cheeks, ears, or fingers that might happen to present lively opportunity. The fact that she could not get at them, but could only growl and scream and wildly paw at the porch screens only drove her on to greater displays of unnatural temper.

I put tiny little Pasha down on the dining-room floor, and he immediately looked about in some confusion. After all, this was his second home in as many weeks, after all his voyaging around and across the world. He very carefully picked his steps, moving slowly and nonthreateningly out to the porch to greet Mookie. He actually made it close-up to try and rub noses with her. In fact, I watched the entire ballet with fascination; he was so careful, so deliberate, and so measured in edging up to greet her with his wet nose that I thought at once, “Pasha, the great Egyptian peacemaker.” (An Anwar Sadat of cats, perhaps?)

As she perused the front yard, Mookie seemed to spot the movement of foreign fur out of her left eye. At this first sight of Pasha, Mookie’s entire body stiffened until she was like a corpse, only standing up. Her eyes seemed to bulge from their sockets, and her ears went flat back on her head until they were almost even with her shoulders. She began to snarl and cough and hiss, but not, frankly, for very long. Almost immediately, she actually jumped out of the porch through the screen, tearing a huge hole in it, and leaving all of us in a total panic as she raced crazily across the yard before climbing our huge oak tree and staying there for many hours. Frankly, the thought did occur to us to just leave her there.

Instead, it took Glen all those hours to get a high ladder, climb most of the way up to her, and reason with her to come down. He finally grabbed her, stuffed her into a pillowcase, and lowered her, hissing and screaming inside, to the ground. Once again captive in the house, she stayed under the bed for three full days, a relief to everyone.

Now I had seen Pasha, the diplomat, the peacemaker, the cat destined for great things, in full action—so confident and noble, trying to reason with that evil, treacherous Mookie—and somehow I sensed already that he would become a very famous and beloved cat indeed. I also had a brave companion to drive with me for two days to the nation’s capital, where all the laws and decisions of the land are so masterfully made and so flawlessly executed. To tell the truth, I was more frightened than excited, for I was just starting my own syndicated column, and such an undertaking was an equivocal thing, depending totally upon the unsureness of how many papers would buy the column, whether I could keep up the strain of telling the entire world how to live, three times a week in exactly 750 words, and whether people would actually like having me tell them how to live those three times a week.

Then, just at the moment when all my plans seemed to be coming together, a new problem raised its pesky head. I had bought a condominium in D.C., but since it would not be ready until December, I planned to stay at the old Fairfax Hotel on Massachusetts Avenue. It had once been elegant—and it would be again in years to come, when it became the Westin Embassy Row—but at this time, it was a seedy, worn old lady, still genteel to be sure, but way down on her luck and growing a little careless with her appearance. Al Gore had been raised there because his family owned it, and as a child he liked to go up on the roof and dangle rubber ducks outside the windows to scare residents. The hotel also had the prestigious Jockey Club Restaurant in one corner, where senators and leading journalists presided in a suitably dark and sulky atmosphere. Most important, it was the only place where I had found a small two-room apartment at the right price for a short period of time. Now I realized that they did not permit pets! What to do?

I decided to write to the general manager of the Fairfax, saying that I had my heart set upon staying there my first months in Washington. I would flatter him about how wonderful his run-down apartments were. I would tell him that I dreamed about going down to Sunday breakfast in the Jockey Club where I could absorb the atmosphere of all the great political decisions that had been made there the night before. But there was one little problem: I had this wonderful pet. I decided to change Pasha’s delineation once again—to parody him, just as cats had sometimes been so richly parodied in Egyptian temples and indeed in other ancient cultures. “Pasha has just got his press card to cover the White House with me,” I wrote, “and he would be absolutely inconsolable if he could not stay at the famous Fairfax Hotel.”

In the return mail, I received this kind letter from George C. Donnelly, assistant to the general manager, dated August 12, 1975:

Dear Ms. Geyer:

I am sure that we can accommodate you and Pasha for as long as you wish. I will block a one-bedroom apartment beginning September l5, 1975, for a period of two months. If you should wish to extend your stay, I am sure that we will be happy to do so.

Looking forward to your arrival, I remain,

Sincerely, George C. Donnelly,

Ass’t. to Gen. Mgr.

Our first voyage together had begun.

[image: ]

When Pasha and I arrived at the Fairfax Hotel that hot September evening after a long drive through the stifling late-summer heat of Pennsylvania and Maryland, I exhaustedly began to take the bags out of my little Fiat Spider sports car, but the doormen would not let me proceed. They whispered among themselves, bustling mysteriously about, like men who knew something that we did not know. Finally, they motioned for me to wait just a moment while they directed furtive little glances at the small carrier sitting right exactly in the middle of the lobby—Pasha, all big eyes and long legs, stuffed inside.

Suddenly, the general manager strode purposefully out from his office. A big, stalwart man, he had a broad smile on his face, as he fixed his gaze, not upon me but upon the carrier. “Hello, Pasha,” he said in a booming voice. “Welcome to the Fairfax!” And everyone in the lobby smiled, laughed, and poked each other in the ribs, pointing at the first cat ever in the history of the Fairfax Hotel. If Eloise was the literary sweetheart of The Plaza in New York, then Pasha soon was the darling of the Fairfax in our nation’s capital.

As we settled into our odd, dark, and grimy apartment at the end of a long hallway, the young kitten charmed everyone. If I was away overnight, I would just call one of the young clerks on the desk, and he would seem overjoyed to go up and feed and pet the little fellow. If I had any problems at all, I just went straight to the general manager; he had now become my ally and co-conspirator against all those foolish “rules.”

I had read about President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s White House cat, Slippers, who often attended glittering White House dinners. So on Sunday mornings in the Jockey Club, Pasha would come down to breakfast and sit next to me. The dimly lit room, with its seasoned dark woods and its mood of having seen everything and everybody (if, not yet, everycat) was in sharp contrast to the sunlight just outside on Massachusetts Avenue. I would carry Pasha down in my arms into this darkness and, though he was rough-and-tumble upstairs, he would invariably sit quietly and serenely by my side while I had my scrambled eggs and sausage. It was strange how at ease he was there, but then, he always had a natural way with power, almost as if, I kept thinking, he had been born to it.

A Pawnote: This is not, I would soon learn, unusual in cats of accomplishment and status. In the journals of early courtiers of the Siamese kings, royal Siamese cats were brought into the full court ceremonies, whose meaning they symbolized. One observer noted, “By their nature, animals are restless. Yet when the ceremonies started, the cat was quite still, and not at all restless. The ceremony must have been very sacred.”

One Sunday morning, Pasha was curled up next to me on the couch in the Jockey Club when a couple came in and, apparently not realizing that it was Sunday morning, took up directly from the night before and began drinking Bloody Marys with a certain noticeable gusto. Pasha had been resting quietly and properly, but suddenly his little head popped up, and he laid his paw on my leg as though in request or warning. He seemed to be sniffing for something. Then his ears trembled, and his whiskers began to move ever so slightly. Finally he looked directly, with amazing steadiness, at the noisy couple. After a few moments, to my utter amazement—and then even more to theirs—he got up, stretched appropriately for effect, and ambled over to their table.

Before I could stop him, he jumped up onto it, upsetting not a single thing, and started sipping the woman’s Bloody Mary, his rough little tongue lapping it up as fast as he could. I lunged for him, and he gave no resistance. He was clearly happy because he already had the Bloody Mary all over his whiskers, his cheeks, and his paws. He snuggled up in my arms and used his long tongue to clean up his face.

To make it worse, the couple howled with laughter. The waiters stood in a line and clapped their hands. Three other people at breakfast paused, first in wonderment and then in pleased acknowledgment of what was surely a singular feline achievement. From that moment on, Pasha always loved Bloody Marys. Once we had the new apartment, if someone was having one, he would always try to sneak a sip. There are those who say the liver problems that came later stemmed from this unlikely love, but personally, I never believed that.

It was at the Fairfax that Pasha also illustrated the comical and uncommon qualities that further convinced me that he was an extraordinary cat. There were many moments when he momentarily lost his obviously inherited sophistication and appeared to be just a kitten. Sometimes, for instance, when I was taking a shower in the little tub with the bath curtain closed about me, he would run full-speed into the bathtub, leaping right through the shower curtain until he was right there with me under the flowing water! Then he would race out again, shaking himself all over the apartment as though the devil himself were in him or after him.

You must understand that in those days the Fairfax was not exactly a temple of cleanliness and order. Old furniture and newspapers sat out in the halls for weeks, and the maid, when she deigned to clean at all, would sit in my apartment and discuss Washington politics until her time was up, and she would then duly say, “Well, time to go home.”

Like many children, Pasha kept his good behavior for when he was “out” at places like the Jockey Club. When he was home, he always exhibited his true and exuberant self. So if I inadvertently left the door open, he loved to “escape” and run down the long hall to … well, who really knows where he thought he was going, or why? The problem was that there were so many layers of wax on the floor that his sharp claws stuck into it. In fact, he would invariably get no more than six feet before he was brought to a humiliating stop. In truth, I found it quite amusing to see him there, literally stuck in the eternal wax of the Fairfax’s dirty floors, trying his best to free his sticky little paws.

Finally he would slink back into the apartment in humiliation, his head hung low, his long black tail wagging back and forth, back and forth, plunk-plunk-PLUNK, with rage and embarrassment. At that moment I could not think of him any more as a special cat; he merely seemed to be a very funny, charming, normal young cat whom I loved more and more.

Pasha’s epic confrontation with the Fairfax’s slack housekeeping occurred one day when we heard a terrible roaring noise just outside our apartment. Hesitantly peeking out, I found a man with a floor polisher actually cleaning the hall! This was truly amazing because that floor had probably not been cleaned throughout the entire twentieth century. On this day, after the busy man had been RRRRhhing and RRRRawrrring with his machine up and down the long hall for some time, Pasha decided once again to make a run for it. Inadvertently, I had left the door ajar just a whit; he pushed it open with his nose and took off. I watched, first irked by my carelessness and finally amazed at what I saw. For Pasha was used to taking off down the hall and being slowed to defeat by many layers of wax. Now that those were disappearing before our eyes, his journey was speeded up by the unaccustomed polish on the floor. He tried to stop himself with his front paws, but they only acted like wheels, speeding him to the end of the hall at an ever faster momentum.

I watched with amazement as my little cat went sliding down the hall as if on a toboggan, rivaling the best cartoons of cats tumbling all over themselves. Not wanting to hurt his feelings or offend his self-image, I never mentioned it to him again.
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Many weeks after our splendid entrance at the Fairfax, we bade farewell to the new friends we had grown to know and love there and moved into our very own apartment near the Watergate complex. Now I had both a cat and a home of my own. The night we moved in, I slept on the floor in a sleeping bag, and every time I awoke, Pasha was pacing the floor, looking, gazing, and wondering. It was a magical night. I remembered the words of the twentieth-century French writer, actor, and librettist Jean Cocteau: “I love cats because I love my home, and little by little by little they become its visible soul.” So it surely was with me.

For the next sixteen years our lives were intricately linked and Pasha did indeed live like royalty in our apartment. He certainly behaved like a king! Always comically regal, he would go up to every guest like a young prince or dauphin, sometimes with a slight bow of his head, making no sound. He would put his paw on the person’s knee or thigh or sometimes arm and wait until the person responded appropriately. Then he would stare at the person in a deep and penetrating way for some seconds before moving on. It was his way of shaking paws. He would usually sit on the piano during the most active part of a party—clearly enjoying the music—and then curl up in the most beautiful woman’s lap to rest from all the excitement. Once a beautiful blonde Uruguayan friend named Susana came by, and the minute she came into the apartment, Pasha’s ears began to twitch uncontrollably back and forth. Every time Susana moved, Pasha moved with her. When she went into the kitchen, he posed on the edge of a chair, looking around the corner so he could see her the minute she emerged. When she reappeared, he had an unmistakably lascivious look on his “innocent” little face. Then he lay on her lap all evening.

Jealous? Moi?

Meanwhile, my suspicions about his royal lineage began to grow. They were confirmed by his shamanistic bent, probably something he brought with him from the Middle East, and they were illuminated by the fact that he would sit for hours lowering his paws slowly right down close to the very top of candle flames. At moments like these, I thought he must be a feline magician. Sounds also fascinated him, and his little ears would tremble with joy. Since cats have thirty muscles in each ear, which allow them to twist, turn, and flex their ears in many directions as they pick up passing sounds, all of him was very busy. He also copied me: when I lay on the floor doing exercises, he would lie down beside me and do much the same things. The French writer Colette famously wrote, “There are no ordinary cats.” But Pasha gave new meaning to her words.

He was agile like a prince, yet gracious and generous when faced with conflict. When he was young, he would stand by the floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room and leap clear to the ceiling if a bird even showed its face on the balcony. Like all truly regal creatures, he became notably nonviolent in his mellow later years. Then he would lie on his back letting out a small warning cackle, really for appearances’ sake, when bothersome birds dared to roost on his balcony.

Pasha was also a clotheshorse. While most cats hate anything on their “person,” even the collar that protects them, Pasha just loved … hats. He had a Jungle Jim hat, white and fit for the jungle, and an assortment of others. His very favorite was a small cap like those that men in Europe wore at the turn of the century, with a little brim that made him look rather like a Pomeranian railroad man. The hat had an elastic band that fit under his chin, so he could—and would—sit for hours with it on, while people laughed and tittered. Frankly, much like his mistress, he just loved attention—any attention.

I should mention that for a time, he also had his red-and-white-striped tent with a pom-pom on the top. It was just big enough for him, and he didn’t mind retiring into it. In fact, he was rather proud of it. One day when a badly behaving five-year-old child stopped by with his parents and brattishly insisted on climbing into the tent, Pasha looked at this display with disbelief, then sauntered over and gave the kid’s backside a couple of swats with his right paw.
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Soon Pasha became a famous cat. Not Madonna-famous, or Henry Kissinger–famous, or Elvis-famous, but still famous. When I wrote columns about him and his charming ways, the Chicago Sun-Times, which was by then publishing my column, ran a headshot of him instead of me. There he would be, his pinched white head with the black toupée parted in the center and his pert little ears, next to the likes of Robert Novak, George Will, and Mike Royko. When I wrote about traveling with him by car, Joel Rochon, the cartoonist with what was then the Tucson Daily Citizen, designed a charming cartoon of the two of us riding in a car, Pasha’s profile most definitely dominating the scene.

I once interviewed King Hussein of Jordan in his golden stone palace in Amman, and he told me with great relish—doubtless ever so relieved to get off the endless subject of the Israel-Palestine war—that all his life he had lovely little cats that his American wife, Queen Noor, obtained for him in London. “Every night,” he told me, “they wait at the bottom of the stairs for me, and then we go up together.” His were another kind of royal cats!

I also found myself employing, with substantial success, the analogy of the cat that Pasha’s regal presence suggested to me. When I gave speeches around the country, I would explain complex strategic subjects through homey references to Pasha, whom I always identified as “the Egyptian god cat.” With their essential good nature, Americans always want to believe that people can “change.” They want to think that even the worst tyrants and the most mischievous rascals and miscreants can somehow be reformed—if we do the right thing. After I published my biography of Fidel Castro, someone in the audience would often ask me: “But, Miss Geyer, surely Fidel would change if only we recognized him…. If only we lifted the embargo…. If only we had not supported the Batista dictatorship!”

Well, you can’t undo history, but you can be reasonable about what is happening today, and about the human personality and its relationship to power, greed, and aggression. I knew that such men as Castro, Saddam Hussein, Ayatollah Khomeini, Muammar Qaddafi, or Juan Perón—only a few of the unpleasant charismatic leaders whom I had the “pleasure” of interviewing—would not ever have changed their personalities or intentions. In fact, it was self-absorbed on our part to think they would or could. I began to use Pasha to explain the conundrum to my audiences. “I have the smartest cat in the world,” I would say. “He is really very intelligent and very sensitive.” At this, I would see their eyes begin to rove. Then I would add, “But no matter how hard Pasha tries, he cannot bark!”

Then the audience understood the implacability of culture and psychology.

The analogy became known across the country as the “My-Cat-Can’t-Bark” doctrine of understanding foreign leaders. Okay, so it wasn’t Manifest Destiny, it wasn’t “Cold War Deterrence and Containment.” Nor was it Metternich, Brzezinski, Sun-tzu, Machiavelli, or Von Clausewitz: still, it worked. Pasha, once lost on the streets of Chicago, had come to represent a certain type of strategic thinking; he had come to personify how the realistic person judges the personality and character of leaders. Ramses II or Queen Hatshepsut would have understood.
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Just when our lives were going along well and everything seemed within reach, tragedy nearly struck. It was this event that led us both to our meeting with Pasha’s royal and sacred past.

Ever since I found him that fortuitous day, Pasha had had medical problems, especially with his liver. It didn’t really have to do with the sips of Bloody Marys, I am convinced of that. I did occasionally catch him giving a sidewise look to a bottle of German “Zeller Schwarze Katz” wine, and at least once, to a bottle of Victorian-era British gin called Old Tom, but no, his liver was often clogged up so it simply could not digest his food.

You must remember that Pasha had traveled a long way to come to me, and such travel—across rivers and valleys, up mountain ranges, over deserts, and through swampy mires, and especially crossing time zones and probably centuries—is exhausting for any cat. One picks up many diseases and maladies along the way, and who knew how many centuries it actually took him to get to Chicago from Luxor and Alexandria? You must remember, too, that he was a god cat in hiding, without a passport, birth certificate, driver’s license, voter’s registration, Social Security number, or Visa card. After World War II, we would have called him a “displaced kitten.” Today, we could have called him an “illegal cat-alien,” or an “undocumented feline worker.” What is clearly true is that he had brilliantly eluded everyone on his long journey, this innocent but stalwart creature, for I never got one single call or visit from the INS, the FBI, or even the CIA.

Thus, in addition to the liver problem, one core psychological issue revealed itself to me: Pasha did not really know who he was! We humans, despite all of our problems, live with webs of remembrance all tangled up inside ourselves, with systems of memory that are constantly jolting us to new levels of understanding, and with early experience of socialized responses that we do not even recall, much less consult, as we live and age. Most of us have roots, most of us know where we came from, and therefore, where we might go. But Pasha, lacking this, had none of those webs, systems, or experiences.

Then one night we were watching on television a film on Egypt, its antiquities, the Nile, the great days of magnificent cities along the river in ancient times. Chants rose above the great temples, haunting Egyptian music filled the air, and a picture of a cat sailing down the Nile like a queen suddenly flashed across the screen. Pasha jumped up into my lap, but instead of cuddling, he sat up very straight, transfixed by the sounds and the sights. He was breathing heavily and even shaking a bit. Then he leapt off my lap—he never did this—and jumped up onto the television set. He lay along the top, pawing at the Egyptian scenes on the screen for a full fifteen minutes, until I grew a bit frightened by his odd movements and turned off the set.

Only a matter of days later, once again he could not eat. He was obviously in pain, and I rushed him to Dr. Wesley Bayles on M Street in Georgetown. The good veterinarian looked at me soberly. “I am going to have to operate on his liver,” he said. I knew it was serious. I hugged the little creature, who despite his pain and fright was howling like a hyena at the doctor, and I went home in considerable pain myself. Every day after the surgery, it was touch and go. One day he was better; next day he was worse. By this time we had been together for six years, and the idea that I might lose him was simply too much to bear. We still had so much to discover and experience together.

One night, I was sure he was gone—I could hear it in Dr. Bayles’s voice—but Pasha survived. Little by little, he began to get better. By the time I brought him home two weeks later, he had gone from a splendid full-grown male cat with beautiful fur and a swishing tail to a pitiful, scrawny creature, his coat all matted and thin, his eyes lifeless and his tail nearly immobile. He would lie beside me at night, as always, but now he sniffed and breathed heavily. I nursed him and cared for him, and slowly he got stronger.

Even at the worst, he still dreamed; he would shake and cry out, more like a dog. I always wondered: What is he dreaming about? Then one night I woke up and Pasha was sitting by the window looking at the moon. The light of the heavenly body was reflected in his eyes. Indeed, they glowed as if from within with a magical and almost catatonic intensity, so much so that I almost shuddered. At that moment, I knew something else: his body was healing, but his spirit was still somewhere else. I needed to bring that “somewhere else” to him, to make him whole again.

So it was that I began to study the history of the cat. I went to the library, bought books, looked through magazines. I quickly realized there was much to be learned.

For instance, cats had been on earth for about 40 million years, on every continent except Antarctica and Australia, and they had (as hard as this is to accept) the same origins as dogs, raccoons, bears, and pigs. Ancient Egypt always cropped up. For it was there, several thousand years before Christ, that the cat strolled insouciantly out of the deserts of North Africa, at first apparently welcomed in order to kill a burgeoning rat population and soon deified by the grateful, awed Egyptians.

I discovered that at the temple of Bubastis in the northeastern Nile Delta, the cat goddess Bastet was worshiped by hundreds of thousands as a god. We are certain that by the second millennium B.C., Egypt alone of all the empires and courts of the world had fully domesticated the cat, and worshiped it as well. We also know that in the tomb of Ti from 2563 B.C., the honored cat in that tomb is wearing not a hat but a collar! (Just try that on Mookie, I thought.) 

Soon cats were being mummified. While alive, cats in Egypt were groomed and bathed and anointed with fragrant oils; once dead, the animal would be wrapped in fine linen perfumed with cedar oil. I discovered that Bastet is most often seen in Egyptian paintings and hieroglyphs as a slim, beautiful woman wearing a long evening dress and, always, earrings. I pored over books to discover that, once the cats became little gods, it was forbidden for anyone to kill them. Indeed, the great Greek historian Diodorus Siculus visited Egypt in 60 to 57 B.C. and wrote in Bibliotheca Historica, his history of the world, “Whoever kills a cat in Egypt is condemned to death, whether he committed this crime deliberately or not.” It seems that some unfortunate Roman contemptuously killed a cat in Egypt, and “the multitude rushed in a crowd to his house,” while “neither the officials sent by the king to beg the man off nor the fear of Rome … were enough to save the man from punishment.”

Another strange habit of the Egyptians of these times was remarked upon by none other than Herodotus, the great Greek historian and traveler of the fifth century B.C. “On every occasion of a fire in Egypt, the strangest prodigy occurs with the cats,” he wrote in his History, book 2: “The inhabitants allow the fire to rage as it pleases, while they stand about at intervals and watch these animals which, slipping by the men or else leaping over them, rush headlong into the flames. When this happens, the Egyptians are in deep affliction.”

Cats were also at the battle of Pelusium in 525 B.C., when the evil Persian monarch Cambyses, son of Cyrus I and father of Cyrus II, the Great, ordered his soldiers to carry cats instead of shields into battle. When the Egyptians saw this desecration, they surrendered to the Persians. We know further, from the sacred Book of the Dead of the pharaohs, parts of which date from 3500 B.C., that the cat eventually came to be equated with the greatest Egyptian god of all, the sun god Ra, who could take the form of a cat at will. The two were interchangeable in the minds and souls of the people.

As I read further every night, Pasha always slept by my side, obviously dreaming, because he would awake, startled, every once in a while. I wondered whether my reading was influencing him: Was he dreaming of ancient days, when he strode the streets and roamed the wharfs of Luxor and the streets of Philae? Was he directing sea battles off Alexandria? Luxuriating on the Nile during one of the many X-rated festivals at Bubastis, when the cat goddess reigned at the site of the cat temple on the Nile?

Pasha never really told me, the rogue, but our lives had become so interconnected that I sensed he somehow understood the lore, and it excited him. At the same time, incongruously, his dreams became calmer. He would lie there and take a deep breath, as cats do when they seem pleased with themselves. His little concave chest would heave for just a second, and then he would drift off. It was as if his dreams were becoming ordered and he was putting something together.

As for myself, I began to realize that I would have to go back to Egypt. This time, I would dig deeply into the pharaonic cat culture and try to understand it. I knew which questions I would begin with: What were the qualities in the cat that so enchanted the ancient Egyptians? Did they ascribe certain qualities to the cat, or did the cat cause them to be aware of certain virtues they wished to emulate? Why did the Egyptians make the cat, alone of all animal creatures, into a god across the entire width and breadth of their empire?

That part was just for Pasha, and it would become only a small piece of my search. I was also searching on behalf of all those humans who love cats: what is the very nature of mankind’s long fascination—its love affair and complex relationship—with cats? What is this unique relationship between man and animal? What should it mean to us, in an age of fancy breeds, when we “worship” animals in a different way, but do not truly seek to analyze them and their qualities? If I could not uncover those mysteries in ancient cultures that had such deep and profound relationships with their felines, how could I expect to discover them anywhere?

I said good-bye to Pasha some weeks later when I left for Egypt. I told him, “Don’t worry, little friend, you will be amazed at what I will find for you.” I tried to tell him, too, that this was no normal trip. I was going to explore—for both of us—wondrous things: gods and devils, the sacred and the royal, the enlightening, the frightening, and the shameful. This voyage was not about the evidence of everyday life, but of eternity—the strange dark trips to the underworld and of preparations for them. This was not about simple prayers and recitations but about transcendence over life’s mendacities and even a “transmigration of souls,” or the exchange of souls between humans and animals. It would not be told from the viewpoint of the human family, but from that of the great and little-known Family of Cat. I could see Pasha’s ears twitching as I whispered all of this to him, and he took a very deep sigh and then stretched himself out.

Pasha looked strangely peaceful the morning I left. He lay curled in a ball, his long midnight tail wound around him like a black feather boa, and he was fast asleep before I was even out the door. He had begun his part of the journey as well.
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