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A Word at the Gate

Every good book about cats begins with the same fact: the cat chose us. Ten thousand years ago a wildcat walked up to a grain store and stayed, and she has been staying ever since. She was never captured. She was never bought. She decided, and we were honored.

This book is a companion to the Abbey page The Cats at the Gate. That page tells you what we believe about cats. This book tells you what to do about it, from the first bowl of food to the last blessing. It covers the cat who sleeps on your bed, the kitten in a shoebox, and the cat on the wall behind the bakery whom nobody owns and everybody loves.

Three convictions run through every page.

The cat is whole. She does not need to be corrected, confined, or improved. She needs food, water, warmth, safety, company on her own terms, and a doctor when she is sick. Everything in this book serves those needs.

The street is her house. A community cat is a neighbor, not a problem. She has a territory, a family, and a life, and the right way to help her is to make that life safer and warmer where she lives. We do not put cats in cages and call it kindness.

Istanbul shows the way. In that city, feeding a cat is a public virtue. Shopkeepers keep bowls full, neighbors build little houses, and the whole community holds the cats together. The American habit of treating a free cat as a failure of management has a great deal to learn from that city, and this book draws on its spirit in every chapter.

You will find plain instructions here, tables and logs you can print, and prayers you can say. Beyond the care of the body, the book gives you the work of a home veterinarian, the gentle craft of the cat herbalist, a long portrait of how Istanbul cares for its cats, full winter-shelter plans, and a feeding log for the orphan kitten. Where something is dangerous, we say so in one sentence and move on. Where something is beautiful, we take our time.

May every cat who reads over your shoulder find you worthy of her trust.

↑ Contents


*   *   *
Part I: Knowing the Cat



The Cat as She Is

You cannot care well for a creature you do not understand. Begin with the cat's body, because her body explains almost everything she does.

*   *   *

She is a carnivore, completely. The cat is an obligate carnivore. Her body is built to run on animal protein and animal fat, and she cannot make certain nutrients herself. Taurine, arachidonic acid, and preformed vitamin A must come from meat. This is why a cat cannot thrive on a vegetarian diet, however gentle our hearts. Love for animals begins with feeding them what they are.

She is a hunter by design. Her day runs in short bursts of stalk, pounce, and rest. She sleeps twelve to sixteen hours in a day, and kittens and seniors sleep even more. Most of that sleep is light, ready to become action in a heartbeat. She is most active at dawn and dusk, which is why your cat wakes you at sunrise.

Her senses are tuned for the hunt. She sees well in dim light, hears sounds far above our range, and smells with an acuity we can barely imagine. Her whiskers are living instruments that measure gaps and sense air currents. Never trim them. Her tongue is rough with tiny hooks that work as a comb and a rasp.

Her body is flexible and swift. Her spine bends and her shoulders move freely, so she can fit through narrow spaces and land on her feet from a fall. A fall can still injure her. Her claws retract to stay sharp and extend for climbing and defense. Scratching is how she keeps them healthy, marks her territory, and stretches her whole body.

Her sense of safety comes first. A cat who feels safe eats, plays, grooms, and sleeps well. A cat who does not feel safe hides, stops eating, and falls ill. Nearly everything in the chapters ahead is an answer to this one need: make her feel safe.

	Normal adult cat	Range
	Body temperature	100.5 to 102.5 F (38.1 to 39.2 C)
	Resting heart rate	about 140 to 220 beats per minute
	Resting breathing	20 to 30 breaths per minute (calm, closed mouth)
	Typical adult weight	8 to 11 lb (3.6 to 5 kg), varies by build
	Sleep	12 to 16 hours per day
	Lifespan, well cared for	15 to 20 years
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The Language of the Cat

The cat speaks constantly. Most of what she says is quiet, and most people miss it. Learn her language and you will hear her whole mind.

*   *   *

The tail. A tail held straight up is a greeting and a happy flag. A tail with a gentle curl at the tip is friendly curiosity. A tail low and swishing hard means irritation, and a puffed tail means fear. A tail wrapped around her body is a sign of caution or comfort, depending on the rest of her.

The ears. Ears forward and relaxed mean calm. Ears swiveling mean she is listening to the world. Ears flattened sideways or back mean fear or anger, so give her room.

The eyes. A slow blink is a kiss. Give one back and watch her answer. Wide round pupils mean excitement or fear. A hard stare is a challenge, so look away softly.

The body. A cat who rolls and shows her belly is trusting you, and she is not always inviting a belly rub. Many cats grab a hand that touches the belly. A cat who kneads you with her paws is remembering her mother and telling you that you are home.

The voice. The meow is mostly a language she developed for humans. Cats seldom meow at each other as adults. A trill is a greeting, a chirp is a hunting call, a purr usually means contentment and sometimes self-comfort during pain or fear, and a yowl is a request for help or an announcement of distress. A hiss is a clear boundary. Respect it.

The scent. Cats talk with scent. When she rubs her cheek against your leg or the corner of a table, she is leaving a message and claiming you as family. When she scratches, she leaves scent from glands in her paws. When she sprays, she is marking in distress or in the heat of social tension, and that is a sign to look for the cause.

Listening rule. Let the cat end every interaction. If she flicks her tail, shifts her weight, or turns her head away, stop. A cat who learns that you listen will trust you more every day.
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Many Ways to Live: The Free Cat and the Home Cat

There is no single right life for a cat. There are many good lives, and the best ones give her choice.

*   *   *

The community cat's life. Cats who live outdoors in a community have a life full of sun, territory, and companions of their own choosing. Many are healthy and content for years when neighbors keep them fed, watered, and sheltered. The rest of this book speaks to that life in Part IX, and it deserves your respect.

The home cat's life. A cat who lives indoors can be deeply happy when her home is rich: windows with a view, climbing spaces, hiding places, play every day, and a human who pays attention. A bored indoor cat becomes anxious, overweight, or destructive. A stimulated one becomes a sage.

The cat with a door. The best of both lives is a cat who has a safe way to go out and a warm place to come back to. Many families build a cat door into a fenced garden or a covered porch, a catio, or a screened window box. These give her sun, grass, birdsong, and fresh air without the traffic.

If your cat goes out freely. Outdoor life carries real risks: cars, cold, other animals, and illness. You can lower them without taking away her freedom.

	Give her a breakaway collar with an ID tag, and a microchip registered with your current phone number.
	Keep vaccinations current.
	Feed her at regular hours so she returns for meals, and call her home at dusk.
	Check her for ticks, fleas, wounds, and limping when she comes in.
	Offer a warm, dry spot at the door in winter and shade and water in summer.


Walking on a harness. Many cats enjoy a harness and a long lead in a quiet garden. Start indoors, let her wear it for a few minutes at a time with treats, and let her lead the walk. If she freezes or hunches, take her home.

Her choice matters. A cat who wants to be outside tells you daily at the door. A cat who wants to stay in tells you by never going near it. Listen, and shape her world to fit the cat she is.
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How Cats Think: Mind, Learning, and Trust

A cat's mind is subtle, and it rewards patient study.

*   *   *

She learns by consequence. A cat repeats what pays and drops what does not. A treat after a good behavior teaches faster than a scolding after a bad one. The kindest teacher is the one who makes the right thing easy and rewarding.

She remembers. A cat remembers people, places, smells, and routines for years. She remembers a bad vet visit and a kind hand. Treat every moment as a lesson she will carry.

She reads you. Cats watch our faces, voices, and routines closely. A calm, steady person produces a calm, steady cat. A cat who learns your footsteps knows when the food comes, and she tells you about it.

She has her own pace. A cat who is hurried grows anxious. A cat who is given time grows confident. Let her sniff, hesitate, and decide.

She needs control. Cats feel safer when they can choose to approach, retreat, hide, climb, or leave. Offer choices wherever you can: two beds, two routes, high and low places.

She bonds on her own terms. A cat shows affection by sitting near you, rubbing, slow blinking, following you from room to room, or bringing you a toy. These are love letters. Answer in kind.

Building trust. Sit on the floor and let her come. Offer a finger to sniff, never a hand over her head. Give treats from your open palm. Speak softly. Respect her no. Trust accumulates one gentle moment at a time and can be lost in one rough one.

The shy and wary cat. Some cats, especially those raised outdoors, take months to trust. Feed at a steady time, sit near the food, look away, and blink slowly. Some will never be lap cats and will still love you from across the room.
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Understanding Common Behavior Troubles

Almost every behavior a cat does has a reason. Find the reason, and the trouble can be solved with kindness.

*   *   *

First, rule out illness. A sudden behavior change, especially in litter habits, appetite, or temperament, may signal pain or disease. See your vet before assuming it is a behavior problem.

Scratching furniture. She needs to scratch. Offer tall, sturdy posts and horizontal scratchers near the places she prefers, and rub them with catnip. Cover the furniture's favorite corner with a throw. Trim her nails. Never declaw.

Biting and rough play. Cats bite when overexcited, overstimulated, or playing. Watch for the warning signs of overstimulation: twitching tail, flattened ears, a skin ripple on the back. Stop petting before she bites. Offer toys, never hands.

Aggression toward people. Causes include fear, pain, overstimulation, redirected anger from something she saw outside, or lack of socialization. Give her space, do not punish, check for pain, and ask your vet to help find the trigger.

Aggression between cats. Common causes are poor introductions, competition for resources, and a cat seen outside the window. Give each cat her own food, water, litter box, and high perches, separate them if necessary, and reintroduce slowly.

Spraying and marking. Urine marking is communication, often caused by stress, new animals, or a cat outside the window. Clean with an enzymatic cleaner. Reduce stress, add litter boxes, and see your vet to rule out a medical problem.

Litter box avoidance. See the litter box chapter. Check health first, then box size, cleanliness, litter type, and location.

Night howling and early waking. Play hard before bed, feed a small meal late in the evening, and ignore the cry at dawn. Older cats who cry at night may be in pain, confused, or have a thyroid problem, so see your vet.

Excessive vocalizing. A talkative cat is often a bored or lonely cat. Increase play and attention. A suddenly very vocal cat may be ill.

Chewing wool and fabric. Some cats suck or chew fabric from stress, early weaning, or boredom. Offer chew toys, cat grass, and play, and keep the fabric out of reach.

Counter-surfing. Cats climb to see and to find food. Give her better perches, keep counters clear of food, and feed her regularly.

Door dashing. Teach a "wait" with a treat on the other side of the room. Keep a catio or fenced garden ready so the outside has a safe door of its own.

Plant chewing. Offer cat grass and remove toxic plants.

The principle. Meet the need, remove the stress, and reward the behavior you like. Punishment never solves a cat's problem. It only teaches her to fear you.
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*   *   *
Part II: Welcoming a Cat Home



Preparing the Home

A cat does not need a large home. She needs a home that makes sense to a cat.

*   *   *

Space for climbing. Cats feel safest when they can see the room from above. Give her a tall cat tree, a sturdy shelf, a clear windowsill, or the top of a bookcase. Make sure everything she can climb is stable and cannot tip.

Hiding places. Every cat needs at least one place to disappear. A covered bed, a cardboard box turned on its side, a shelf behind a curtain, a quiet closet with the door open. A hiding cat is a cat regulating herself, and you must never pull her out.

A window with a view. Birds, trees, and passing life are television for cats. Put a perch where she can reach the sun. Open a window screened tight so she can smell the weather.

Safety sweep. Before she arrives, walk the home on your knees and look for hazards.

	Cords and strings: tie up blind cords and cover electrical wires. Thread, yarn, ribbon, and dental floss can cause deadly intestinal injuries if swallowed.
	Windows: secure screens. Cats fall from high floors.
	Plants: remove lilies and other toxic plants. See the poison chapter.
	Cabinets and appliances: check the dryer, washer, and oven before closing them. Cats climb inside.
	Small objects: hair ties, rubber bands, and bottle caps go out of reach.
	Medicines and cleaning products: lock them away.
	Recliners and folding furniture: check before sitting or folding.


Soft places. She needs a warm bed in more than one spot. Cats love heat and will find the sunny patch, the laptop, and your lap. A heated cat bed designed for pets is a gift in winter.
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The First Days

How you handle the first week sets the pattern of the whole relationship.

*   *   *

Begin with one quiet room. Set up a small room with her food, water, a litter box, a bed, a hiding place, and a scratching post. Let her explore at her own pace. Open the carrier door and walk away. She will come out when she is ready.

Do not force anything. Do not pull her from a hiding place. Do not pick her up if she resists. Sit on the floor, read aloud, or work quietly and let her get used to your voice and scent. Offer a treat on the floor near you and let her take it.

Watch the signs. A cat who eats, uses the litter box, and begins to explore is settling. A cat who refuses food for more than a day, hides continually, or hides with labored breathing needs a veterinarian.

Open the house slowly. After a few days, when she walks around confidently and comes to you, open the door and let her explore the next room. Move at her speed. Some cats take hours, some take weeks. All of them get there.

Name and routine. Say her name in a gentle voice before you feed her. Feed at the same times. Cats love routine, and routine tells her the world is stable.

Veterinary visit. Book a first visit within the first week. Bring any records you have. Ask for a cat-friendly practice if one is near you: quiet waiting areas, low-stress handling, and a vet who talks to the cat before touching her.
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The Litter Box, the Scratching Post, and the Territory

Cats are clean by nature, and the litter box is a test of whether we listen.

*   *   *

The litter box.

	Provide one box per cat plus one extra, in different rooms for a multi-cat home.
	Use a box about one and a half times the length of the cat. Most commercial boxes are too small. A large storage tub with a lowered side works well, especially for kittens and seniors.
	Choose an unscented, fine-grained clumping litter in two or three inches of depth, or whatever she shows she prefers. Scented litter and deodorizers bother cat noses.
	Place boxes in quiet places with two escape routes where possible, away from the food, loud appliances, and busy doorways.
	Scoop at least once a day. Wash the box with mild soap every couple of weeks. Avoid harsh chemicals.


If she stops using it. Cats do not misuse boxes out of spite. Something is wrong. The most common causes are a medical problem such as a urinary infection, a box that is dirty or in the wrong place, a change in litter, or stress. Take her to the vet first, then look at her world. Never punish a cat for an accident. Punishment teaches fear and makes the problem worse.

The scratching post. Scratching is a need, not a misbehavior. Provide a tall, sturdy post that lets her stretch fully, covered in sisal rope or rough fabric, and a horizontal scratcher for cats who prefer it. Put them where she likes to scratch: by the bed, next to the sofa, near the door. Rub a little catnip on the post and praise her for using it.

Never declaw. Declawing is not a nail trim. It removes the last bone of each toe. It causes pain and lasting harm, and it is cruelty. If a cat scratches furniture, give her better places to scratch, cover the sofa edge with a throw, and trim the nails.

Nail trimming. Press the paw gently to extend the claw and snip only the clear tip, well away from the pink quick. Do one or two nails at a time with a treat in between. Stop if she objects.

Territory. The cat divides her world into zones for eating, sleeping, toileting, and play. Give each zone its own place. Never put the litter box beside the food bowl.
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Feeding the Carnivore

Good feeding is the heart of cat care and the surest way to a long life.

*   *   *

The foundation. A cat needs high animal protein, moderate fat, and very little carbohydrate. She needs taurine, which only meat provides. Look for commercial foods labeled "complete and balanced" for the cat's life stage, with named animal protein listed first.

Wet food. Wet food is closer to what a cat eats in nature, about seventy to eighty percent water. It supports the kidneys and urinary tract and helps maintain a healthy weight. If you can offer wet food as the main meal, do. If budget or circumstance means dry food, add water, and make sure fresh water is always available.

Dry food. Dry food keeps well and is easy to leave out. It is higher in carbohydrate and lower in moisture. Many cats do well on a combination. Measure it, because free-feeding often leads to a heavier cat.

How much. A lean adult cat needs about twenty calories per pound of body weight per day as a starting point. A ten-pound cat needs around two hundred calories. Check the label, adjust with her weight and body shape, and ask your vet. You should be able to feel her ribs under a light layer of fat and see a waist from above.

How often. Two to four small meals a day suit most adult cats. Kittens need three or four. Seniors often do better with several small meals. Offer food in a wide, shallow dish so her whiskers do not touch the sides.

Homemade diets. A homemade diet must follow a recipe written by a veterinary nutritionist, because taurine and calcium cannot be guessed. If you feed raw, use a complete and balanced formula and handle meat with the care you would use for your own kitchen: clean surfaces, wash hands, store cold.

Treats. Treats should be no more than ten percent of daily calories. Cooked plain chicken, fish, or eggs make excellent treats in small bites.

Never feed these. Onions, garlic, chives, leeks, chocolate, coffee, alcohol, grapes and raisins, raw dough, xylitol, and cooked bones. Cow's milk upsets most adult cats. A saucer of milk is a myth.

When she stops eating. A cat who refuses food for more than twenty-four hours needs a veterinarian. Cats who go without food can develop a serious liver condition within days, especially if overweight.
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A Deeper Guide to Cat Food

Feeding is the daily practice that most shapes a cat's health. Take time to do it well.

*   *   *

Read the label.

	The statement of adequacy. Look for words saying the food is complete and balanced for the cat's life stage, such as kitten, adult, or all life stages, according to your country's standard.
	The first ingredients. Named animal protein such as chicken, turkey, salmon, or beef should lead. Whole meat and meat meals both supply protein.
	The guaranteed analysis. It lists the minimum protein and fat and the maximum fiber and moisture. To compare wet and dry food fairly, calculate on a dry-matter basis, which removes the water. A canned food can look low in protein only because it is full of water.
	Calories. The label should list calories per can or per cup. Use them to measure daily meals.
	Avoid mystery. Foods with vague terms and heavy fillers leave you guessing. Choose labels that tell you what you are feeding.


Wet, dry, and mixed. Wet food hydrates and suits most cats best. Dry food is convenient and stores well. A mix of both is a practical, flexible plan. If you feed dry, add water to the dish and keep fresh water everywhere.

Changing foods. Mix a quarter of the new food with three quarters of the old for two days, then half and half, then three quarters new, then all new over seven to ten days. Cats can be wary of change, so go slowly.

The picky eater. Offer warm food, try different textures, and keep a regular schedule. Do not leave food out all day. Avoid constant changes, which teach her to wait for something better. A cat who suddenly turns picky needs a vet.

Weight loss. An overweight cat needs a gentle plan from your vet. Cats must lose weight slowly, about one to two percent of body weight a week. A cat who loses weight too fast or stops eating can develop a dangerous liver condition. Measure meals, add play, offer food puzzles, and weigh monthly.

Weight gain. A thin cat needs a vet visit first, because weight loss often signals illness. Then offer calorie-rich wet food and small frequent meals.

Life stages. Kittens need kitten food until about a year. Pregnant and nursing queens need kitten food. Seniors may need a more digestible diet or a prescription diet for kidney or other conditions.

Safe extras. Plain cooked chicken, turkey, fish without bones, and eggs make good treats. Offer small amounts, and keep treats below ten percent of her calories.

Raw and homemade. Raw diets carry bacteria that can sicken cats and people, and homemade diets can be unbalanced. Use a complete and balanced commercial formula or a recipe written by a veterinary nutritionist. Wash hands, bowls, and surfaces carefully.

Plant-based diets. A cat cannot thrive on a plant-based diet. Her body requires nutrients that only animal tissue provides. We feed her what she is.

Feeding the colony. The same rules hold: complete and balanced foods, clean bowls, regular hours. See the colony chapters.
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Water

Many cats drink too little, and kidney trouble is one of the great sorrows of cat life. Water is simple prevention.

*   *   *

How much. A cat needs roughly an ounce of water per pound of body weight per day, from all sources. Cats eating wet food get most of it from their meals. Cats on dry food must drink much more.

Make it irresistible. Cats prefer water that is fresh, cool, and away from their food. Use wide, shallow bowls of ceramic, glass, or steel, and put several around the home. Many cats love a drinking fountain with running water. Wash bowls daily.

Flavor and variety. Add a spoon of warm water to wet food, or a little low-sodium chicken broth with no onion or garlic. Ice cubes made from tuna water are a favorite in summer.

Signs of trouble. A sudden rise in thirst or urination, or a drop in drinking, deserves a vet visit. Excessive thirst can signal kidney disease, diabetes, or thyroid trouble.
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Play and the Hunter's Heart

Play is how the cat practices being a cat. It is not an extra.

*   *   *

The hunting sequence. Every cat wants to stalk, chase, pounce, bite, and then eat. A good play session completes that sequence. Use a wand toy and move it like prey: skitter along the floor, hide behind furniture, flutter in the air. Let her catch it at the end, then offer a small meal or treat.

How often. Play for ten to fifteen minutes, once or twice a day, especially before meals and at dusk. Kittens and young cats need more. Seniors still love short, gentle sessions.

Never use your hands. Do not wrestle with a kitten using your fingers. She learns that hands are prey. Always put a toy between you and her teeth.

Variety. Rotate toys every few days so they stay new. Crumpled paper balls, paper bags with the handles cut off, cardboard boxes, and a ping-pong ball in an empty bathtub cost almost nothing. Put away any toy with string, ribbon, or small parts when you are not playing with her.

Food puzzles. Hide small amounts of dry food around the house, or use a puzzle feeder. The cat who works for her dinner feels like a hunter and eats more slowly.

Safe plants. Offer a pot of cat grass and a pinch of catnip or silver vine. See the herbs chapter for the gentle options.
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Grooming and Coat

A healthy cat grooms herself for hours. Your job is to help.

*   *   *

Brushing. Brush short-haired cats once or twice a week, and long-haired cats daily. Use a soft brush or rubber curry comb. Brushing reduces hairballs, spreads skin oils, and gives you a chance to check her skin. Keep sessions short and sweet.

Mats. Work mats out gently with your fingers and a comb. For serious mats, let a groomer or vet handle them, because cat skin is thin and tears easily.

Bathing. Most cats never need a bath. If one does, use a shampoo made for cats, lukewarm water, and a calm voice. Keep water out of her ears and eyes. Dry her thoroughly in a warm room.

Eyes. Wipe away crust from the corners with a soft damp cloth. Persistent discharge, squinting, or redness needs a vet.

Ears. Healthy ears are pale pink and clean. Dark crumbly debris suggests ear mites. A foul smell or head shaking suggests infection.

Teeth. Dental disease is the most common problem in adult cats. Brush her teeth with a finger brush and toothpaste made for cats. Never use human toothpaste. Start slowly, with a lick of toothpaste, then a finger on the gums, then a brush. Even three times a week helps. Your vet will check her teeth at every visit.

Hairballs. An occasional hairball is normal. Frequent retching, loss of appetite, or no stool needs a vet. A gentle dose of fiber, such as plain canned pumpkin, may help.
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Living with Others: Cats, Dogs, and Children

Cats can love almost anyone when the introductions are patient.

*   *   *

Introducing a new cat to a cat. Never put them face to face on day one. Keep the newcomer in a separate room with her own food, water, and litter box. Swap blankets so each smells the other. After a few days, feed them on either side of a closed door. When both are calm, open the door a crack, then a little more, with supervision. Reward calm behavior. Expect hissing and puffing. Allow it, and step in only if a fight begins. A successful introduction can take days or weeks.

Resources for everyone. In a multi-cat home, give each cat her own food bowl, water bowl, litter box, bed, and perch. Put them in different places so no cat has to guard anything.

Cats and dogs. Choose a dog who is calm around cats, and keep him on a leash during early meetings. Give the cat high places and an escape route. Never leave them alone until you are certain of both. Reward the dog for ignoring the cat.

Cats and children. Teach children the cat's rules: pet gently with an open hand, never pull a tail or ears, never pick her up unless she is comfortable, and let her walk away. A child who is taught these lessons learns respect for all living things.

Other pets. Birds, rodents, and fish must be fully out of the cat's reach. A cat's hunting instinct does not recognize a pet.
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Travel, Moving House, and the Vet Visit

A cat who loves her home dislikes leaving it. A little preparation changes the day.

*   *   *

The carrier. Choose a sturdy carrier with a top opening and a removable lid. Leave it out all year with a soft blanket, and feed treats in it. A carrier that is a bed is no longer a threat.

Getting her in. Never chase. Place the carrier in a small room, open the top, and lower her in gently. Cover the carrier with a towel. A covered carrier calms most cats.

The car. Strap the carrier in with a seat belt or secure it on the floor behind a seat. Drive smoothly. Never let a cat roam loose in a moving car. Never leave her in a parked car, even for a minute.

The vet visit. Schedule a quiet time. Bring a towel that smells like home. Ask for a cat-friendly exam room. Keep your voice low. A calm human is her best tranquilizer. Ask your vet about medicine to ease the trip for a cat who is terrified.

Moving house. Pack her room last and unpack it first. Keep her in one quiet room with her things for the first days, and open the house gradually. Keep indoor cats inside, and keep outdoor cats inside for at least two to three weeks while they learn the new territory, with a harness walk first. Update her microchip and tags with your new address at once.

Travel by plane. Ask the airline about carrier size and cabin rules. Many cats can travel in the cabin under a seat. Book an exam with your vet beforehand.

Hotels and visits. Bring her bed, litter, and food. Place the litter box and food far apart. Keep the door closed so she cannot slip out.

When you travel without her. A trusted friend who comes once or twice a day is better than boarding for most cats. Leave written instructions, your vet's number, an emergency contact, and a signed note that allows the vet to treat her.

Colony caretakers away from home. Arrange a replacement at least a week ahead. Walk your substitute through the schedule, the shelters, and the hiding places.
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The Garden, the Catio, and Safe Outdoors

The outdoors is a gift to a cat. You can open the door in a way that keeps her safe.

*   *   *

The window box. A screened box mounted on a window frame gives a cat fresh air and a view of the world. Secure it firmly and add a perch.

The catio. A catio is a covered outdoor room made of wood and wire mesh, from a small porch cage to a large garden structure. Include high shelves, a sunny spot, a shady spot, a hiding house, and cat grass. A tunnel connecting the catio to a window or cat door gives her a free choice.

The fenced garden. Fence tops that tilt inward, or rolling bars along the top of a fence, keep many cats in. Check the fence for gaps and low spots. Provide a tree-free zone near the fence so she cannot climb out.

The harness walk. A well-fitted harness and a long light lead let a cat explore a quiet garden. Start indoors, go slowly, and bring her home at the first sign of fear.

Cat doors. A cat door gives a cat free passage between the house and a safe garden or catio. Choose a size she fits and a lock that keeps other animals out. A microchip door opens only for your cat.

Garden dangers. Remove lilies and other toxic plants, store chemicals and antifreeze out of reach, and cover ponds or pools. Avoid cocoa mulch, slug bait, and rodent poison. Tell your neighbors you have a cat.

Wildlife. Cats hunt, which is their nature. A well-fed cat who has plenty of play hunts less. A bell on a breakaway collar and a brightly colored collar cover give birds a warning. Keep bird feeders high and away from the cat's zone.

Night. Many dangers come at night. Call her in at dusk and keep her in until morning.

The community cat's garden. Plant cat grass and herbs, leave a bare dusty patch for dust baths, set a flat stone in the sun, and place a shelter in a hedge. A welcoming garden is a gift to every cat on the block.
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*   *   *
Part III: The Kitten



The First Sixteen Weeks

A kitten grows faster than almost any other creature in your life. Each week brings a new gift, and each week asks something new of you.

*   *   *

	Age	What is happening
	Birth	3 to 4 oz (85 to 115 g). Eyes and ears closed. Cannot warm herself. Nurses nearly constantly.
	1 week	Eyes begin to open at 7 to 10 days, always blue at first. Doubles her birth weight. Crawls toward warmth.
	2 weeks	Ears open. Begins to crawl more steadily. Still needs stimulation to pass urine and stool if without her mother.
	3 weeks	Stands and wobbles. First teeth appear. Starts to explore, groom, and notice her siblings.
	4 weeks	Walks well. Begins to play and to taste solid food. Starts to use a litter box.
	5 to 6 weeks	Runs, pounces, climbs. Eating gruel and soft food. Learning social rules from mother and siblings.
	8 weeks	About 2 lb (900 g). Eating solid food well. Full of play and mischief.
	12 weeks	Confident and curious. Ready for a new home if staying away from her mother.
	16 weeks	Adult teeth beginning to replace baby teeth. Bold and athletic.
	6 months	Adult teeth in. Nearing adult size, still growing in body and mind.


Weigh and watch. A healthy kitten gains about half an ounce (10 to 15 g) a day in the first weeks. Weigh her daily on a kitchen scale if she is being hand-raised, and weekly after that. Steady weight gain is the best sign she is thriving.

Mother knows best. A kitten with a healthy, attentive mother needs very little from us. Our task is to give the mother a warm, quiet, safe place, plenty of food, and respect. The best kitten food in the world is the mother cat's milk.

Stay together. Kittens learn from their mother and siblings how to bite gently, groom, climb, and speak cat. Keep the litter together at least until twelve weeks when you can. A kitten who goes to a new home with a sibling friend adjusts more easily.
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The Queen and Her Kittens

The mother cat, the queen, is the finest kitten caretaker in the world. Your gift to her is a calm place, good food, and your restraint.

*   *   *

A birthing place. A queen chooses her own nest. Offer a quiet, warm, dark, enclosed box lined with clean towels or, outdoors, straw, in a spot away from traffic and noise. Let her accept it or choose another. Do not move her once she has chosen.

Signs of labor. She grows restless, searches for a nest, licks herself, and may stop eating for a day. Labor usually passes in a few hours. Kittens arrive about every half hour to hour. Stay out of sight and let her work.

Call a vet if she strains hard for an hour with no kitten, if there is bleeding that does not stop, if a kitten is stuck, if she seems weak or in distress, or if more than two hours pass between kittens while you know more remain.

Nursing mother's food. Nursing takes more calories than anything else in a cat's life. Feed her high-quality kitten food or high-protein wet food as often and as much as she wants, with fresh water beside her. Place food and water close to the nest so she need not leave the kittens for long.

The first days. Keep handling to a minimum. Check that all kittens are nursing and warm. Count them once a day, quietly. Many queens move their kittens if the nest is disturbed.

Signs of trouble in the queen. Fever, lethargy, a foul discharge, refusing food, a hard, hot, or painful mammary gland, or ignoring her kittens needs a vet quickly.

Kitten care by the queen. She licks them to stimulate urination and stool, keeps them warm, nurses them, and teaches them. Your job is to watch that they gain weight. A kitten who is thin, cold, or crying constantly may not be getting enough milk. Call your vet and ask about supplementing.

Community queens. In a colony, other cats often help guard the nursery and the nest. Give the queen extra food and keep the nursery quiet and safe from weather and predators.

Weaning with the queen. At about four weeks she will begin to leave the kittens for longer periods and to bring them into the world. Introduce kitten food gently and keep the queen well fed. When the kittens eat well, she will reduce nursing on her own.
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Kittens You Find: When to Leave Them Alone

Many people find kittens outdoors and think they are abandoned. Most of the time they are not. The mother cat is usually nearby, gathering food or watching from a safe distance. The kindest thing, in most cases, is to leave the family together and give the mother what she needs.

*   *   *

First, watch. If the kittens look clean, warm, and quiet, and you can see no danger, step back. Watch from a distance, out of sight, for several hours. A mother cat will not come back while a person stands near the nest. If she returns, the family is fine.

Then, support her. Put out food and water near, but not at, the nest. Offer a shelter: a covered box with straw, tucked out of the wind and rain. Feed the mother a good diet, because nursing takes enormous energy. Kitten food or wet food helps her produce milk.

When to step in. Act if the kittens are in immediate danger: heavy rain or cold with no shelter, a hot day with no shade, dogs, traffic, construction, or a nest that has been disturbed. Act also if a kitten is crying continuously, cold to the touch, injured, covered in fleas, or visibly thin and weak. A mother who has not returned after many hours may be gone.

If you have to move them. If the nest must move, move it a short distance at a time and keep the mother in sight. Put the kittens in a warm box with a soft towel. Place the box where the mother can find it and check in a few hours. If she returns, leave them to her.

If the mother does not return. Call a veterinarian or experienced kitten caretaker for guidance, and follow the orphan kitten chapter below. A kitten who is cold must be warmed gently before anything else.

The community path. A mother cat in a colony raises her kittens beside her friends. Keep the area quiet, add extra food, and let the neighborhood cats help guard the nursery. Cats in a colony often help look after one another's kittens, and a watchful neighborhood treats the mother with respect. See Part IX for the colony view.
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Orphan Kittens: Raising Them by Hand

Raising a newborn kitten by hand is tender, demanding work. It is also deeply rewarding. If you take it on, keep the following in front of you.

*   *   *

Warmth first. A newborn kitten cannot warm herself. A cold kitten cannot digest food, and feeding a cold kitten can kill her. Warm her gently against your body or on a heating pad set on low, covered with a towel, with room to crawl away. Keep her surroundings at about 85 to 90 F (29 to 32 C) in the first week, a little cooler each week after. Never use a heat source that cannot be adjusted, and never let her lie directly on a hot pad.

Formula. Use kitten milk replacer, made for kittens, never cow's milk, goat's milk, or homemade recipes. Mix it according to the label, warm it to about body temperature, and test a drop on your wrist. Use a kitten bottle with a small nipple. Wash and sterilize everything between feedings.

How to feed. Hold the kitten on her belly, head level or slightly up, never on her back like a human baby. Let her suck at her own pace. If milk bubbles from her nose or she coughs, stop, tip her head forward, and wipe her gently. Milk in the lungs is dangerous. Call the vet. A full tummy is round and soft, not tight.

How much. A rough guide is 8 mL of formula per ounce of body weight per day, divided into feedings. Follow the label and your vet's advice.

	Age	Feedings
	0 to 1 week	every 2 hours, day and night
	1 to 2 weeks	every 2 to 3 hours
	2 to 3 weeks	every 3 to 4 hours
	3 to 4 weeks	every 4 to 5 hours, begin offering gruel
	4 to 5 weeks	4 to 5 times a day plus gruel and soft food
	5 to 8 weeks	3 to 4 times a day, mostly solid food


Stimulation. In her first weeks, a kitten cannot pass urine or stool on her own. Before and after each feeding, gently wipe her genital area with a warm, damp cotton ball or soft cloth until she goes. This is what her mother's tongue would do. Continue until she uses the litter on her own, usually around four weeks.

After the meal. Burp her gently by holding her upright against your shoulder or by patting her back while she is on her belly. Wipe her face and body with a warm damp cloth, and dry her.

Weigh daily. A kitten who is not gaining, or who loses weight, needs the vet that day.

Danger signs. Cold body, weakness, crying that will not stop, diarrhea, no urination, a swollen belly, trouble breathing. Any of these is an emergency.

Company. Orphans do well with a surrogate mother cat, a cat who is nursing and willing to take them in. If you know of one, ask a kitten-experienced vet or caretaker to help.

Lean on others. Raising orphans is a team effort. Find a vet or an experienced neighbor who has done it. You do not have to do it alone.
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The Orphan Kitten Feeding Log

A newborn kitten's life can turn on small details. A written log catches trouble early and makes every feeding count. Print these pages and keep one for each kitten.

*   *   *

Step one: name and mark. Give each kitten a name and a distinguishing mark in your notes: color, stripes, a dab of nontoxic colored tape on a collar for litters that look alike.

Step two: weigh daily. Weigh every kitten at the same time each day, in grams, on a kitchen scale. One ounce is about 28 grams. A steady gain of about 10 to 15 grams a day is the sign of a thriving kitten. A loss or no gain for a day is a reason to call your vet.

	Age	Typical weight (grams)	Warm room temperature
	Birth	90 to 120	85 to 90 F (29 to 32 C)
	1 week	150 to 200	85 to 90 F
	2 weeks	250 to 300	80 to 85 F (27 to 29 C)
	3 weeks	350 to 400	75 to 80 F (24 to 27 C)
	4 weeks	450 to 550	75 to 80 F
	5 weeks	600 to 700	70 to 75 F (21 to 24 C)
	6 weeks	700 to 850	70 to 75 F
	8 weeks	900 to 1100	Room temperature


Step three: figure the formula. The guide is about 8 mL of kitten milk replacer per ounce of body weight in a day, which is about 0.28 mL per gram. Divide the daily total by the number of feedings. These are upper limits. A kitten who is full stops sucking, and you stop with her. As she begins eating soft food, formula amounts drop.

	Weight (grams)	Daily formula (mL)	Feedings per day	Per feeding (mL, at most)
	100	28	12	2 to 3
	150	42	10	4
	200	56	10	5 to 6
	250	70	8	8 to 9
	300	84	8	10
	400	112	6	18
	500	140	6	23
	600	168	5 to 6	28 to 33


Step four: prepare the formula. Wash your hands. Mix powder or liquid exactly as the label says, with clean warm water. Warm to about body temperature, 100 F (38 C), and test a drop on your wrist. Make fresh formula for each day and keep it covered in the refrigerator. Discard what is left in the bottle after each feeding. Wash and sterilize bottles and nipples after every use.

Step five: feed. Place the kitten on her belly on a warm towel. Hold the bottle at a slight angle so milk fills the nipple and no air enters. Let her suck at her own pace. Stop if bubbles come from her nose. Burp her gently on your shoulder.

Step six: stimulate. Before and after each feeding, wipe her genitals gently with a warm damp cotton ball until she passes urine, and stool as it comes. Healthy urine is pale yellow. Healthy stool is yellow-brown and formed, like toothpaste.

Step seven: record everything. Use the sheets that follow.

Twenty-four-hour sheet. Write kitten's name and the date at the top. Use one sheet per kitten per day while she is a newborn.

	Time	Weight (g)	Formula (mL)	Urine	Stool	Notes
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 


Four-week weight and growth chart.

	Day	Date	Weight (g)	Gain (g)	Total formula (mL)	Stool	Notes
	1	 	 	 	 	 	 
	2	 	 	 	 	 	 
	3	 	 	 	 	 	 
	4	 	 	 	 	 	 
	5	 	 	 	 	 	 
	6	 	 	 	 	 	 
	7	 	 	 	 	 	 
	8	 	 	 	 	 	 
	9	 	 	 	 	 	 
	10	 	 	 	 	 	 
	11	 	 	 	 	 	 
	12	 	 	 	 	 	 
	13	 	 	 	 	 	 
	14	 	 	 	 	 	 
	15	 	 	 	 	 	 
	16	 	 	 	 	 	 
	17	 	 	 	 	 	 
	18	 	 	 	 	 	 
	19	 	 	 	 	 	 
	20	 	 	 	 	 	 
	21	 	 	 	 	 	 
	22	 	 	 	 	 	 
	23	 	 	 	 	 	 
	24	 	 	 	 	 	 
	25	 	 	 	 	 	 
	26	 	 	 	 	 	 
	27	 	 	 	 	 	 
	28	 	 	 	 	 	 


Weaning log. Begin at about four weeks.

	Date	Food offered	Amount eaten	Used litter	Stool	Notes
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 


Reading the log. Every morning, look at the last day. Is the weight up? Did she pass urine and stool at every feeding? Did she finish her bottle? A kitten who gains weight, urinates well, and wants her food is a thriving kitten. A break in the pattern is the signal to call your vet.
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Orphan Kitten Troubleshooting

Raising a newborn is demanding, and trouble can come fast. Know the signs and act early.

*   *   *

The cold kitten. A kitten who feels cool to the touch, limp, or unable to suck is in danger. Warm her slowly against your skin or on a covered heating pad on low, over about an hour. Do not feed her until she is warm and responsive. A cold kitten that does not perk up needs a vet.

The fading kitten. A kitten who stops gaining, cries weakly, turns away from the bottle, or is cold and flat may be fading. Call a vet the same day. Early help can save her.

Dehydration. Pinch the skin at the back of the neck. In a hydrated newborn it springs back quickly. If it stays tented, or the gums feel tacky, call your vet. Your vet may teach you to give fluids.

Aspiration. Milk bubbling from the nose, coughing, or gasping during feeding signals milk in the airway. Stop, tip her head down, wipe her nose, and call your vet. Feed slowly and in small sips from then on.

Bloat. A tight, round belly after a feed means she took in too much, swallowed air, or has a digestive problem. Burp her, rub her belly, and slow down the next feeding. A hard, painful belly needs a vet.

Diarrhea. Loose or watery stool can come from overfeeding, formula mixed too strong, a sudden change of formula, or parasites. Check your mixing, reduce the amount a little, and call your vet. Watery stool in a newborn can lead quickly to dehydration.

Constipation. If she has not passed stool in a day, stimulate gently and call your vet. Do not give any laxative.

Refusing the bottle. Try a different nipple, a different position, a warmer or slightly cooler formula, and a quiet room. A kitten who will not eat for more than a feeding or two needs a vet.

Crusty eyes. Wipe with a warm, damp cotton pad. Eyes that remain stuck shut, swell, or discharge need a vet, who can treat an infection before it harms the eye.

Sneezing and snuffles. Common in orphans. Keep her warm, wipe her nose, and call a vet if she stops eating or breathes noisily.

Fleas. A neonate with fleas can become anemic. Use a flea comb and call your vet, because most products are not safe for very young kittens.

Hygiene. Wash your hands before and after every kitten. Wash the bedding daily. Keep each litter separate from other animals. Clean everything with diluted bleach after any sick kitten.

Rest for the caregiver. Night feedings drain the strongest person. Trade shifts with a neighbor or friend. A tired caretaker makes mistakes. Make it a circle of care, and share the work.
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Weaning, Solid Food, and the Litter

The transition from milk to meat is a journey of a few weeks.

*   *   *

Start at about four weeks. Mix kitten milk replacer with a high-quality canned kitten food into a thin gruel on a flat saucer. Let her sniff and lick. Put a little on your finger. She will make a mess and enjoy it.

Thicken slowly. Over the next two weeks, reduce the liquid until the food is soft and moist. By six to eight weeks she should be eating wet kitten food and nibbling dry kitten food, with fresh water beside her.

Food for growing bones. Feed a food made for kittens or labeled for all life stages. Kittens need more calories, more protein, and more calcium than adults. Feed three or four meals a day until six months. Kittens often eat more than you expect.

The litter box. At about four weeks, place a shallow box with fine, unscented litter where she sleeps and plays. After meals and naps, set her in the box and gently move her paws in the litter. Most kittens learn within days. Use a low-sided box and a fine non-dusty litter. Keep it clean.

Accidents. If she goes outside the box, clean the spot with an enzymatic cleaner, set her in the box, and praise her for getting it right. Never scold.

Watch the tummy. A little soft stool during the change in food is common. Diarrhea that lasts more than a day, or any blood, lethargy, or vomiting, needs a vet.
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Socialization: The Golden Window

The first weeks of a kitten's life shape her whole personality. The most important window for learning to love people runs from about two to seven weeks of age. What happens in that window lasts a lifetime.

*   *   *

Gentle handling. Gentle, daily handling of kittens from the first weeks makes them confident adults. Hold them for a few minutes at a time, speak softly, and let them rest. Short sessions, many times a day.

Kittens in a colony. Kittens born outdoors may be shy if they have not met people. Patient neighbors can socialize them by sitting near the nest, tossing treats, and speaking softly. A kitten under about eight weeks usually warms quickly. Older kittens take longer and can still make good companions. Many community kittens stay in their colony and live happy lives. Let the kitten and the mother set the pace.

Sounds and sights. Expose kittens gently to everyday sounds: the vacuum at a distance, the television, voices, doors. Pair each new thing with food or play.

Meeting the world. Introduce kittens to different people, a gentle dog if you have one, a carrier, a harness, and short car rides. Each good experience is a gift.

Play and bite lessons. Kittens bite and scratch as they practice hunting. Teach bite inhibition by giving a toy instead of your hand. If she bites too hard, stop the game and walk away. She will learn that rough play ends the fun.

Grooming practice. Touch her paws, ears, and mouth every day. Handle her nails, brush gently, and open her mouth for a quick look. The kitten who learns this young will be an easy patient all her life.
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Kitten Behavior, Play, and Gentle Training

A kitten teaches herself most of what she needs. We guide her with patience.

*   *   *

Biting and scratching. Kittens bite and scratch as they practice hunting. Never use your hands as toys. Offer a wand toy, a ball, or a stuffed toy. If she bites, freeze and calmly end the game. A kitten who learns that rough play ends the fun learns quickly.

Litter manners. Keep the box clean and easy to enter. If she has an accident, clean it with an enzymatic cleaner and offer the box more often.

Scratching post. Introduce a sturdy post early. Rub it with catnip or silver vine, and drag a wand toy over it. Praise her when she uses it.

Night energy. Kittens are most active at dawn and dusk and in the middle of the night. A long play session before bed, followed by a small meal, helps her settle.

Names and calls. Say her name before every meal and every cuddle. A soft whistle or a shake of a treat bag teaches her to come.

Carrier and car. Leave a carrier open with a blanket and treats. Practice short car rides. A kitten who learns that the carrier is a cozy bed handles the vet visit with grace.

Harness. Introduce a light, well-fitted harness for a few minutes at a time with treats. Many kittens learn to walk in a garden with their person.

Meeting people and pets. Introduce new people one at a time, sitting on the floor and letting her come to them. Reward calm greetings. Introduce other pets slowly, as in the chapter on living with others.

Gentle handling. Touch her paws, ears, mouth, and belly every day. Pair each touch with a treat or a purr. A kitten comfortable with handling grows into a cat who is easy to care for.

What not to do. Never shout, hit, spray with water, or shake a kitten. These teach fear. Reward what you like, redirect what you do not, and be patient.
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A Kitten-Safe Home

A kitten sees every dangling thing as prey and every small space as an invitation. Get on your knees and look at your home from her eyes.

*   *   *

	Strings and cords: tie up blind cords, cover electrical wires, and remove ribbon, yarn, tinsel, and dental floss. Swallowed string can cut through the intestines.
	Small objects: keep rubber bands, hair ties, buttons, needles, and coins out of reach.
	Plants: remove lilies and other toxic plants before the kitten comes home.
	Doors and appliances: check the dryer and washer before closing, and watch every door so she does not slip out.
	Windows and balconies: secure screens and keep balcony doors closed.
	Stairs and furniture: supervise on stairs and recliners.
	Heat: keep candles, space heaters, and stovetops out of reach.
	Chemicals and medicines: lock them up. A single dog flea treatment applied to a cat can kill her.
	Safe space: give her a kitten-proofed room for the times you cannot watch her, with her bed, litter, food, and toys.


Falls and jumps. Kittens are agile but fragile. Provide low steps and ramps. A kitten who lands wrong can break a leg.

Heat and cold. A kitten cannot regulate her temperature well until about four weeks, and stays sensitive for several months. Keep her warm and out of drafts. In summer, keep her cool and in shade.
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The Kitten's Health Calendar

Work with a veterinarian from the first week. This calendar is a general guide, and your vet will tailor it to your kitten and your region.

*   *   *

	Age	What to do
	2 weeks	Begin deworming (a vet will advise the product and dose), repeated every two weeks until eight weeks
	6 to 8 weeks	First core vaccine (FVRCP), first exam, fecal test, flea prevention approved for her age and weight
	9 to 12 weeks	Second FVRCP booster, FeLV test and vaccine discussion with your vet
	12 to 16 weeks	Third FVRCP booster, rabies vaccine as required by local law
	16 weeks and after	Final kitten boosters as advised, microchip if she lives in a home, annual exam begins
	Monthly until 6 months	Weigh, deworm as advised, check teeth, ears, coat, eyes


Parasites. Fleas, ear mites, roundworms, and tapeworms are common in kittens. Ask your vet about safe prevention for her age and weight. Never use dog flea products on a cat. Never use essential oils, tea tree oil, or garlic as a flea remedy. They can poison a cat.

Watch for URI. Sneezing, runny eyes, and congestion are common in kittens, especially from a crowded or outdoor start. Mild cases clear on their own with warmth, rest, and good food. Call a vet for lethargy, loss of appetite, labored breathing, eye ulcers, or fever.

Dehydration check. Gently lift the skin over the shoulders. It should spring back immediately. Slow return suggests dehydration. Call a vet.

Weight and growth. Steady gain is the best sign. A kitten who stops gaining weight, or who looks thin with a bloated belly, needs a vet.

Teeth. Baby teeth fall out between three and six months. This is normal. Offer chew toys and soft food.

A mother and her kittens. A nursing mother needs plenty of calories. Feed her kitten food or high-protein wet food, as much as she wants, with fresh water beside her. Check her mammary glands for heat, redness, or swelling. If she seems unwell or refuses food, call a vet.
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*   *   *
Part IV: Health and Healing



The Healthy Cat

You are the first and best doctor your cat has. You see her every day, and you will notice before anyone else that something has changed.

*   *   *

A daily glance. Each day, take thirty seconds to notice how she looks and moves.

	Bright, clear eyes with no discharge
	Clean ears and nose
	A coat that is smooth and shiny
	Normal appetite and drinking
	Normal litter box habits
	Easy, quiet breathing
	A cat who plays, grooms, and greets you as usual


A weekly touch. Once a week, run your hands over her body. Feel for lumps, sore spots, matted fur, ticks, and weight changes. Lift her lip and look at her gums, which should be pink and moist. Press a gum gently: the color should return in about two seconds. Pale, white, blue, or yellow gums are an emergency.

A monthly record. Weigh her, or hold her on your bathroom scale and subtract your own weight. Write it down. A change of even half a pound in a cat is significant.

A friend at the clinic. Find a veterinarian who respects the cat and listens to you. Healthy adult cats should be seen at least once a year. Kittens and seniors need to be seen more often.
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Preventive Care

Prevention is quieter than rescue and kinder to everyone.

*   *   *

Vaccines. Core vaccines protect against feline panleukopenia, calicivirus, herpesvirus, and rabies. Your vet will advise on boosters and on non-core vaccines like feline leukemia, according to her life and your region. Vaccinate on the schedule your vet recommends, and keep the records.

Parasites. Cats can carry fleas, ticks, intestinal worms, ear mites, and in some regions heartworm. Ask your vet for a prevention plan that fits her life. Use only products labeled for cats, at the right weight and age. Permethrin, found in many dog products, is deadly to cats.

Dental health. Brush her teeth, offer dental-friendly foods, and have your vet look at her teeth every year. Bad breath, drooling, or reluctance to eat can signal painful dental disease.

Weight. Keep her lean. Extra weight leads to diabetes, arthritis, and a shorter life. Measure her food, play with her daily, and weigh her monthly.

Microchip and ID. A microchip and a breakaway collar with a tag return lost cats home. Keep the registration current.

Routine blood work. After about seven years of age, ask your vet about annual blood and urine tests to catch kidney, thyroid, and other trouble early.

Mind and spirit. A cat who has things to do, places to climb, and company she enjoys is a healthier cat. Prevention includes joy.
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Parasites in Depth

Parasites are the commonest quiet burden on a cat, and community cats carry the heaviest load. Know each one by sight.

*   *   *

Fleas. Fleas are small, dark, fast insects. A flea bite can itch fiercely, and a heavy infestation can cause anemia, especially in kittens. Part the fur near the base of the tail and look for black specks. Place them on a damp paper towel. Specks that bleed red are flea dirt. Comb the cat with a fine flea comb, dipping the comb in soapy water to drown what you catch. Wash bedding hot. Treat the home and the cat together, using products your vet confirms are safe for cats. Never use a dog product on a cat.

Ticks. Ticks cling to the head, neck, and ears. Grasp the tick with fine tweezers right at the skin and pull straight out with steady pressure. Clean the spot. Do not burn, smother, or twist a tick.

Roundworms. Roundworms live in the gut and pass in the mother's milk. Kittens with a pot belly, a dull coat, and poor growth often have them. Your vet will recommend a dewormer made for kittens. Deworming begins at about two weeks of age and repeats every two weeks, as in the kitten health calendar.

Tapeworms. Segments that look like grains of rice appear around the tail or in the bedding. Cats catch them from fleas or from eating prey. Treat the fleas and use the dewormer your vet advises.

Hookworms and whipworms. These live in the gut and can cause anemia and diarrhea. A fecal test at the vet finds them.

Giardia and coccidia. These microscopic parasites cause diarrhea, especially in kittens. A fecal test finds them, and your vet will prescribe the treatment. Keep the litter area clean and wash your hands.

Ear mites. Black, crumbly debris like coffee grounds and frantic head shaking. Your vet confirms and treats.

Heartworm. Mosquitoes carry heartworm. In cats it can cause cough, vomiting, and sudden collapse. In regions where it occurs, ask your vet about prevention.

Lungworm and other hunters' parasites. Cats who hunt can pick up parasites from prey. A yearly fecal test and a good dewormer plan keep a hunting cat healthy.

The colony plan. Outdoor cats can be treated for worms through food. Ask your vet about dewormers that can be mixed into wet food for a colony. Keep feeding areas clean, so eggs do not build up in the soil. Rotate the feeding spot and sweep the area. A clean place breaks the parasite's cycle.
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Infectious Disease and the Cats Who Live with It

Some cats carry viruses for life and live full, happy years. Knowing the facts frees you from fear.

*   *   *

Feline leukemia virus (FeLV). Spread through close contact, such as shared grooming and bowls, and from mother to kittens. Some cats clear the virus, some carry it silently, and some become sick. A simple blood test tells you the status. A cat who carries it can live a good life with a quiet home, good food, and regular care. Ask your vet about a vaccine for cats who go outdoors.

Feline immunodeficiency virus (FIV). Spread mainly through deep bite wounds. An FIV-positive cat can live a normal lifespan. She does not spread it by sharing bowls or by living peacefully beside other cats. An FIV-positive cat who lives calmly in a colony or home is a healthy cat with a label. Never let a positive test become a death sentence.

Feline panleukopenia. A severe virus that attacks kittens suddenly, with vomiting, diarrhea, and collapse. The vaccine prevents it. A clean, dry environment and early vet care give a kitten a chance. Wash everything with a diluted bleach solution after an outbreak, because the virus survives for a long time.

Upper respiratory infections. Herpesvirus and calicivirus cause the sneezing and runny eyes common in kittens and colonies. Many cats carry the herpesvirus for life and flare in times of stress. Lysine, warmth, good food, and a calm environment help, and your vet can advise on antivirals.

Feline infectious peritonitis (FIP). A serious disease that shows as fever, swollen belly, weight loss, and poor appetite. Treatment options now exist. Take any cat with these signs to a vet quickly.

Rabies. A deadly virus that spreads through bites. Vaccinate owned cats as the law requires, and wash any bite wound from an unknown animal thoroughly and seek medical care.

Toxoplasma. A parasite found in cat feces that can harm a developing baby. Pregnant people should wear gloves when scooping litter, or ask someone else to scoop, and wash hands after.

Bartonella (cat scratch). Spread by flea dirt in a scratch. Control fleas, wash scratches well with soap and water.

Living with a positive cat. Feed well, keep stress low, keep her indoors or in a safe garden if she is sick, and see the vet twice a year. She is a cat first and a diagnosis second.

Colony outbreaks. If many cats in a colony show sneezing, eye discharge, or diarrhea at once, increase warmth and food, clean the feeding station, give each cat a separate bowl if you can, and call a friendly vet about help for the whole group. Keep sick cats' bowls separate and wash hands between handling.
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Signs a Cat Hides

Cats are masters of hiding illness. In the wild, a sick animal is a target. A cat in your home often hides pain until she can no longer. Learn the quiet signs.

*   *   *

See a veterinarian within a day if you notice:

	Eating less, or not eating, for a day or more
	Drinking much more or much less
	Changes in litter box use: straining, going outside the box, very large or very small amounts, blood
	Weight loss or gain without a change in food
	Hiding more than usual, or a change in personality
	Vomiting more than once or twice, or diarrhea lasting more than a day
	Limping, stiffness, reluctance to jump
	Bad breath, drooling, dropping food
	Matted or greasy coat, loss of grooming
	Squinting, eye discharge, third eyelid showing
	Sneezing, coughing, wheezing
	Scratching or shaking the head, scabs, bald patches
	Lumps or swellings


What pain looks like. A cat in pain often sits hunched, holds her eyes half-closed, stops grooming, hides, flinches when touched, and may growl or hiss when approached. She may stop playing and stay in one spot. These signs are real, even when she is quiet.

Trust your gut. If your cat seems "off," she probably is. A call to the vet costs little. Waiting costs more.

↑ Contents


Emergencies

Know the emergencies before you need them. Keep your vet's number and the nearest emergency clinic's number on the refrigerator and in your phone.

*   *   *

Go to a vet immediately if:

	A male cat is straining in the litter box and passing little or no urine. This is a urinary blockage. It can kill within a day. Go now.
	Open-mouth breathing or labored breathing. Cats should never pant like dogs at rest.
	Pale, white, blue, or yellow gums.
	Collapse, seizure, or unresponsiveness.
	Suspected poisoning. See the poison chapter. Call an animal poison hotline on the way.
	Trauma: being hit by a car, falling from height, bitten in a fight. Even if she appears fine, internal injuries can show up hours later.
	Heavy bleeding that does not stop with pressure after five minutes.
	String or thread hanging from the mouth or rear. Never pull it.
	Not eating or drinking for a day, or vomiting repeatedly.
	Kittens that are cold, limp, or unable to nurse.
	Difficult labor: straining for an hour without producing a kitten.


Heatstroke. Signs are panting, drooling, bright red gums, weakness, vomiting. Move her to shade and cool air, wet her paws and coat with tepid water, offer small sips of water, and go to a vet. Do not use ice-cold water.

Hypothermia. A cold, weak cat should be wrapped in dry warm towels, with a warm water bottle wrapped in cloth beside her. Warm gradually and go to a vet.

Bleeding. Press clean gauze or a cloth firmly over the wound and hold. Do not remove soaked cloth, add more on top. Bandage lightly and go to a vet.

Burns. Cool the area gently with cool water for several minutes and go to a vet.

Handling an injured cat. Even a gentle cat may bite in pain. Wrap her in a thick towel or blanket, leaving her head free, and lift her into a carrier. Move her gently and keep her warm.

First aid kit.

	Gauze pads and self-adhesive wrap (not tape on fur)
	Clean towels
	Digital thermometer and lubricant
	Blunt scissors and tweezers
	Saline eye rinse
	Syringe without a needle, for oral dosing under veterinary instruction
	Heat pack or hot water bottle
	Carrier and a pillowcase
	Phone numbers: your vet, emergency clinic, animal poison control
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Common Conditions

This chapter describes what you may meet. It does not replace a vet. When in doubt, call.

*   *   *

Upper respiratory infection (cat cold). Sneezing, runny nose, watery eyes, mild fever. Very common, especially in kittens and in crowded or outdoor cats. Keep her warm, clean her eyes and nose with a damp cloth, offer strong-smelling wet food, and run a humidifier or steam from a shower. See a vet if she stops eating, has labored breathing, or the discharge turns thick and green.

Vomiting and diarrhea. Occasional vomiting from a hairball or a meal eaten too fast is normal. Repeated vomiting, blood, lethargy, or any vomiting with no stool needs a vet. Diarrhea that lasts more than a day, or has blood, needs a vet, especially in kittens.

Urinary trouble. Frequent trips to the box, straining, crying, or blood in the urine point to lower urinary tract disease. In males this can become a blockage. Wet food, more water, a quiet home, and clean boxes all help. Treat it as urgent.

Dental disease. Red gums, bad breath, drooling, and pawing at the mouth. Treatment is a professional dental cleaning under veterinary care. Prevent with brushing.

Kidney disease. Common in older cats. Signs: increased thirst and urination, weight loss, poor appetite, dull coat. Early diagnosis with blood and urine tests allows diet and care that extend life and comfort.

Hyperthyroidism. Weight loss with a big appetite, restlessness, fast heartbeat, vomiting. Seen in older cats. Treatable.

Diabetes. Increased thirst, urination, and appetite with weight loss. Treatable with diet and insulin under veterinary care.

Arthritis. Very common in senior cats and often missed. Signs: not jumping up, stiffness, missing the litter box, grooming less. Treatable with comfort measures and veterinary pain relief.

Fleas and ticks. Part the fur and look for black specks on the skin. Remove ticks with fine tweezers close to the skin. Use only cat-safe prevention.

Ear mites. Dark, crumbly debris and head shaking. Your vet can treat them.

Ringworm. A fungal skin infection with round bald patches. It spreads to people, so wash your hands and see a vet.

Abscesses. A painful lump from a bite or scratch, often in fighting cats. A vet drains and treats it.

Worms. Roundworms, tapeworms, and hookworms live in the intestines. Pot belly in kittens, rice-like segments near the tail, or poor coat suggest worms. Your vet will advise the proper treatment.

Pain and old injuries. Cats living outdoors often show scars. A healed wound is a story. A fresh limp is a signal.
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Nutrition for the Sick and Recovering Cat

Food is the first medicine and the last. A sick cat who eats heals faster.

*   *   *

Warm it up. Warm wet food to about body temperature for ten seconds in the microwave and stir. Warm food smells stronger. Test it on your wrist.

Offer favorites. Try a few flavors and textures: pate, shreds, gravy. A sick cat's tastes change from day to day. Offer a small amount of something new and take the plate away if she refuses.

Small and often. Offer a teaspoon to a tablespoon every few hours rather than a large bowl.

Add aroma and moisture. A spoon of warm water, a little low-sodium broth with no onion or garlic, or the juice from water-packed tuna adds flavor and fluid.

Sit with her. Many cats eat better with company. Pet her gently and speak quietly.

Special diets. Kidney, urinary, diabetic, and allergy diets are set by your vet. Follow them exactly. A sick cat who refuses her prescription food needs your vet's help to find another option.

Fresh pumpkin. A teaspoon or two of plain canned pumpkin (not pie filling) helps with mild constipation or loose stool.

No food for a day? A cat who has eaten nothing for twenty-four hours needs a vet. Cats can develop a dangerous liver condition when they stop eating, and early help prevents it.

Syringe feeding. Ask your vet to show you the method and the formula. Never force food into a cat who is struggling. The chapter on nursing a sick cat explains the steps.
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Poisons in the Home and Garden

Many everyday plants and household items poison cats. Know them, and keep them away.

*   *   *

Deadly plants. Lilies are the most dangerous. True lilies and daylilies can cause kidney failure from even a nibble of a leaf, a petal, or the pollen or vase water. Keep them out of the home and garden. Other dangerous plants include sago palm, oleander, azalea, rhododendron, foxglove, tulip and daffodil bulbs, castor bean, and autumn crocus.

Foods. Onions, garlic, chives, leeks, chocolate, coffee, alcohol, grapes, raisins, xylitol, raw dough, and fatty table scraps.

Medicines. Never give a cat human pain relief. Acetaminophen (paracetamol), ibuprofen, naproxen, and aspirin are deadly or dangerous to cats. Never give any medicine unless a vet has told you the dose.

Flea products. Dog flea treatments containing permethrin can kill a cat. If she has been exposed, bathe her with mild soap and go to a vet at once.

Household items. Antifreeze (ethylene glycol, sweet and deadly), rat poison, slug bait, bleach, drain cleaner, pine oil cleaners, and potpourri.

Essential oils. Cats cannot process many of the compounds in essential oils. Tea tree, pennyroyal, eucalyptus, oregano, thyme, citrus, and peppermint oils are especially dangerous. Do not diffuse them where cats live or apply them to a cat.

If you suspect poisoning. Remove her from the source, note what and how much she ate, and call a veterinarian or an animal poison control line immediately. Do not induce vomiting unless a professional tells you to.

Outdoors. Keep antifreeze, rodent bait, and pesticides out of reach, and ask neighbors to do the same. In a colony, check the feeding area for spilled chemicals and discarded food that could attract rodent bait.
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Herbs and Gentle Support

Cats and herbs have an old friendship. The garden at the Abbey page lists ten gentle herbs, and this chapter shows how to use them.

*   *   *

Catnip. A mint-family herb that makes many cats playful and some blissful. About two-thirds of cats respond. Sprinkle a pinch on a toy or scratching post. Use in small amounts, and let her walk away when she is done.

Silver vine. A good alternative for cats who do not respond to catnip. Offer dried leaves or sticks.

Cat grass. Oat, wheat, or barley grass in a pot. It gives fiber and a safe green chew. Grow it fresh on a sunny sill.

Lemon balm. A mild, calming herb. Offer fresh leaves or grow a small plant for her to sniff.

Valerian. Calming in some cats and stimulating in others. Offer a tiny amount of dried root on a toy. Watch her response.

Calendula. Used externally in a gentle, cool infusion for minor skin irritation. Do not use it on open wounds without veterinary advice.

Rosemary, basil, parsley, nettle. Safe in small amounts as garden plants or sprinkled in food. Dried nettle leaf only, and never in large amounts.

Rules for herbs.

	Introduce one herb at a time, and watch for any reaction.
	Start with a tiny amount.
	Use plants and dried herbs, not concentrated extracts or oils.
	Check with your vet before offering anything to a sick, pregnant, or nursing cat, or a kitten.
	Stop at once if she vomits, drools, or seems unwell.


Herbs and oils to avoid. Garlic, onions, leeks, chives, tea tree oil, pennyroyal, oregano oil, thyme oil, eucalyptus, aloe vera, foxglove, concentrated herbal extracts, and any essential oil made for people.

Gentle support beyond herbs. A warm bed, a quiet room, a soft voice, and a lap are medicine too. The ancient healers knew that comfort and touch calm the nervous system, lower stress, and support healing.
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Stress, Calm, and a Peaceful Home

Stress makes cats sick. A calm home is a healing home.

*   *   *

Signs of stress. Hiding, over-grooming or bald patches, spraying, going outside the litter box, not eating, aggression, restlessness, excessive vocalizing, or sudden clinginess.

Common causes. Moves, new pets or people, a change in routine, loud noises, a cat outside the window, conflict with another cat, loss of a companion, or illness.

What helps.

	Predictable routine. Feed, play, and sleep at regular times.
	Hiding and high places. Every cat needs to retreat.
	Separate resources. Give each cat her own food, water, and litter spaces.
	Play and exercise. Burn off tension with hunting play.
	Calm scent. Synthetic cat-calming pheromone diffusers help many cats. Skip essential oils.
	Block the view. If a cat outside the window frightens her, cover the lower pane with frosted film.
	A calm voice. She reads your mood. Speak quietly, move slowly, and she will relax.


Travel and the vet. Leave the carrier out at home as a bed with a soft blanket and treats. A cat who sleeps in her carrier at home does not dread the trip. Cover the carrier with a towel, drive smoothly, and keep the car calm.

When to get help. Stress that does not ease, or any sudden behavior change, deserves a vet visit. Pain, thyroid, and urinary problems often show up as behavior problems.
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*   *   *
Part V: The Home Veterinarian



The Home Veterinarian: Your Role and Your Limits

The caretaker is the cat's first doctor. A good one learns to look, to measure, to treat the small things, and to know at once when the big ones have arrived.

*   *   *

What you can do. You can take her temperature, check her gums and hydration, weigh her, brush her teeth, clean her ears and eyes, trim her nails, give a pill or liquid medicine your vet has prescribed, clean and cover a small scrape, offer nourishing food, keep her warm and comfortable, and write everything down. These are real skills that change outcomes.

What you should not do. You should not diagnose serious illness by guesswork, give any human medicine, use essential oils on her, perform surgery or lance an abscess, set a broken bone, or keep a very sick cat at home out of fear of the vet. A home vet's wisdom is knowing where home care ends.

The three-step rule. Look first. Measure second. Decide third. Most trouble gives early signs, and a caretaker who looks every day will catch it.

Three decisions. At every sign of trouble, choose one of three paths:

	Care at home. Mild, brief, and improving: a single soft stool, a small scratch, mild sneezing with normal eating.
	Call the vet today. Persisting, worsening, or unusual: eating less, repeated vomiting, limping, eye discharge, lethargy.
	Go now. Emergencies, as listed in the emergency chapter.


The partnership. Find a veterinarian who welcomes your questions and your records. Share the home log with her. A clinic that respects the caretaker's eyes is a clinic worth keeping.
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The Home Pharmacy and First Aid Shelf

Keep a small supply in a labeled box and check it twice a year.

*   *   *

For measuring and monitoring.

	Digital rectal thermometer and water-based lubricant
	Kitchen scale that measures in ounces and grams
	Notebook and pen for the home log
	Penlight


For wounds.

	Sterile saline wound wash
	Chlorhexidine solution, diluted to the strength your vet shows you
	Gauze pads, non-stick pads, self-adhesive wrap (not tape on fur)
	Blunt-tipped scissors and tweezers
	Styptic powder for a nail cut too short
	Soft cone (Elizabethan collar) in the right size


For feeding and comfort.

	Oral syringes (1 mL, 3 mL, 6 mL)
	Plain canned pumpkin
	A few cans of strong-smelling wet food
	A heating pad made for pets, or a hot-water bottle wrapped in a towel
	Pill pockets or soft treats for hiding pills
	Probiotic made for cats, as your vet recommends


For gentle support.

	Dried slippery elm bark powder
	Dried calendula flowers
	Dried catnip and cat grass seed
	Dried lemon balm


For emergencies.

	Carrier and pillowcase
	Thick towel
	Phone numbers: your vet, the emergency clinic, and animal poison control


Never keep or use. Human pain relievers, hydrogen peroxide as a wound wash, alcohol on skin, essential oils, and any medication prescribed for another animal.
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Taking Vital Signs

These measurements turn worry into information. Practice when she is healthy so the numbers are familiar when she is not.

*   *   *

Temperature. Lubricate a digital thermometer and slide it about one inch into the rectum while a helper holds her gently. Wait for the beep. A normal range is about 100.5 to 102.5 degrees Fahrenheit. Above 103 or below 99 needs a vet. Wash the thermometer afterward.

Heart rate. Rest your hand on the left side of her chest behind the elbow. Count beats for fifteen seconds and multiply by four. A relaxed cat has about 140 to 220 beats per minute. A frightened cat runs faster.

Breathing rate. Watch her chest rise and fall while she sleeps. Count for thirty seconds and multiply by two. Under thirty breaths per minute is normal. Count while she is asleep, and call your vet if she sleeps faster than that, or breathes with effort.

Gums and capillary refill. Lift her lip. Healthy gums are pink and moist. Press your finger on a gum until it whitens, then release. Pink should return within two seconds. Pale, white, blue, yellow, or bright red gums need a vet.

Hydration. Gently pinch the skin over her shoulders and release. It should snap back at once. Skin that returns slowly signals dehydration. Dry, sticky gums also tell you. Note that thin, elderly, or overweight cats are harder to judge.

Weight. Weigh her on a kitchen scale in a box or on a bathroom scale while holding her, then subtract your own weight. Record in ounces or grams. Kittens weigh daily, adults monthly.

Body condition. Look and feel. The ideal cat has ribs you can feel under a light layer of fat, a visible waist from above, and a slight tuck of the belly from the side.

	Body condition	What you see and feel
	Too thin	Ribs, spine, and hip bones easy to see and feel with no fat; sunken belly
	Ideal	Ribs felt easily under light fat; waist visible; small belly tuck
	Overweight	Ribs hard to feel; no waist; rounded belly; fat pad swinging under the belly
	Obese	Ribs cannot be felt; heavy fat over back and face; large swinging belly
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The Weekly Head-to-Tail Exam

Once a week, on a calm day, run your hands over her whole body. Keep it gentle and short. Many cats like it when it is combined with brushing.

*   *   *

Eyes. Bright, clear, and open evenly. The third eyelid, the pale membrane in the inner corner, should be hidden. A visible third eyelid, cloudiness, squinting, redness, or discharge needs a vet.

Nose. Slightly moist and clean. Thick discharge, crusting, or nosebleed needs a vet.

Ears. Pale pink, clean, with no odor. Dark crumbs, redness, or smell calls for a vet.

Mouth. Pink gums, clean teeth, mild breath. Red gum lines, tartar, drooling, loose teeth, or sores call for a vet.

Coat and skin. Smooth, shiny, free of bald patches, scabs, and fleas. Part the fur and look at the skin. Feel for lumps and sore spots.

Neck and chest. Feel the lymph nodes under the jaw, which should be small and soft. Listen to her breathing.

Belly. Soft, with no pain on gentle pressure. A hard, swollen, or painful belly needs a vet.

Legs and paws. Feel each leg for swelling and each joint for stiffness. Look between the toes and at each claw and pad. Look for a claw grown into a pad.

Tail and rear. Clean, with no staining or swelling. Look for worm segments and diarrhea stains.

Movement. Watch her walk, jump, and climb. A limp, stiffness, or reluctance to jump tells you of pain.

Write what you found in the home log. A change from last week matters more than any single finding.
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Giving Medicine

Giving medicine to a cat is a skill you can learn. Stay calm and move with confidence. She reads your mood.

*   *   *

General rules. Give only medicines your vet has prescribed for this cat, at the dose and times written on the label. Never give a human medicine. Finish the course unless your vet tells you to stop. If a dose is vomited, call the clinic before repeating it.

Setting up. Choose a quiet place. Have everything ready: medicine, a towel, a treat, and a helper if you need one. Wrap her loosely in a towel with her head free, like a burrito, if she struggles.

Pills.

	Hide the pill in a pill pocket or a bit of soft food if she will take it.
	Otherwise, hold her head from above with your thumb and finger at the corners of her jaw, tilt her head back, and open her lower jaw with your other hand.
	Drop the pill far back on the tongue, close her mouth, and stroke her throat until she swallows.
	Follow with a small syringe of water or a bit of wet food, because a stuck pill can injure the throat.
	Do not crush a pill unless your vet says it is safe.


Liquids.

	Draw the dose into an oral syringe.
	Slip the tip into the side of her mouth, in the pocket between the cheek and the teeth.
	Squirt slowly, a little at a time, so she can swallow. Never squirt straight down the throat or with her head tilted far back.


Eye drops and ointment.

	Wipe any discharge gently with a damp cloth.
	Tilt her head slightly up, pull the lower lid down gently, and place the drop or a thin line of ointment without touching the eye.
	Release and let her blink. Wait five minutes between different eye medications.


Ear drops. Hold the ear flap up, place the drops in the canal, and massage the base of the ear until you hear a squish. Let her shake her head, and wipe the outer ear.

Skin medicine. Apply it where she cannot lick, such as the back of the neck, unless your vet says otherwise. Keep the cone on if she tries to lick.

Make it a ritual. Offer a treat or a game after every dose. A cat who ends every dose with something she loves learns to tolerate it.

If she resists. Call your vet. Medicines can be compounded into a flavored liquid, a chew, or a skin gel, and long-acting injections exist for some conditions.

↑ Contents


Wounds, Scrapes, and Simple Bandages

Cats fight, climb, and chase. Small injuries are common, and a clean wound heals well.

*   *   *

Look first. Find the wound and judge its size and depth. Any wound that is deep, gaping, bleeding hard, on the chest or belly, near the eye, or caused by a bite from another animal needs a vet. A cat's mouth and claws carry bacteria, and bite wounds often turn into abscesses.

For a small scrape.

	Calm her and keep her still, wrapped in a towel if you must.
	Clip the fur around the wound with blunt scissors, or part it and keep it from the wound.
	Flush the wound well with sterile saline or lukewarm water until it is clean.
	Dab gently around it with dilute chlorhexidine or dilute povidone-iodine, as shown by your vet.
	Do not use hydrogen peroxide, alcohol, or human ointments, which can damage tissue or poison her if she licks them.
	Keep the area clean and dry and watch it daily.


Bleeding. Press clean gauze firmly over the wound for five minutes without lifting to look. If blood soaks through, place more gauze on top and keep pressing. Go to a vet.

A cut nail. Dip the nail in styptic powder or press it into a bar of dry soap. Hold pressure for a minute.

Bandaging. A light, clean bandage protects a paw or leg for a short trip to the vet. Place a non-stick pad over the wound, wrap with soft padding, then self-adhesive wrap, snug but loose enough to slip a finger under. Never use tape directly on fur. Check the toes for swelling or coolness every hour. Remove the bandage if the toes swell.

The cone. A soft or inflatable cone prevents licking and chewing. Help her eat and drink with it on. Remove it only when you can watch her closely.

Abscess. A warm, firm, painful lump, sometimes with fever and hiding, often after a fight. Do not lance it. Warm compresses can ease it on the way to the vet, who will drain and treat it.

Watch for infection. Heat, redness, swelling, pus, a bad smell, or a cat who is quiet and feverish need a vet.
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Eyes, Ears, Teeth, and Nails

Small daily care prevents large problems.

*   *   *

Eyes. Wipe the corners with a clean damp cotton pad, one pad for each eye. Healthy eyes need nothing more. A little dark crust in the corner is normal, and clear tearing from a mild cold can be wiped. Thick yellow-green discharge, squinting, a bulging third eyelid, or cloudiness needs a vet.

Ears. Look at the ears weekly. If they are dirty, use a vet-approved ear cleaner. Fill the canal, massage the base, let her shake, and wipe the outer ear with cotton. Never poke cotton swabs into the canal.

Teeth. Use a finger brush and toothpaste made for cats. Begin by letting her lick the paste, then rub it on her gums, then brush the outside surfaces in small circles. Even a few seconds three times a week helps. Dental treats and dental diets support the effort. Persistent bad breath, drooling, or dropping food needs a dental exam.

Nails. Trim every two to three weeks. Press the pad to extend the claw, and clip only the clear tip, away from the pink quick. If you are unsure, trim only a few nails at a time and give treats.

Grooming mats and tangles. Work them out with your fingers and a wide comb. If they are tight, ask a groomer or vet to shave them. Never cut a mat close to the skin, because cat skin tears easily.

Anal glands. Scooting or licking the rear may signal a gland problem. Ask your vet.
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Nursing the Sick Cat

When a cat is sick, the caretaker becomes a nurse. The work is gentle: warmth, water, food, quiet, and watching.

*   *   *

The recovery room. Set up a small, quiet room or a large crate with the door open if she prefers it, with a soft bed, a low litter box, a water bowl, a small dish of food, and a hiding place. Keep it warm and away from noise and other pets.

Warmth. Sick cats chill easily. Offer a heated pet bed or a warm water bottle wrapped in a towel. Make sure she can move away from the heat.

Water. Offer fresh water often. Add warm water to wet food. Ask your vet about fluids if she is dehydrated, because fluids given under the skin can be a lifesaver, and your vet can teach you to give them at home.

Food. Follow the nutrition chapter. A cat who refuses food for a day needs a vet.

Syringe feeding. When your vet advises it, use a prescribed liquid diet or a smooth wet food thinned with water, warmed to body temperature. Use a 3 mL syringe with the tip placed at the side of the mouth. Feed a small amount, such as one to two mL, then pause and let her swallow. Keep her head level or slightly down, never tilted back. Stop if she gags, coughs, or struggles, and call your vet. Wipe her face and clean the syringe after every use.

Grooming. A sick cat stops grooming. Wipe her face and body gently with a warm damp cloth and brush her softly.

Litter box. Keep the box low, close, and clean. Watch every visit. Write down what you see.

Company. Sit with her. Speak quietly. Your calm presence lowers her stress and helps her heal.

Medication and records. Give medicines on time. Write down each dose, her temperature, her weight, what she ate and drank, and how she looks.

Know the signs of trouble. Call your vet at once for labored breathing, collapse, blue or pale gums, a hard swollen belly, repeated vomiting, no urination for a day, or a sudden change for the worse.
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Digestive Troubles at Home

Cats have sensitive stomachs. Most upsets are mild, and a few are serious.

*   *   *

Vomiting. One vomit with normal behavior, such as a hairball or a meal eaten too fast, can be watched. Slow her down with a shallow dish or a puzzle feeder. Call a vet if she vomits more than twice in a day, vomits blood, has a swollen belly, stops eating, or seems weak. A cat who cannot keep water down needs a vet the same day. String or thread in the vomit is an emergency.

Diarrhea. Offer a bland diet for a day or two: plain boiled chicken with a spoon of plain pumpkin, or a vet-recommended gastrointestinal food. Give plenty of water. A probiotic made for cats helps. Call your vet for diarrhea lasting more than a day, blood, black stool, vomiting with diarrhea, weakness, or any diarrhea in a kitten.

Constipation. Cats strain when they are constipated and may cry in the box. Offer more water, wet food, and one to two teaspoons of plain pumpkin. A cat who strains and passes nothing for more than a day, or who has not passed stool in two days, needs a vet. Do not use human laxatives or enemas. They can kill a cat.

Hairballs. Brush more often, add a spoon of pumpkin, and give a hairball formula if your vet agrees. Frequent retching without producing a hairball, or loss of appetite, is a sign to call.

Eating grass. Many healthy cats nibble grass. Offer pots of cat grass so she has a safe choice.

Worms. A pot belly in a kitten, rice-like segments, or poor coat calls for a fecal test and deworming.
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The Urinary Watch

Urinary trouble is among the most dangerous problems a cat faces, especially a male cat. A caretaker who watches the litter box can save a life.

*   *   *

Know the normal. Notice how often she goes, how large the clumps are, and where she goes.

Warning signs.

	Frequent trips to the box with little or no urine
	Straining, crying, or squatting for a long time
	Blood in the urine, or pink-stained litter
	Urinating outside the box, on cool smooth surfaces like the bathtub or sink
	Licking the genital area repeatedly
	Hiding, restlessness, or vomiting


A male cat who strains and passes little or nothing is an emergency. A blocked cat can die within a day or two. Go to a vet immediately.

Prevention.

	Feed wet food, which supports urinary health.
	Add water to meals and offer fountains.
	Keep litter boxes clean and numerous.
	Reduce stress with routine, hiding places, and play.
	Keep her at a healthy weight.


Record. Mark in the home log any change in the box. A pattern shows you more than a single visit.
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Skin, Coat, and Itch at Home

A cat's skin tells the truth about her health.

*   *   *

Check the cause first. Itching, scabs, and bald patches have many causes: fleas, allergies, mites, ringworm, infections, and stress. Treat fleas first, because they cause the most itch.

Flea allergy. Small scabs along the back and base of the tail. Treat the fleas on the cat and in the home. Your vet may prescribe medicine for the itch.

Food and environmental allergies. Chronic itch, ear trouble, and skin lesions may point to allergies. Your vet may suggest an elimination diet.

Ringworm. Round patches of hair loss with scale, mostly on the face, ears, and paws. It spreads to people and other animals. See a vet, wash hands, and clean bedding.

Stress grooming. A cat who over-grooms a belly or leg to bare skin may be stressed. Look at her world: new cats, new routines, noise. Add hiding places, play, and a calm routine. Call a vet to rule out pain or skin disease.

Acne. Small black dots on the chin. Switch to ceramic or stainless steel bowls, wash them daily, and wipe the chin gently with a warm cloth.

Soothing support. A cool calendula infusion applied with a cloth can calm minor irritation on intact skin. See the herbal chapters. Never use essential oils.

Call the vet for open sores, constant itch, hair loss that spreads, or any cat who seems unwell.
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Cat Colds and Breathing at Home

A cat with a cold sneezes, snuffles, and has watery eyes. Most colds pass in a week or two with good nursing.

*   *   *

Steam. Sit with her in a closed bathroom while a hot shower runs, away from the water, for ten minutes, two or three times a day. Moist air loosens congestion.

Clean her face. Wipe her eyes and nose gently with a warm damp cloth.

Smelly food. A stuffy cat cannot smell, so offer warm, strong-smelling wet food. Sardines in water or a warmed, aromatic pate may tempt her.

Warmth and rest. Keep her in a warm, quiet place.

Hydration. Offer water and watery foods.

Call the vet if she stops eating, breathes with her mouth open, has thick green or bloody discharge, eye ulcers, fever, or is a kitten under eight weeks with a cold.

Never use human cold medicines. Many contain ingredients that poison cats.
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The Home Health Record

A written record turns your eyes into a medical chart. Keep one page for each cat.

*   *   *

The cat's page.

	Name, markings, age or estimate, weight
	Vaccines and parasite treatments with dates
	Medicines she takes, with dose and time
	Allergies and reactions
	Vet's name and number


The weekly log.

	Date	Weight	Eating	Drinking	Litter box	Energy	Notes
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 


The illness log. When a cat is sick, note the time, her temperature, breathing rate, what she ate and drank, medicine given, and how she looks.

	Time	Temp	Breaths	Ate/Drank	Medicine given	Notes
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 


A photo diary. Photograph any wound, rash, or lump with a coin for scale, so you and your vet can track change.
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Working with Your Veterinarian

A good vet and a good caretaker make the best team a cat can have.

*   *   *

Before the visit. Write down your questions and your observations. Bring the home log. Bring any medicine she takes. If you can, bring a stool sample and a photo of anything that comes and goes.

At the visit. Describe what you saw in plain words: when it started, what changed, what you tried. Ask what the vet suspects, what the tests will show, and what the options and costs are. Ask how to know if she is getting better or worse.

Say what you need. If cost is a worry, say so. Many vets can offer a range of choices, payment plans, and referrals to charitable funds.

Ask for a demonstration. Ask the vet or a nurse to show you how to give medicine, how to give fluids, and how to take a temperature.

After the visit. Write down the instructions the same day. Set an alarm for each medicine. Note the date for the recheck.

Telephone and video advice. Many clinics will talk through a worry by phone. A short call can save a trip or confirm that you need one.

When you disagree. A second opinion is every caretaker's right. Ask the first clinic for copies of the records.

The decision chart.

	What you see	What to do
	Mild and brief, still eating and playing	Watch at home and write it down
	Lasts over a day, or comes back	Call the vet today
	Hiding, not eating, vomiting repeatedly, limping, discharge	See the vet within a day
	Straining to urinate, trouble breathing, collapse, seizure, pale gums, poison, trauma	Go now
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*   *   *
Part VI: The Cat Herbalist



The Herbalist's Way with Cats

The old herbalists knew that a garden is a pharmacy, a chapel, and a kitchen at once. The cat has always lived at the edge of that garden, rolling in the catnip, nibbling the grass, and napping in the sun among the leaves. This part of the book walks into the garden beside her.

*   *   *

The cat is not a small person. A cat's liver processes plant compounds differently from ours. She lacks some of the enzymes that clear certain substances, so things that are harmless to us can build up in her body. This is why a cat herbalist moves slowly, uses small amounts, and prefers whole, gentle plants to strong extracts.

Seven rules of the cat herbalist.

	Food first. A species-appropriate diet, fresh water, warmth, and rest do more for a cat than any herb.
	Whole and gentle. Use fresh or dried plants and mild infusions. Avoid concentrated extracts, tinctures made with alcohol, and essential oils.
	Small and slow. Start with a pinch. Give one herb at a time. Wait several days before adding another.
	Watch her. Notice her appetite, stool, energy, and mood. Stop at the first sign of upset.
	Name the problem. Herbs support the body. They do not replace a diagnosis. A cat who is truly ill needs a vet.
	Partner with your vet. Tell her what you give. Some herbs interact with medicines, and some affect the liver, kidneys, or blood.
	Honor the cat's choice. Offer, and never force. A cat who turns her head away has given her answer.


Who needs extra care. Kittens, pregnant and nursing mothers, seniors, and cats with kidney, liver, or heart disease, or on medication, should receive herbs only with a veterinarian's guidance.

Herbs that are not for cats. Garlic, onions, leeks, chives, tea tree, pennyroyal, oregano oil, thyme oil, eucalyptus, aloe vera, foxglove, comfrey taken by mouth, chamomile, concentrated extracts, and every essential oil. These are listed again in the safety chapter.
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Preparing Herbs for Cats

Herbs for cats are prepared simply. The gentler the preparation, the safer the gift.

*   *   *

Fresh. A fresh sprig or leaf, rinsed and offered whole or finely chopped. Lemon balm, catnip, and cat grass are best fresh.

Dried, sprinkled. Dry leaves in a shaded, airy place until crisp. Crumble and store in a glass jar in a cool, dark cupboard. Use within a year. Sprinkle a small pinch on food, bedding, or a toy.

Cool infusion. Pour a cup of just-boiled water over one teaspoon of dried herb, cover, and steep ten minutes. Strain through a fine cloth and cool completely. Offer a teaspoon or two stirred into wet food, or a little in a separate water dish. Make fresh each day.

Cold-water infusion. Marshmallow root and slippery elm are best made cold. Stir a quarter teaspoon of powder into a cup of cool water, let it sit for a few hours, and strain.

Powder in food. Slippery elm and some other powders are stirred into wet food. Mix a quarter teaspoon with a spoon of warm water to make a smooth paste before adding it to the meal.

Wash or compress. For skin and small wounds, use a cool infusion of calendula on a clean cloth. Apply gently and let it air dry. Use a cone if she tries to lick it off.

Poultice. Crush a clean fresh plantain leaf and hold it on a sting or scrape for a few minutes.

Starting amounts for an average adult cat.

	Herb	Form	Starting amount
	Catnip	Dried or fresh	A pinch on a toy, a few times a week
	Silver vine	Dried or stick	A pinch or one stick, a few times a week
	Cat grass	Fresh, potted	Free access
	Lemon balm	Cool infusion or dried	1 to 2 teaspoons infusion in food, or a small pinch dried
	Valerian	Dried root powder	A small pinch on a toy or in food, once a day at most
	Slippery elm	Powder paste	1/4 teaspoon in wet food, once or twice a day for a few days
	Marshmallow root	Cold infusion or powder	1/4 teaspoon powder or 1 to 2 teaspoons infusion
	Dandelion leaf	Dried	A small pinch in food, with vet approval
	Nettle leaf	Dried	A small pinch in food
	Calendula	External wash	Cool infusion on a cloth, two or three times a day
	Plantain	External poultice	A fresh leaf held on the spot


Timing with medicine. Slippery elm and marshmallow root can coat the gut and slow the absorption of medicines. Give them at least two hours apart from any medicine, and ask your vet.

Quality. Buy organic or grow your own. Avoid herbs sprayed with pesticides or treated with fragrance.
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The Calming Garden: Catnip, Silver Vine, Lemon Balm, and Valerian

Of all the herbs, the calming herbs are the cat's own.

*   *   *

Catnip (Nepeta cataria). The classic. About two out of three cats respond with joy, rolling, rubbing, and play. The effect lasts ten to fifteen minutes, then fades for an hour or two. Fresh and dried leaves both work. A pinch on a scratching post invites her to scratch and stretch. Kittens under about six months rarely respond. Catnip is a play herb for stimulation and a quiet herb for later, since many cats settle into a calm doze afterward. Offer it a few times a week so it stays special.

Silver vine (Actinidia polygama). A climbing vine whose leaves, galls, and sticks excite many cats, including many who ignore catnip. Offer a dried stick to chew and a pinch of powder on a toy. It supports play and relaxation. Many caretakers keep both on hand.

Lemon balm (Melissa officinalis). A gentle, lemon-scented mint, long loved by herbalists as a calming plant. Grow a pot near the cat's window and let her sniff the leaves. A cool infusion in wet food gently eases a nervous or restless cat. It is among the safest herbs for a gentle trial.

Valerian (Valeriana officinalis). A strong-smelling root that stimulates some cats and calms others. Many cats love it. Offer a small pinch of dried root on a toy, and watch how she responds. Use it sparingly and not at all with sedative medication unless your vet agrees.

Cat grass. Oat, wheat, or barley grass grown in a pot is a daily green. It gives fiber, helps with hairballs, and satisfies the instinct to graze. Keep two pots going so one can rest while the other grows.

Chamomile is not on this list. Many people reach for chamomile as a calming tea. It is a daisy-family plant that can upset cats' stomachs and skin, and it does not belong in the cat's cup.

A calming routine. Offer a lemon balm infusion in wet food, play for ten minutes with catnip on a toy, brush her gently, and dim the lights. Routine is the strongest calming herb of all.

When calm is not enough. A cat who hides, hisses, stops eating, or soils the house is telling you something is wrong. See your vet, because pain and illness often look like anxiety.
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The Gentle Gut: Slippery Elm, Marshmallow, and Pumpkin

A calm stomach is the root of a calm cat.

*   *   *

Slippery elm (Ulmus rubra). The inner bark of the slippery elm tree, ground to a fine powder, makes a soothing, mucilaginous gel when mixed with water. Herbalists have long used it to ease irritated digestion. For mild upset, mix a quarter teaspoon of powder with warm water into a smooth paste and stir it into a spoon of wet food, once or twice a day for a few days. Offer water alongside. Give it two hours apart from any medicine.

Marshmallow root (Althaea officinalis). A cool, moist, soothing root, also mucilaginous. A cold-water infusion stirred into wet food supports the lining of the gut and the urinary tract. It is a traditional herb for dry, irritated tissue. Use the same spacing from medicines.

Plain pumpkin. Canned plain pumpkin, never pie filling, is a food that works like an herb. A teaspoon or two supports soft stool and mild constipation, and it is loved by many cats.

Cat grass and fiber. Fresh grass moves hair through the gut. A little psyllium husk in wet food adds soluble fiber when your vet recommends it.

Fennel and ginger. Folk traditions use them for digestion. We keep to the gentler plants above, because a cat's stomach is sensitive and the margin is small.

When the gut needs a doctor. Vomiting that repeats, blood in vomit or stool, a swollen belly, straining to pass stool, or any digestive trouble in a kitten needs a vet. The herbs here are for mild, short upsets.
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Skin and Wound Herbs: Calendula, Plantain, and Oats

The garden gives us gentle medicine for the surface of the body.

*   *   *

Calendula (Calendula officinalis). The golden flower of the marigold family, a healer's herb for ages. A cool infusion made from dried flowers cleans and calms minor scrapes, irritated skin, and small hot spots. Apply with a clean cloth two or three times a day to intact or lightly scraped skin and let it dry. Keep a cone on if she licks. Calendula does not replace veterinary care for a deep or infected wound.

Plantain (Plantago major). The humble plantain, which grows in cracks and lawns, is a lovely first-aid leaf. Rinse a fresh leaf, crush it gently, and hold it on a sting or small scrape for a few minutes. It is soothing and safe if licked. Do not confuse it with the banana-like fruit of the same name. It is a small green weed with ribbed leaves.

Oats. A cool oat rinse soothes itchy skin. Steep a handful of rolled oats in a cup of hot water, cool, strain, and sponge the cooled liquid on itchy skin. Rinse and dry. Oat straw infusion adds a gentle nutrient tea to food in small amounts.

Skin support from inside. Good food with healthy fats, omega-3s from fish oil made for cats, and parasite control do more for the coat than any wash.

Aloe vera is not for cats. Many people reach for aloe as a skin soother. It can upset a cat's stomach, and it is on our avoid list.

Essential oils are not for cats. Tea tree, lavender, and other oils are absorbed through the skin and can poison her. Skip them completely.

Call the vet for deep wounds, bite wounds, abscesses, spreading hair loss, and constant itch. Herbs support healing. They do not replace diagnosis.
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Kidneys, Urinary Tract, and Liver: Gentle Support

Kidney, urinary, and liver trouble are serious. Herbs offer gentle companionship to veterinary care, and never a replacement.

*   *   *

Water above all. The best urinary herb is water. Wet food, fountains, and several bowls support the kidneys more than anything else.

Marshmallow root. A cold-water infusion in wet food soothes irritated urinary tissue and adds moisture to the meal. Give two hours apart from medication.

Dandelion leaf (Taraxacum officinale). A mild, nourishing green traditionally used to support the kidneys and liver. Offer a small pinch of dried leaf in food. Cats with kidney, heart, or liver disease should receive it only with veterinary approval, because it can change fluid and electrolyte balance.

Nettle leaf (Urtica dioica). Dried leaf is a mineral-rich herb used as a gentle tonic. A small pinch in food is plenty. Use only fully dried leaf, never fresh, because fresh nettle stings.

Milk thistle (Silybum marianum). The seed is a traditional herb for the liver, and veterinarians use standardized milk thistle products for cats with liver conditions. Use only a product made for pets and dosed by your vet.

Never treat these at home. A male cat straining to urinate, blood in urine, increased thirst and weight loss, yellow gums, or a cat who stops eating needs a vet. These conditions can turn deadly fast. Herbs belong beside a diagnosis and a treatment plan.

Kidney-friendly living. Keep her hydrated, feed the diet your vet recommends, offer a quiet home, and keep up regular blood and urine checks as she ages.
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Resilience, Convalescence, and the Winter Cat

Strength comes from many small things done well.

*   *   *

Nourishment. A good diet, clean water, and a warm bed are the foundation of every healthy cat.

Rest. A sick or recovering cat sleeps a great deal. Give her a quiet corner, a warm bed, and a place to retreat.

Warm broth. A spoonful of warm, low-sodium chicken or fish broth, with no onion or garlic, entices a convalescent cat to drink and eat.

Nutrient greens. Dried nettle leaf and parsley in tiny amounts add minerals. Parsley is used sparingly and not at all in pregnant cats.

Rosemary. A sprig in the garden is lovely, and a tiny pinch of dried leaf in food is safe. Keep rosemary oil and rosemary extract away from cats.

Touch. Gentle stroking along the back, slow circles at the base of the ears, and a warm hand on the belly calm the nervous system. Many caretakers learn simple acupressure from a certified veterinary acupuncturist. If you are drawn to it, ask your vet for a referral. Needle and pressure work belong with those trained for them.

Warmth and light. A sunny window, a heated bed, and a soft blanket matter. Cold stresses the body, and warmth supports healing.

Sound and scent. Soft music, quiet voices, and the smell of a familiar blanket calm a recovering cat.

Winter in the colony. Warm shelters, straw, high-calorie wet food, and unfrozen water are the winter medicine. See Part IX.

↑ Contents


The Cat Herb Garden

A cat garden is a sanctuary, a pharmacy, and a playground in one. Plant it for the cats in your life and the cats at your gate.

*   *   *

The sunny bed. Plant a patch of catnip, a clump of lemon balm, a pot of valerian, and a row of calendula. Cats will roll in them, sleep beside them, and nibble from them. Plant catnip in a spot where you can fence it with a low wire cage if you want to protect it from being crushed. A little dried-up patch of catnip, rubbed by a hundred happy cats, is a sign that the garden works.

The grass patch. Sow oat or wheat seed in a corner for a ready green lawn. Keep it moist and re-sow every few weeks.

The weeds that heal. Let plantain and dandelion grow in a corner. They are free medicine.

The warm stones. Lay a flat stone in the sun for lounging, and set a low, shallow bowl of water in the shade nearby.

The shade nook. Tuck a cat house or a rolled straw mat under a shrub. Cats love a green roof.

The scratching log. A rough log or sisal post among the plants invites stretching.

What to keep out. Remove or avoid lilies of every kind, sago palm, oleander, azalea, rhododendron, foxglove, tulip and daffodil bulbs, castor bean, and autumn crocus. Never use rodent bait, slug pellets, or cocoa mulch, which are poisonous.

Seasonal calendar.

	Season	Garden work
	Spring	Sow cat grass and valerian, divide lemon balm and catnip, clean and refresh shelters
	Summer	Harvest leaves before flowering, dry in a shaded airy place, keep water filled in shade
	Autumn	Harvest calendula and seeds, plant bulbs away from the cat garden, stock straw and shelters
	Winter	Dry herbs stored in jars, grow cat grass on a sunny sill, keep cats warm


Drying and storing. Cut herbs in the morning after the dew dries. Hang small bunches in a shaded, airy place until crisp. Strip the leaves and store in glass jars labeled with the name and date.

The garden as chapel. Sit in the cat garden at the end of the day. Let the cats come and go. Breathe in the scent of lemon balm and warm earth. A garden kept for creatures is a garden kept for the soul.
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The Herbalist's Safety Chart

Keep this chart where you keep your herbs.

*   *   *

	Herb	Traditional use	Form	Caution
	Catnip	Play, calm	Dried or fresh	Kittens under six months rarely respond
	Silver vine	Play, relaxation	Dried or stick	Offer a few times a week
	Cat grass	Digestion, grazing	Fresh	Keep fresh and clean
	Lemon balm	Calming	Cool infusion, fresh	Use small amounts
	Valerian	Calming or stimulating	Dried root pinch	Not with sedatives unless your vet agrees
	Slippery elm	Gut comfort	Powder paste	Two hours apart from medicines
	Marshmallow root	Gut and urinary comfort	Cold infusion	Two hours apart from medicines
	Dandelion leaf	Kidney and liver tonic	Dried pinch	Vet approval for kidney, liver, or heart disease
	Nettle leaf	Mineral tonic	Dried pinch	Dried leaf only
	Calendula	Skin	External wash	Not for deep or infected wounds
	Plantain	Stings and scrapes	Fresh leaf	External use
	Milk thistle	Liver	Pet product only	Dose by your vet


Herbs and oils to avoid. Garlic, onions, leeks, chives, tea tree oil, pennyroyal, oregano oil, thyme oil, eucalyptus, aloe vera, foxglove, chamomile, comfrey by mouth, concentrated extracts, essential oils of every kind, and any herb sprayed with chemicals.

After a bad reaction. Stop the herb. Remove any remaining plant material. Note what she ate and how much. If she vomits repeatedly, drools heavily, wobbles, or breathes with effort, go to a vet and call an animal poison control line on the way.

Keep a record. Write each herb, the date, the amount, and her response in the home log. Over a season, you will learn which plants each cat loves.
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The Green Blessing

Every healing herb is a gift. Receive it with thanks, give it with care, and know that the garden is a teacher.

*   *   *

The Taoist sees the herb as the earth's gentle medicine, and the herbalist as the one who learns to listen. The Gospel says the leaves of the tree are for the healing of nations, and a leaf that heals a cat is a small share of that promise. The Pure Land teaching sees the same Light shining in the plant, the animal, and the hand that gives. In one practice, these are one: to tend the garden for the creature at the gate is to tend the Light.

A Blessing of the Herb Garden

Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit, bless this garden and every green thing that grows in it. Bless the leaves that calm, the roots that soothe, and the flowers that heal. Teach us to give them gently and to listen to the creatures they serve. Let this garden be a sanctuary for every cat who comes. Amen.
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*   *   *
Part VII: The Cat Through the Years



The Adult Years

From about one to ten, the cat is in her prime. These years are mostly about keeping the good things good.

*   *   *

Routine. Steady meals, daily play, a clean box, a warm bed, fresh water. These are the pillars of a long life.

Weight. Check it monthly. Adjust food when needed. A lean cat lives longer and moves with joy.

Enrichment. Rotate toys, move a perch to a new window, bring in a cardboard box, plant a pot of cat grass. A cat who is still learning stays young.

Annual visit. One checkup each year, with vaccines as advised and a dental check. Ask for blood work as she approaches seven.

Companionship. Some cats love other cats and some prefer solitude. Honor her nature. If she is alone while you work, leave her toys, a window, and a promise of play when you return.

Changes. Notice changes in habits, even small ones. In this stage, the first sign of trouble is usually a small change in routine.
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The Senior Cat

A cat enters her senior years at about ten. Many live to eighteen or twenty. These years are tender and can be rich. Her needs change, and our love changes to meet them.

*   *   *

See the vet twice a year. Older cats can develop illnesses quickly. Twice-yearly exams, with blood and urine tests, catch kidney disease, thyroid disease, diabetes, and other conditions early.

Make the home easier.

	Place the litter box on the floor she lives on, with a low entry. A storage tub with a cut-down side works well.
	Add ramps or pet steps to the bed and sofa.
	Put food, water, and beds where she spends her time, so she does not climb stairs.
	Provide warm, soft, heated beds. Old joints love warmth.
	Keep her nails trimmed, because senior cats often stop wearing them down.
	Groom her gently. She may not manage her own back and hindquarters.


Food. Senior cats often need easily digested, high-quality protein, and may need a special diet if kidney disease appears. Offer small, frequent meals of warmed wet food. Warm food smells stronger and tempts a weak appetite.

Pain relief. Arthritis is common and often unseen. Talk to your vet about safe pain relief. Never give human medicines.

Mind. Some seniors become confused, cry at night, or forget where the box is. A nightlight, a quiet routine, and your patient voice help. Your vet can advise on supplements and care.

Keep playing. Short, gentle play and a lap in the sun keep her spirit strong. A senior cat who is loved is a blessing in every room.

↑ Contents


Senior Illnesses in Depth

Knowing the conditions that come with age lets you catch them early. Most are manageable.

*   *   *

Chronic kidney disease. The most common illness of senior cats. Signs: more thirst and urination, weight loss, poor appetite, a dull coat, vomiting, bad breath. Blood and urine tests find it early. Care includes a kidney diet, fresh water, hydration support, medicine for nausea and blood pressure, and regular monitoring. Many cats live well for years.

Hyperthyroidism. An overactive thyroid. Signs: weight loss despite a huge appetite, restlessness, vomiting, a rapid heart. A blood test confirms it, and medicine, diet, or other treatments control it.

Diabetes. Signs: great thirst, urination, increased hunger, weight loss, weakness in the back legs. Treatment includes diet and insulin given at home. Many diabetic cats do well with a steady routine.

Arthritis. Often missed. Signs: not jumping, stiffness, a stopped grooming routine, missing the box, grumpiness. Soft beds, ramps, warm spots, weight control, and veterinary pain relief give her comfort.

Dental disease. Painful gums and teeth can reduce eating. A cleaning and extractions under anesthesia with careful monitoring often transform an older cat's comfort.

High blood pressure. May cause sudden blindness or confusion. Your vet checks it, and medicine controls it.

Heart disease. Signs: fast breathing at rest, tiring easily, sudden hind-leg weakness. Take any cat who breathes with effort to a vet at once. Treatments help many cats.

Cognitive dysfunction. Signs: night crying, confusion, forgetting the box, changes in sleep. A calm routine, nightlights, enrichment, and a visit to the vet for advice help.

Cancer. Any new lump, sore that does not heal, weight loss, or change in appetite deserves a vet visit. Many conditions are treatable, and comfort is always possible.

Vision and hearing. Older cats may see and hear less. Keep furniture in the same places, speak softly, and approach from the front.

The senior check. Twice a year, ask your vet for a full exam, blood and urine tests, a blood pressure check, and a dental review. Catching a change early is a gift.
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Comfort Care at Home

When cure is no longer possible, comfort remains. A cat who is comfortable has days that are good.

*   *   *

Warmth and softness. Offer thick, soft bedding, a heated pet bed, and a place in the sun. Raise the sides of her bed, or use a low-sided one for easy access.

Pain relief. Ask your vet for safe pain relief. A cat in pain may not cry. She may hide, stop grooming, or sit hunched. Never give human medicines.

Food and water. Offer favorite foods, warmed, in small servings. Place water within easy reach, and consider several bowls. Use a syringe only as your vet teaches.

Cleanliness. Gently wipe her face and body with a warm damp cloth and keep her dry and clean. Trim long fur around the rear and keep bedding fresh.

Litter access. Provide a low box close to her bed. If she cannot reach it, use absorbent pads and change them often.

Time together. Sit with her, brush her softly, speak to her. Your presence is the best medicine.

Daily quality check. Each night, ask: did she eat, drink, rest, and have a moment of comfort or joy? Write the answers in a notebook. A pattern of more bad days than good tells you something your vet can help you read.

Your vet's help. Many vets now offer home hospice and home euthanasia. Ask what is available, and plan before the hardest day arrives.

Taking care of yourself. Caregiving is exhausting. Ask a friend to sit with her while you rest. Eat, sleep, and let others help.
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When It Is Time to Say Goodbye

Every life that begins ends. A cat who has been loved well has already received the best thing we could give her.

*   *   *

Comfort care. When a cat is nearing the end, the goal shifts from cure to comfort. Keep her warm, clean, and close. Offer favorite foods, keep water within reach, and give her pain relief prescribed by your vet. Keep the litter box accessible and the room quiet. Sit with her. Your voice and your hand are medicine.

Knowing the time. Her quality of life matters more than its length. Ask yourself: Is she eating? Can she move without pain? Does she still enjoy something? Does she have more bad days than good? Your vet can help you see it clearly. Write down good and bad days for a week if that helps.

A merciful end. When suffering cannot be eased, a peaceful end at the hands of a loving veterinarian is a final gift. It can be done at home with a vet who makes house calls, in a quiet room in the clinic, or in the garden. Stay with her. Speak to her. Hold her. Let her go in your arms.

Afterward. You may bury her in the garden where she lay in the sun, with a stone or a flower to mark the place. Or you may choose cremation and keep her ashes close. Check local rules for burial. Many families plant a flowering shrub over the grave.

Grief. The loss of a cat is a real loss. Let yourself weep. Tell her story to someone who loved her. Light a candle. Keep her collar and her photograph. Grief is love with nowhere to go, and it will soften.

The promise. The Abbey holds that love is never wasted, and that those who loved us wait on the other side of the meadow. She was real. She mattered. You were chosen. That is everything.
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Grief and Remembrance

Grief for a cat is real grief. It deserves a place in our lives.

*   *   *

What grief may look like. Sadness, tears, tiredness, difficulty sleeping, forgetting, an ache at the usual feeding time, a sense that the house is too quiet. All of it is natural.

What helps. Talk about her with someone who knew her. Keep her photograph, her collar, and her bowl for as long as you wish. Cry when you need to. Walk, eat, and sleep as well as you can.

The other animals. Other pets may grieve too. Keep their routines steady, give them extra attention, and let them sniff her bedding if they wish.

Children. Tell children the truth in simple words. Let them ask questions, draw pictures, and help with a ritual. Honest and tender answers help them far more than a soft story that later breaks.

A remembrance.

	Plant a shrub or flower over her grave or in a pot.
	Hold a small circle of friends and read a favorite page.
	Light a candle on the feeding table for a week.
	Make a memory book with photographs and stories.
	Give a gift to the colony's care fund in her name.


When to seek help. If grief lasts a long time or feels like it will not lift, talk to a counselor, a pastor, or a friend. There is no shame in needing company in loss.

A new cat. Wait until your heart is ready. A new cat does not replace the old one. She begins her own story.

The meadow. The Abbey holds that every creature loved on earth is held in the Light. The one who has gone before us waits in a place of warmth and sun, and our love is part of what holds her there.
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*   *   *
Part VIII: The Istanbul Way



The City of Cats

Come to Istanbul in the morning, before the ferries are crowded, and you will meet the city's oldest residents. A cat sits on the warm hood of a parked car. Another waits at the door of the bakery as the shutters rise. A third crosses the tram tracks with the calm of someone who has never once been hurried. On the steps of a mosque, in the window of a bookshop, on the cushions of a tea garden, cats are simply there, and nobody finds it strange.

*   *   *

Estimates of the city's street cats run from well over a hundred thousand to a million, and nobody has counted them all, because nobody is trying to remove them. The count is not the point. The point is that a metropolis of millions built its daily life around a creature that belongs to no one.

Visitors to the city often say the cats seem happy, and they are right to notice. Many of these cats are plump, unafraid, and curious about people. They walk up to strangers and sit in laps without being asked. Cats behave this way when they have lived their whole lives among people who feed them, speak to them, and leave them alone when they want to be left alone. The calm of an Istanbul cat is the fruit of centuries of kindness, and it is a fruit any city can grow.

A Turkish vocabulary for cat care. A few words open the whole culture.

	Kedi is the cat, and sokak kedisi is the street cat, the neighborhood cat.
	Mama is the food set out for cats and dogs.
	Kedi evi is the cat house, the little shelter on the sidewalk.
	Mancacı is an old word for the people who carried food scraps to the street animals.
	Pisi pisi is the soft call people use to bring a cat to them.


Say the call quietly and a cat across the square may turn her head. That tells you what the city has taught its cats about people: they come when called gently.

Why this book speaks of Istanbul. The cat in the American alley is called a stray and treated as a problem. The cat in the Istanbul alley is a neighbor and treated as one. Everything else follows from that single difference. This part of the book tells the story of how Istanbul came to care for its cats, how the care works street by street, what is happening to it now, and what the rest of the world can carry home.
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Roots: Faith, Endowment, and the Old Habit of Mercy

The care of cats in Istanbul is not new. It is an old habit with deep roots, and the roots run through faith and through the city's long tradition of charitable giving.

*   *   *

The teaching of mercy. In the Islamic tradition, the cat is a clean and honored animal. Scholars and storytellers have long told of the Prophet's companion Abu Hurayra, whose name is commonly understood to mean "father of the kitten," and of a cat named Muezza who is said to have slept on the sleeve of the Prophet's robe. Tradition holds that he cut the sleeve rather than wake her. The story is told with love, and it has shaped how generations of Turkish families see the cat in the doorway.

There is also a teaching preserved in the collected sayings of the Prophet that speaks directly to the heart of this book. It tells of a woman who was punished because of a cat she had shut away, neither feeding her nor letting her go to find food. The lesson is plain and it is severe. To confine a cat and fail to feed her is a grave wrong. To feed a creature who is hungry is a merit. A faith that holds this teaching raises people who fill bowls.

The endowment tradition. Istanbul's charity has always taken a practical form, the vakıf, a charitable endowment that funds a good work for generations. The Ottoman world endowed fountains, soup kitchens, hospitals, and bridges. It also endowed the care of animals. Records and accounts describe foundations that paid for bread, meat, and care for street animals, including cats and dogs, and for the treatment of the injured. The foundation of Sultan Bayezid II is remembered for providing bread for cats and dogs and for the care of injured animals.

Here is the model in its purest form: a community decides that the care of its animals is a public good and sets aside money so the work will outlast the people who began it. Our colonies and congregations can do the same, and we show how in the chapters on fundraising later in this part and in Part IX.

The mancacı and the butcher's gift. Travelers to the city in earlier centuries wrote with wonder about the thousands of animals who lived in its streets, fed by bakers and butchers, by neighbors and by people whose work was to carry food to them. One nineteenth-century visitor, the Prussian officer Helmuth von Moltke, noted the many animals sustained by the generosity of the shops and described the city's dogs as its four-legged municipal workers. The shopkeeper's scrap, the butcher's trimming, and the baker's crust were part of the economy of the street.

What the root teaches us. Care did not begin as a program. It began as a habit grown from belief and from belonging, practiced by ordinary people in ordinary hours. That is why it lasts. Rules can be rewritten, and a habit of the heart is much harder to remove.
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The Street at Work: How Istanbul Cares, Door by Door

Istanbul does not run its cat care from an office. It runs it from the sidewalk. The care is spread across a thousand pairs of hands, and each pair does a small thing every day.

*   *   *

The doorstep bowl. In neighborhoods across the city, residents set bowls of food and water in front of their buildings and along their streets. The bowls are a signal that says: a cat lives here, and we know it. Many families feed the same cats for years and know each cat's habits and history.

The cat house. Tiny wooden and insulated cat houses stand on sidewalks, in courtyards, on the platforms of building steps, and in parks. Neighbors build them, buy them, repair them, and refill them with bedding. A cat house is a small message of welcome built to the scale of a cat.

The shopkeeper. Bakers, butchers, tea sellers, fishmongers, and shop owners of every kind keep a bowl by the door or a saucer near the counter. Cats nap in the window displays of bookshops and curl on the carpets of rug sellers. A cat in the doorway is understood as part of the business, and nobody expects the shopkeeper to apologize for her.

The caretaker. Nearly every neighborhood has someone who has taken on a colony as a calling. She makes her rounds every morning and evening, knows the cats by name and by history, and carries food, water, and a bit of medicine. Some caretakers have done this for decades, and some have taken it up in later life, finding in the cats a comfort and a purpose. These people are the backbone of Istanbul's cat culture. They are not paid, they are not famous, and the city leans on them.

The shared bill. When a cat is sick or injured, neighbors pass the word. Private clinics offer treatment for street cats at reduced fees, and residents often share the cost of the bill. A cat in trouble finds help through a web of people who know each other, and the web works because everyone adds a small piece.

The smart feeder. The city has placed vending machines in public places that dispense food for street animals, and cats gather around them. Some machines turn a recycled bottle into a portion of food, which links care for the cat to care for the street.

The mosque and the courtyard. Cats sleep in the courtyards of mosques, among the shoes in the entrance halls, and on the steps of historic buildings. They are welcomed into the life of the sacred place as part of its peace.

The ferry, the tram, and the shore. Cats ride the commuter ferries and sleep on the benches. Fishermen on the Galata Bridge and along the Bosphorus share their catch with the cats who wait beside them. The cat belongs to the waterfront as the gull does.

The name. Cats in Istanbul have names, and the names are known up and down the street. A cat who is known by name is a cat who is missed when she is gone.

What makes it work. Every task in this list is small. None of them requires a program or a permit. Each is a single act of attention repeated by many people, and that is the whole secret. A city of cat-keepers is built one bowl at a time.
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The Law, the Struggle, and the Duty to Defend the Gift

The story of Istanbul's cats would be incomplete without the hard chapter, and the hard chapter makes the lesson stronger.

*   *   *

The law that protects. Turkey's Animal Protection Law, number 5199, was passed in 2004. It forbids cruelty to animals and places responsibility for stray animals on municipalities. The law gave the care of street animals a legal foundation, and it reflects the feeling of a people who see cruelty to animals as a disgrace.

The darker chapters. Istanbul's history with its street animals is not all gentle. In the twentieth century, authorities at times poisoned and removed street animals in organized campaigns, and the memory of those campaigns is a warning. The gentle culture of the city was not a given. People chose it, and they can lose it.

The pressure now. In recent years the care of street animals has become a fierce national argument. In 2024, Turkey amended its animal law to require municipalities to collect stray dogs and place them in shelters, and the law has been bitterly contested. In November 2025, the Istanbul Governor's Office issued a circular ordering an end to what it called "uncontrolled feeding" of stray animals in public places, with particular attention to sensitive public areas and to stray dogs. The governor said the call was not about rounding up cats, but that feeding should not take place wherever people wish.

Caretakers answered with alarm and defiance. Animal advocates called for civil disobedience, and many feeders have said they will keep feeding. The city that taught the world to love its cats finds itself arguing over the right to feed them, and caretakers describe themselves struggling with rising costs and new restrictions.

The court's answer. In a notable ruling, an administrative court in Ankara annulled a provincial governor's blanket ban on feeding street animals, finding the ban unlawful. The court observed that the term "uncontrolled feeding" was not clearly defined in the law, and that lawful measures include designating feeding locations and methods, establishing controlled feeding areas, ensuring sanitary conditions, and setting limits by time and place. Animal advocates welcomed the ruling as proof that regulation and oversight, rather than prohibition, is the lawful path. Reports at the time noted that cats had not been the target of the collection efforts.

What this teaches. Three lessons stand out.

	A gift can be lost. The beauty of a cat-loving city is a living thing. It needs defenders in every generation.
	Organized feeding wins arguments. The court's own list is a design for the future: designated feeding points, clean stations, set hours, and tidy places. The answer to complaints about mess is a better-run feeding station, never an empty bowl.
	The feeders must be heard. When a city speaks about animals, the people who feed them every morning must be in the room. Nobody knows the street better.


What it asks of us. Every city in America faces the same argument in miniature. A neighbor complains, a committee drafts a rule, and a feeder is fined. The Istanbul experience tells us what to do: keep the stations clean, make our feeding visible and orderly, organize our neighbors, and be ready to speak. Defend the gift before it is under threat.
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The Film and the Faces: What Kedi Shows

In 2016 the film Kedi, directed by Ceyda Torun, carried the street cats of Istanbul to audiences around the world. The film follows several individual cats through their neighborhoods and listens to the people who love them. It is worth watching with your family, and it is worth watching for what it teaches.

*   *   *

Every cat is a person. The film gives each cat a name, a temperament, and a territory. One is a hunter, one is a charmer, one is a grand dame of the neighborhood. We learn that a street cat is no abstraction. She is a particular soul with a route, a rhythm, and a circle of friends.

The people are changed. The film's human subjects speak about what the cats give them. A cat in the doorway brings a lonely person company, a troubled person calm, a busy person a reason to slow down. Care flows both ways, and the one who feeds is fed.

The city is a character. The old neighborhoods, the steep streets, the water, and the rooftops belong to the cats as much as to the people. The film shows a city whose architecture quietly makes room for cats: open doorways, ledges, courtyards, small steps.

Watch with this question. What would our own street look like if it were designed to welcome its cats? Where would the bowls go, and who would fill them? Make a list at the end of the film and put the first item into practice the next morning.

↑ Contents


What America Must Learn from Istanbul

The American model begins with a question, and the question is wrong. It asks how to get cats off the street. Istanbul begins with a different question, how to care for the neighbors who live there. This chapter is a plain, practical agenda for any city that wants to learn.

*   *   *

One: change the question. A free cat is a community member. Municipal language, signs, and policies should speak of community cats with respect and treat feeding as a civic virtue.

Two: protect the feeder in law. Write ordinances that protect people who feed community cats, so a neighbor with a bowl is a participant in the city's life and never a violator. Follow the Ankara court's insight: regulate the manner of feeding, with clean stations, set hours, and tidy surroundings, and keep the act of feeding legal everywhere.

Three: put bowls and houses in public. Place water stations, feeding points, and cat shelters in parks, plazas, and public buildings, as cities place benches and drinking fountains. Let the city pay for the first set, and let neighbors maintain them.

Four: build a veterinary network for community cats. Istanbul's private clinics offer reduced fees and neighbors share the bills. Cities and congregations can create a fund, a list of friendly clinics, and a volunteer network that carries a sick cat to the doctor and brings her home.

Five: honor the caretakers. Recognize the people who make the morning rounds with awards, supplies, and a seat at the table when policy is made. Give them a badge, a number to call, and a hand when they are tired.

Six: invite the shops. Ask bakeries, cafes, bookshops, and barbers to keep a bowl by the door and a sign that says cats are welcome. A neighborhood that includes its cats in business becomes a place people want to live.

Seven: teach the children. Put the cat's story in the schoolroom. Let children build cat houses, fill the water bowls, and keep the gate book. A generation raised to care for the cat at the gate becomes a generation of civic people.

Eight: use congregations and community houses. Churches, temples, mosques, and home houses are ideal hosts for feeding stations, shelter-building days, and care funds. The tradition of the endowment lives on in the collection plate.

Nine: protect the shelter, never remove the cat. Cats belong where they know the corners. Provide warmth, food, water, and medical care where they live. Do not treat the cat's own neighborhood as a place to be cleared.

Ten: speak with pride. Say it in the council chamber and the newspaper: the world's most famous city of cats gives its cats the street, and so can we.
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Istanbul on Your Street: Twelve Practices to Begin This Week

You do not need to wait for a law. These are the practices of Istanbul that any neighbor can begin tomorrow.

*   *   *

	The doorstep bowl. Set a clean bowl of water and another of food near your door at the same time every day.
	The little house. Build or buy one insulated cat house and place it out of the wind. See the winter shelter guide in Part IX.
	The morning round. Walk your block each morning and each evening. Greet each cat by name.
	Name the cats. Give each cat a name, tell the neighbors, and write the names in a gate book.
	The shop bowl. Ask the corner store, the barber, and the bakery to keep a bowl by the door. Offer to supply the food.
	The shared calendar. Make a weekly feeding calendar with your neighbors so every cat eats every day, even when you travel.
	The care jar. Keep a jar by the shop counter or on the church table for the cats' veterinary fund. Small coins add up.
	The friendly clinic. Find a vet who will treat community cats at a fair price. Share the number with the whole block.
	The tidy station. Wash the bowls, sweep the spot, and take away what is left. A clean station is the best answer to every complaint.
	The cat-friendly sign. Put up a small hand-lettered sign: "Community cats live here. Please be kind." A neighbor who sees a sign slows down.
	The children's afternoon. Invite the children of the block to build a cat house and fill the bowls. Children carry the habit for life.
	The council visit. Bring one neighbor and a photograph of the cats to a council meeting. Ask the city to welcome them.


Fish and scraps. Istanbul's cats are often given fish and meat from the shops. Offer plain, cooked, boneless fish or meat in small amounts, with no seasoning, onion, or garlic. Never offer bones. A good complete cat food remains the foundation of the colony's diet.
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Istanbul in the Spirit

Underneath the practical lessons, Istanbul's cats teach something older. They teach a way of seeing.

*   *   *

The Taoist sage says the best life is lived like water, giving to all things without contending. The cat in the Istanbul doorway lives that way, taking the sun, asking nothing, and blessing the shop where she sleeps. The Gospel speaks of the sparrow whom the Father sees, and the cat at the gate is seen in the same way. The Pure Land teaching speaks of a light that shines on every being without exception. In Istanbul, the cat who sits at the end of the street shines in that light.

The civic liturgy. In Istanbul, the filling of a bowl is something close to a daily prayer. It requires no words, and it joins the hands of the baker, the grandmother, the schoolchild, and the stranger in a common act of mercy. A city that does this every morning is a city at worship, whether or not anyone calls it so.

The practice for us. We can pray the same prayer with our hands. Fill the bowl, say the blessing, and know that you stand in a line of caretakers stretching back to the bread-givers of the old city and forward to the neighbors who will feed the cats long after us.

A prayer for the city of cats.

Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit, bless the city where the cat is welcome and the bowl is full. Strengthen the hands of those who feed, and open the hearts of those who govern. Where the gift is threatened, give courage. Where it is forgotten, give memory. Teach every city of the world to keep a place at the gate for the smallest of your creatures. Amen.
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*   *   *
Part IX: The Community Cat



The Colony Gate

A colony is a family. It may be five cats behind a bakery, twelve in an old orchard, or one wary mother beneath a porch. Whatever its size, a colony deserves a steady hand.

*   *   *

Start where you stand. Find the cats. Watch from a distance and learn who they are, where they sleep, and when they come to eat. Note colors, markings, and names you give them. A notebook with a drawing or photo of each cat is a gift to the colony.

Feed on a rhythm. Set out food at the same time or times each day. Cats learn the clock and gather at the hour. Feed during daylight when possible to avoid attracting raccoons and other wildlife. Pick up uneaten food after an hour or two.

How much. Plan on roughly one 5.5-ounce can of good wet food and a small handful of dry per cat per day, more on cold nights and for nursing mothers. Watch the cats. Fat, bright, and active means you are feeding well. Thin and hungry means feed more.

What to feed. Choose food that is complete and balanced. Wet food is best for hydration and winter calories. Dry food keeps in warm weather and in covered feeders. Do not feed spoiled food or scraps that attract rats. Never leave out food you would not eat yourself.

A feeding station. Use a flat, stable surface, a clean plate or shallow bowls, and a sheltered spot out of the rain. A sturdy lidded bin turned on its side makes a dry roof. Place the station away from roads, near the shelter, and out of sight of people who might object.

Water. Fresh water matters as much as food. In winter, use a wide, deep, insulated bowl or a heated bowl made for outdoor use. In summer, put water in the shade and refill twice a day.

Keep it clean. A tidy feeding area is the best argument for the colony. Sweep up, wash the plates, and pick up litter. Neighbors who see a clean station become friends.

Share the work. Find another feeder to cover days you are away. A schedule among neighbors keeps the colony safe. In Istanbul, feeding is a shared habit. Invite others to join.
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Shelters That Keep Cats Warm and Dry

A good shelter is the difference between a hard winter and a gentle one.

*   *   *

The simple winter house. Take a plastic storage tote with a lid. Cut a six-inch round or square door in one side, a few inches up from the floor. Inside, set a foam cooler or foam board panels to line the walls and ceiling, with the same size door. Fill the inside with straw. Close the lid and secure it. Raise the whole house onto bricks or a pallet so the floor stays off the cold, wet ground.

Straw, never hay or blankets. Straw is the dry hollow stalk of grain. It repels moisture and stays warm. Hay is mold-prone and holds damp. Blankets, towels, and cloth soak up moisture and freeze. Do not use them outdoors.

Door size. A six-inch door holds in heat and keeps out larger animals while letting cats pass. Add a flap of heavy plastic or carpet over the opening in cold climates, and tuck it so a cat can push through. A second door lets a cat escape if a predator enters.

Placement. Put shelters in a quiet, protected spot, such as against a wall or under an overhang, facing away from the wind. Keep them near the feeding station. Make several, so no cat is locked out by a dominant one.

Cats sleeping together. Two or three cats in one house share warmth. Smaller houses hold heat better than large ones.

Summer shade. In heat, remove the straw, prop the lid up, and place the shelter in shade. Offer a cool slab of tile or stone, a shady spot under a bush, and plenty of water.

Kitten nursery. Prepare a nest box with straw in a quiet corner and leave it alone. Do not check it often. A mother who feels safe stays.

Where to find materials. Neighbors, hardware stores, and community groups often donate boxes, coolers, and pallets. Make shelter-building an afternoon party. In Istanbul, little cat houses appear in parks and doorways because neighbors and city workers build them. Do the same.
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The Winter Shelter Guide: Five Designs

A cat who has a warm, dry house can live through a hard winter. This guide shows five designs, from the simplest to the most generous.

*   *   *

The principles that make any shelter work.

	Small. A cat warms her house with her own body, so a smaller space holds heat better. Two or three cats together warm a house even more.
	Insulated. Foam board or a foam cooler traps heat.
	Dry. Wet cold kills. Roofs must shed rain and snow, and floors must stay off the ground.
	Windproof. Place the door out of the wind.
	Straw. Use straw inside, never blankets, towels, or hay.
	Safe exits. A second door lets a cat escape if a predator or a bully arrives.
	Door size. About six inches wide, which keeps larger animals out and heat in.


Tools and materials, general.

	Utility knife and straightedge, drill with a hole saw, tape measure
	Waterproof exterior tape or construction adhesive
	Straw, one bale for several shelters
	Bricks, pallet, or lumber to raise the floor
	Heavy plastic or carpet scraps for door flaps


Design one: Tote in a tote. The simplest, and sturdy.

Materials: two plastic totes with lids, one that fits inside the other with a gap of about one inch all around, foam board, straw.

	Cut a six-inch door in the side of each tote, near one end, a few inches above the floor. Line up the doors, with the inner door opening to the outer door.
	Fill the gap between the totes with foam board strips or straw.
	Line the floor of the inner tote with a foam board and top with a deep layer of straw.
	Close both lids and tape the outer lid on the back edge so rain does not run in.
	Place on bricks or a pallet. Angle the door away from the wind. Place a tilt on the lid so water runs off.


Design two: The foam cooler house. Warm and light.

Materials: a large foam cooler with lid, a tote or wooden crate to protect it, straw.

	Cut a six-inch door in the side of the cooler, a few inches up. Smooth the edges and cover with duct tape to prevent chewing and crumbling.
	Place the cooler inside a tote with a matching door, or cover it with waterproof tarp on the outside.
	Fill with straw and close the lid.
	Raise it off the ground and angle the door away from the wind.


Design three: The foam board cottage. Roomy enough for several cats.

Materials: rigid foam insulation boards (at least one inch thick), waterproof tape, a plastic or wooden floor, a sloped lid, straw.

	Cut the floor, four walls, and a slightly overhanging roof from the boards. A good size for two to four cats is about two feet by two feet, with walls about eighteen inches tall.
	Tape the pieces together at all edges with waterproof tape.
	Cut a six-inch door near one corner, and a second small exit on a side wall.
	Cover the outside with a waterproof tarp or exterior paint, leaving the door clear.
	Add a tunnel or baffle in front of the door: a short section of pipe or a box with a bent entrance that stops wind.


Design four: The wooden house. Long-lived.

Materials: exterior plywood or lumber, rigid foam insulation, exterior screws, a hinged roof, roofing felt or shingles.

	Build a floor raised on four-inch legs.
	Frame the walls and fit foam board inside. Cover with plywood on the inside as well, if you want the cats not to chew the foam.
	Make a sloped, overhanging, hinged roof for cleaning.
	Cut a door on one side and a second smaller one on another.
	Seal and paint the outside. Leave the inside bare wood.
	A good size is two feet by two feet, with walls eighteen inches tall.


Design five: The straw lodge. For a large colony in a barn or garden shed.

Materials: straw bales, a tarp, rope or stakes.

	Stack straw bales in a three-sided enclosure with a roof of boards or bales.
	Leave a small door on the side away from the wind and tuck a flap of heavy plastic over it.
	Lay loose straw inside. Cover with a tarp, weighted down, to keep rain out.
	This is a rural or yard solution, and it needs fresh straw several times each winter.


The door flap. Cut a flap from heavy rubber, vinyl, or carpet, larger than the door. Hang it from the top so it swings. Cats push through with their heads. In very cold climates, hang a second flap inside.

The baffle. A short tunnel or L-shaped entry stops wind and rain from entering the doorway. A length of pipe, a second box, or a doorway of foam board works well.

Straw how-to. Pack straw loosely, six to eight inches deep. Fluff it every week. Replace it when it is damp, matted, or smells of mold. Dry straw has a golden, sweet smell.

Heat, safely. A cat's own body is the best heater. If you add a heat source, use a heated cat pad made for outdoor use, with a chew-resistant cord, plugged into a protected outlet, with a rated weatherproof cover. Never use heat lamps, candles, space heaters, or household heating pads. They cause fires and burns. Self-warming pads that reflect the cat's own heat can be tucked under the straw.

Placement.

	Choose a quiet, sheltered spot against a wall or fence, under an overhang, or in a shed.
	Face the door away from prevailing wind.
	Raise the floor two to four inches off the ground.
	Place houses near the feeding station but not touching it.
	Make several, spaced a few feet apart, so cats have choices.


If cats will not use it. Be patient. Place a little food near the door, a pinch of catnip inside, and used bedding from the colony. Leave the door open and the flap tied up for the first week so the cats see it is safe. A good house can take days or weeks to be accepted.

Cold thresholds.

	Temperature	What to do
	Below 50 F (10 C)	Shelters in place, extra wet food
	Below 32 F (0 C)	Fresh straw, heated or insulated water bowls, feed more
	Below 15 F (-9 C)	Check shelters twice a day, add shelters, warm the wet food
	Below 0 F (-18 C)	Feed twice daily, check for frostbite, offer a warm room, garage, or shed if cats will come


Frostbite. Look at the ear tips, tail, and paws. Pale, cold, hard, or blackened skin is a sign. Warm gently with lukewarm water, never rubbing, and go to a vet.

Storm days. Before a storm, check the roof, door flap, and anchors. After, clear snow from the doors, replace wet straw, and look for missing cats. Offer a warm garage, shed, or porch with the door left open.

Maintenance calendar.

	When	Task
	Early autumn	Build and place houses, stock straw, test heated bowls
	After first freeze	Fresh straw, check doors, set up the water station
	Every week in winter	Fluff straw, clear doors, check for damp
	After every storm	Clear snow, check roofs, replace wet straw
	Early spring	Remove old straw, wash and dry the houses, repair, and store spare houses


Troubleshooting.

	Problem	Remedy
	Damp inside	Check the roof and door, raise the floor, replace straw, add a baffle
	Mold or smell	Empty and wash, replace straw, move to a drier spot
	A raccoon moves in	Make the door smaller, add a second exit, and place the house higher
	A bully cat blocks the door	Add more houses with two exits each
	Wind enters the door	Face the door away from the wind and add a baffle or flap
	Snow blocks the door	Place the house under an overhang or add a roof extension


A shelter-building day. Ask the neighborhood to bring tools and a snack. Cut the pieces beforehand and let children help assemble, stuff straw, and decorate the outside. Each house gets a name and a number on the colony map. When it is done, say a blessing and place it at the gate.
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Knowing Your Cats and Caring for Their Health

A colony caretaker is a village doctor and a village friend.

*   *   *

Watch every day. At feeding time, count the cats and look at each one. Healthy cats move easily, eat with appetite, and have clean eyes and noses and a good coat. A cat who is missing, thin, limping, or hiding is telling you something.

Keep records. Write down each cat's markings, name, and any health notes. Photograph new arrivals. Records help a vet, and they help you notice change.

Winning trust. Sit near the food, speak softly, and let the cats come to you. Never reach, chase, or grab. Over weeks and months, shy cats often come closer. Some will never be touched, and that is fine. They are free cats.

When a cat needs medical care. If a cat is injured, severely ill, or in danger, she deserves a veterinarian. Contact a friendly clinic first and arrange the visit. Use a sturdy carrier or a humane box trap covered with a towel. Set the trap in the feeding spot at mealtime. Stay near. Never leave a trap unattended, never trap in extreme heat or cold, and never keep a trapped cat for long. Move her to the vet the same day.

Treat and return. After treatment, bring her home to her own territory, her friends, and her family. A cat belongs where she knows the corners. Keep her in a quiet carrier in a warm room during recovery if the vet advises, then take her back to the place she knows. The best medicine for a free cat is her own home.

Veterinary partners. Many vets offer lower-cost care for community cats. Ask. A friendly clinic, a local cat group, or a kind neighbor who knows animals can make care possible.

When a cat dies. Colony cats die, and caretakers grieve. Bury her in a quiet spot, say a prayer, and tell the others. A candle on the feeding table is a good way to remember.
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The Colony Records

Good records make good care. Keep a simple binder at the feeding station or in your home.

*   *   *

The colony roster. One line per cat.

	Name	Description	First seen	Health notes	Photo taken
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 


The feeding log. One line per visit.

	Date	Time	Fed by	Cats seen	Food and water	Notes
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 


The vet visit log. Note every treatment.

	Date	Cat	Reason	Treatment	Cost	Return home
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 	 


The shelter log. Note every inspection.

	Date	Shelter number	Condition	Straw changed	Repairs needed
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 
	 	 	 	 	 


The gate book. A simple notebook by the feeding station where anyone writes the date, who they saw, and anything worth noting. A gate book connects the whole circle of caretakers.
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Kittens in the Colony

Kittens born in a colony are the colony's children. A good caretaker guards them without taking them.

*   *   *

Make a nursery. Offer a quiet shelter with straw to a pregnant or nursing mother. Place it away from the busiest cats and out of the wind and rain. Feed her extra, and give her high-calorie wet kitten food.

Give her space. Do not approach the nest. Do not lift kittens or count them every day. A mother who feels watched may move them to a worse spot.

Watch at a distance. If the kittens look healthy and the mother returns often, all is well. Kittens begin to venture out at about four weeks.

Socializing community kittens. When the kittens begin to come out, sit near them quietly while the mother eats. Let them approach. Toss a little food. A kitten who learns early that people are safe becomes a trusted neighbor, whether she stays in the colony or finds a home with a family. Many of the best home cats come from this patient work.

When kittens leave. The best homes are chosen by the kittens and their mother. Some kittens stay near their mother for life. Others go to nearby homes. Let the neighborhood adopt. A kitten who finds a home on her own street, next to her mother, is the best outcome of all.

In danger. If kittens are threatened by weather, dogs, construction, or poison, step in gently. Move the nest a short distance at a time, keep the mother in sight, and bring in a vet if a kitten is ill.
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Weather, Wild Neighbors, and Danger

A colony faces the seasons and the world. A good caretaker prepares for both.

*   *   *

Winter. Cold is the most serious danger. Check shelters after every storm, refresh straw, clear snow from doors, keep water from freezing, and feed more in cold weather. Give wet food slightly warmed, and use insulated bowls.

Summer. Offer shade, cool tile, and fresh water in multiple bowls. Cats sleep through the heat. Avoid heavy feeding in the hottest hours.

Storms and floods. If severe weather threatens, offer an open garage, shed, or porch. Open the door and let the cats come in. When it passes, let them go home.

Predators. Coyotes, owls, and loose dogs are real dangers. Feed in daylight, keep feeding areas open and visible, provide shelters with two doors, and give cats high places to climb. Do not leave food overnight.

Traffic. Place feeding stations and shelters well away from roads. If a road is near, ask neighbors for a slow-down sign.

Poison and cruelty. Check the feeding area for chemicals, bait, and traps. If a cat is hurt on purpose, report it to the authorities and your neighbors. Quiet vigilance protects the colony.

Wild neighbors. Raccoons, opossums, and rats come to uncovered food. Feed in daylight and pick up. Cats that are well fed hunt less, which is good for birds and wildlife.

Keep a plan. Know where the nearest emergency vet is. Share your plan with a neighbor. A colony with two caretakers is twice as safe.
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The Summer Guide for the Colony

Summer has its own hardships. The colony needs shade, water, and clean food.

*   *   *

Heat. Cats cope with warm weather better than many animals, but heat can still harm. Provide shade, shelter, and airflow. Remove straw from shelters in hot weather and prop the lid or door open.

Water. The most important summer task. Offer several bowls of fresh water in shaded places, and refill them morning and evening. Use heavy bowls that do not tip. A shallow dish of cool water in the shade is a prize.

Cool spots. Lay a slab of tile, stone, or a wet towel in the shade. A shaded patch of damp earth, a hollow under a shrub, or a covered porch are favorites.

Food in the heat. Wet food spoils fast in the sun. Feed small amounts in the cool hours of early morning and evening and pick up uneaten food after thirty minutes. Dry food stays safe longer but should be kept dry.

Flies and pests. Clean the feeding area daily. Wash bowls, sweep, and remove scraps. Fly strike on a wound is an emergency.

Fleas and ticks. Summer is parasite season. Check cats you can approach, comb them, and keep the area clean. Ask a friendly vet about parasite plans for the colony.

Storms. Thunderstorms and fireworks frighten cats. Make sure each cat has a place to hide. Leave a garage or shed open for the evening.

Heatstroke. Signs are panting, drooling, bright red gums, weakness, vomiting, and wobbly steps. Move her to shade, wet her paws and coat with tepid water, offer sips of water, and go to a vet. Never use ice-cold water.

Insects and plants. Keep an eye on the colony's gardens. Remove any plants that are toxic and keep chemicals out of reach.
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The Care Fund: Budgets and Gifts

A colony's care costs money, and a care fund keeps it steady. The old Istanbul endowment is the model: a community decides that its animals are worth caring for and sets money aside so the work outlasts the volunteers.

*   *   *

Know your costs. Make a simple monthly budget.

	Item	Monthly cost	Yearly cost	Who pays
	Wet food	 	 	 
	Dry food	 	 	 
	Straw and shelter repairs	 	 	 
	Water bowls and heaters	 	 	 
	Parasite control and medicine	 	 	 
	Veterinary emergencies	 	 	 
	Supplies (carriers, gloves, traps)	 	 	 


Plan for emergencies. One serious illness can cost more than a year of food. Set aside a veterinary reserve and add to it every month.

Ten ways to give.

	The care jar. A labeled jar at the shop counter, the barber's chair, or the church table.
	Neighbors' subscription. Ask each household on the block for a small monthly gift.
	The congregation. Give the colony a collection each month, such as a Cats' Sunday, with the offering gathered for the animals.
	Shop sponsors. Invite local businesses to sponsor a shelter, a month of food, or the vet reserve, with a small plaque at the door.
	Sales. Bake sales, plant sales, craft markets, and seed swaps.
	Food drives. Collect cans and bags of food at the library, market, or school.
	Shelter-building days. Ask a hardware store to donate supplies in exchange for the neighborhood's thanks.
	Memorial gifts. Invite families who have lost a cat to give in her name.
	Matching gifts. Ask one generous neighbor to match what the block raises.
	The long gift. Invite those who plan their estates to leave a small bequest to the colony fund, like the old charitable endowments.


Keep honest books. Write every gift and every expense in a notebook or spreadsheet. Show the book to anyone who gives. Thank every donor, in a note or a word, and tell them what their gift did.

Share the work. Pick a treasurer, a feeding coordinator, a shelter coordinator, and a vet liaison. A team of four avoids burnout and builds a culture.
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Teaching the Next Generation

The best cat care lasts because children learn it. A single afternoon at the feeding station can shape a lifetime.

*   *   *

Four lessons for a classroom, a Sunday school, or a home.

Lesson one: Meet the cat. Show photographs of community cats. Talk about what cats need: food, water, shelter, safety, and friends. Teach the cat's body language, and practice sitting quietly while a calm cat approaches.

Lesson two: Feed and water. Teach feeding times, clean bowls, and fresh water. Let the children fill the bowls and wash them. Explain why we feed on a schedule and clean up.

Lesson three: Build a house. Help children build a simple cat house from a tote and straw. Let them decorate it and name it. Explain why straw, not blankets.

Lesson four: Be a neighbor. Talk about speaking up kindly, sharing the work, and keeping the street clean. Write a short letter to a neighbor or the council.

The cat's rules for children.

	Move slowly and speak softly.
	Let the cat come to you.
	Pet gently with an open hand, from head to back.
	Never chase, grab, or carry a cat who does not want it.
	Wash your hands after touching a cat.
	Tell an adult if a cat looks sick or hurt.


A blessing of the animals. Once a year, gather the congregation or the neighborhood in the garden and bring photographs, collars, or the cats themselves if they like the company. Read a short blessing, fill the bowls together, and share a meal. The cats do not need the ceremony, and the people do.

The living curriculum. Keep a gate book that the children write in. Give them the job of naming new cats, counting the shelters, and reporting what they see. A child with a notebook and a bowl is a caretaker in training.
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Neighbors, Landlords, and the Law

The loudest argument for the colony is a good neighbor. Be one.

*   *   *

Talk first. If someone is upset, listen. Most complaints are about mess, noise, or worry. A clean station, a quiet schedule, and a friendly word solve many of them. Invite a skeptic to watch the cats eat and learn their names.

Be a good steward. Keep feeding areas clean. Feed at regular times. Do not let food sit. Keep shelters tidy and out of sight if you can.

Landlords and property managers. Ask for permission, offer to maintain the area, and explain that the cats keep rodents away. A letter with photos, a care plan, and a list of volunteers helps.

Know your local rules. In some places the law limits or forbids feeding. Learn what your town says. Where the law is kind, use it. Where it is not, organize your neighbors, speak to the council, and work to change it. Turkey's animal protection law places street animals under the community's protection, and good law can do the same here.

Be a voice. Attend a council meeting. Bring a neighbor and a photograph. Tell the story of the cats at the gate. Ask your city to place feeding points and shelters in parks, to protect feeders from fines, and to care for community cats where they live. It takes only a few voices.

A letter to the council. "Our neighborhood is home to cats who have lived here for years. Neighbors feed them, shelter them, and know them by name. We ask the city to welcome community cats, to protect those who feed them, and to place water, food, and shelter in public spaces as other great cities do."

The Istanbul spirit. Be patient, be generous, and remember that a city is judged by how it treats its smallest residents.
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Building the Istanbul Block

One person feeding one cat is kindness. A block of neighbors feeding a colony is a culture.

*   *   *

Step one: find your neighbors. Talk to the people on your street who feed or love cats. Make a list, even a short one.

Step two: make a schedule. Share feeding times and days off, so every cat eats every day and no one is overworked.

Step three: share the tools. Buy food together. Share bowls, shelters, straw, and a few carriers. A shared box in the neighborhood holds everything.

Step four: build the houses. Hold a shelter-building afternoon in autumn. Invite children. A neighborhood that builds together keeps together.

Step five: map the cats. Draw a map of your block with each cat, each shelter, each feeding spot. Update it as the seasons turn.

Step six: keep a gate book. A simple notebook by the feeding station records who ate, who is sick, and who is new. Anyone can write in it.

Step seven: invite the shopkeepers. Ask the bakery, the corner store, and the barber to keep a bowl by the door. In Istanbul, the cat is part of the shop's day. Let her be part of yours.

Step eight: tell the story. Share your block with the paper, the council, and the church. Tell it as good news. People are moved by a neighborhood that cares.

Step nine: widen the circle. Teach another street, another town. What begins on one block spreads.

Step ten: keep going. The work is daily, ordinary, and holy.
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*   *   *
Part X: The Spirit of Care



The Daily Liturgy of Care

Care becomes holy when it becomes daily. The bowl, the water, the brush, the quiet word. These are the small liturgies of a life lived well.

*   *   *

Morning. Greet the cats by name. Fill the bowls and refresh the water. Look at each cat and notice how she is. Say a short blessing as you set down the food.

Midday. Check the shelters and the weather. Play with the cat who needs it. Take ten minutes to sit with a cat who prefers your company.

Evening. Feed again, and tidy the station. Brush the cat who likes it. Close the day by watching the cats settle for the night.

Weekly. Wash the bowls and the beds, check the first aid kit, update the gate book, and call a neighbor to make plans.

Seasonally. In autumn, build and stock the winter houses. In spring, refresh the gardens and clean the shelters. In summer, set out shade. In winter, watch the cold.

The deeper practice. The Taoist teaches to move with what is. The Gospel teaches that whoever is faithful in little is faithful in much. The Pure Land teaches that the light shines in every living being. In one practice, they are one: to feed the hungry creature at the gate is to serve the Light.
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Prayers and Blessings

These prayers are for use at the bowl, the bedside, and the gate. Say them aloud or silently. Make them your own.

*   *   *

A Blessing of the Bowl

Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit, bless this food and this water. Let it nourish the body of every creature who comes to it. Bless the hands that fill it and the day that begins with it. Amen.

A Blessing for a Kitten

Holy Wisdom, you who breathed life into the smallest creature, watch over this kitten. Keep her warm, keep her safe, and let her grow strong and unafraid. Give me patience and tenderness. Let her know she is loved. Amen.

A Blessing for a Sick Cat

Holy Spirit, comforter of every living thing, be near this cat in her pain. Ease her breathing, quiet her fear, and give strength to the hands that care for her. Heal her if it is your will, and grant her peace in either case. Amen.

A Blessing for the Colony

Holy Sophia, keep the cats of this place. Warm them in the winter, cool them in the summer, and feed them at every hour of need. Give them safe places to sleep and kind faces at the gate. Bind our neighborhood together in their care. Amen.

A Blessing for the Dying

Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit, receive this faithful friend. She has trusted us and loved us, and we give her back to you with thanks. Let her pass without fear, into a meadow bright with the Light we cannot yet see. Amen.

A Blessing for the One Who Cares

Holy Spirit, renew the one who tends the cats. Give rest to the tired, courage to the discouraged, and joy in every small act of care. Let our work be a prayer and our days an offering. Amen.

↑ Contents


The Cat Calendar and Seasonal Prayers

The year turns, and the care of cats turns with it. A simple calendar of care and prayer keeps the work holy.

*   *   *

Winter: the season of warmth. Check the shelters, refresh the straw, keep the water open, feed more, and bring the sick cat inside for the night.

A Winter Prayer. Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit, keep every cat warm tonight. Close the wind at the doorways, fill the bowls with food, and spread straw in every house. Let those who sleep in the cold find shelter, and let those who tend them find rest. Amen.

Spring: the season of beginnings. Kittens are born, gardens wake, shelters are cleaned. Check mothers and nests, sow cat grass, divide herbs, and open windows.

A Spring Prayer. Holy Sophia, you who bring green out of the cold earth, bless every new kitten and every mother who nurses. Give them warmth, milk, and quiet. Let the garden rise to welcome them. Amen.

Summer: the season of shade. Water and shade become the work. Fill the bowls often, prop open the doors of the shelters, and keep the food fresh.

A Summer Prayer. Holy Spirit, cool wind of the afternoon, be with every cat in the heat. Give them shade, fresh water, and a gentle hand. Keep them safe from storm and sun, and let us be generous with water. Amen.

Autumn: the season of gathering. Build and stock the winter houses. Harvest herbs, store straw, and prepare the care fund.

An Autumn Prayer. Holy Wisdom, you who give a harvest to every creature, bless the preparing of the houses and the filling of the larders. Teach us to gather in time what the cold will ask. Amen.

Feast days of the heart. Choose days your neighborhood will keep: the first frost, the first kitten of spring, the day of the blessing of the animals. A small meal and a blessing around the feeding table make a feast.

The calendar.

	Month	Work of care
	January	Check shelters weekly, keep water unfrozen, feed more
	February	Plan for kitten season, restock food and straw
	March	Refresh nests, sow cat grass and valerian, begin spring cleaning
	April	Watch for mothers and kittens, check parasite plans
	May	Plant herbs, hold a children's day at the gate
	June	Set out extra water and shade, check for heat
	July	Keep food fresh, clean daily, watch for storms
	August	Harvest and dry herbs, plan the shelter-building day
	September	Build and place winter houses, stock straw
	October	Hold the blessing of the animals, review the care fund
	November	Test heated bowls, add shelters, set up the winter schedule
	December	Thank every helper, light a candle at the feeding table
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A Service for the Blessing of the Animals

Once a year, gather your neighbors, congregation, or home church for a simple service at the gate or in the garden. The cats will come and go as they please, and the blessing is no less real for it.

*   *   *

Preparation. Set a table with bowls, water, a candle, a few herbs from the garden, and photographs of cats who have passed. Place chairs in a circle. Have a leader, a reader, and someone to ring a small bell.

The Gathering. Ring the bell three times. The leader says: We gather at the gate where the creatures come. Let all who are weary and hungry find welcome here.

The Reading. The reader may share a passage of the community's choosing about mercy to the creatures, such as the Gospel word that not one sparrow is forgotten, or a verse from the Tao that praises the one who gives to all without contending.

The Remembrance. Call the names of cats who have died, and light a candle for each. Let the people add names.

The Offering. Each person fills a bowl with food or water and sets it on the table. The bowls are carried to the feeding stations after the service.

The Blessing. The leader prays: Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, Holy Spirit, bless every creature who comes to this gate. Feed the hungry, warm the cold, heal the sick, and comfort the dying. Bless the hands that tend them and the hearts that love them. Make us a people of the open door. Amen.

The Sending. Ring the bell. Share a simple meal. Go out and fill the bowls.
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Sitting with the Cat: A Contemplative Practice

The cat is a teacher of stillness. A few minutes beside her can do what hours of effort cannot.

*   *   *

Begin. Sit near the cat, in a chair or on the floor. Let your shoulders drop. Breathe slowly through the nose.

Watch. Notice how she sits: the weight settled in her haunches, the tail wrapped, the eyes half open. She is awake without effort. Let your body learn it.

Listen. Hear the small sounds: a purr, the breath, the rustle of fur. Let them fill the room.

Slow blink. Close your eyes slowly and open them. If she answers, you have spoken.

Rest. Let your mind rest as hers does, alert without gripping. When thoughts arise, notice them and let them go, as she lets a passing bird go.

Give thanks. Silently, offer thanks for the cat and for the life you share. Place a hand on her back if she allows.

Close. After ten or fifteen minutes, bow your head. Rise slowly.

The fruit. A person who sits regularly with a cat gains a patience that spreads to everything else. The cat asks nothing and teaches everything.
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One Light in Three Streams: Animals in the Teaching

The Abbey holds three streams as one river, and the river carries the same word about the creatures.

*   *   *

The Way. The Tao Te Ching teaches that the sage cares for all things without making a claim over them, and that the highest good is like water, which benefits all and does not compete. The cat who lives by instinct, taking the sun and the shadow as they come, is a living picture of that Way. To feed her without demanding anything in return is to practice the virtue of water.

The Gospel. The Gospel speaks of the sparrows, sold for a pittance and yet not one forgotten by the Father. It tells of the Creator who feeds the birds of the air and clothes the lilies of the field. The Gospel holds that the whole creation waits in hope, and that the love which made us made them. A bowl set down at a gate is a small act of that love.

The Light. The Pure Land teaching tells of boundless light and life, shining on all beings without exception. In the paradise described, birds sing the Dharma and the whole world proclaims the teaching. The creature at the gate is held in that Light, and the hand that feeds her is held in it too.

One practice. In the three streams, the practice is the same: give without counting, see the Light in the least creature, and do the small work every day. The Abbey calls this the way of the open door.

Holy Wisdom. The Abbey names the creative Wisdom that made every creature as Holy Wisdom, Holy Sophia, and the Holy Spirit. She is the breath over the waters, the maker of the lily and the cat. To care for her creatures is to keep company with her.

What we ask of a person. Be kind to the cat at the gate. Give her food, water, and warmth. Let her be free. Teach your children to do the same. The rest of the teaching grows from this.
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*   *   *
Appendices



Appendix A: Quick Reference

Keep these pages near the refrigerator.

*   *   *

	Vital sign	Normal cat
	Temperature	100.5 to 102.5 F (38.1 to 39.2 C)
	Heart rate	140 to 220 per minute
	Breathing at rest	20 to 30 per minute
	Gum color	Pink, returns to pink in 2 seconds
	Daily water	about 1 oz per lb, including food moisture
	Adult calories	about 20 per lb per day (starting point)


Go to a vet immediately for: a male cat straining to urinate, open-mouth breathing, pale or blue gums, collapse or seizure, suspected poison, trauma, uncontrolled bleeding, string hanging from the mouth or rear, no eating or drinking for a day, a cold or limp kitten.

Never give a cat: acetaminophen, ibuprofen, naproxen, aspirin, or any human medicine; dog flea products; onions, garlic, chives, leeks; chocolate; coffee; alcohol; grapes or raisins; xylitol; raw dough; essential oils.

Never keep: lilies in a home or garden where cats live.

Poison help: keep the number of your regional animal poison control line written here: _______________

My vet: _______________ Emergency clinic: _______________
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Appendix B: Checklists

Daily.

	Fresh food at set times
	Fresh water
	Scoop the litter
	Look at each cat
	Play for ten to fifteen minutes
	A moment of quiet company


Weekly.

	Brush
	Wash bowls and bedding
	Run hands over her body
	Check shelters
	Weigh kittens


Monthly.

	Weigh adult cats
	Check teeth, ears, nails
	Refresh flea and parasite prevention as directed by your vet
	Review the supplies and first aid kit


Yearly.

	Vet visit and vaccines as advised
	Dental check
	Microchip and ID check
	Blood work for older cats
	Replace worn shelters and straw


Colony caretaker extras.

	Fresh straw in every shelter each autumn and after wet weather
	Check water is not frozen
	Update the gate book and the cat map
	Thank every neighbor who helps
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Appendix C: Finding a Cat-Friendly Vet

Look for a clinic that treats the cat as a cat.

*   *   *

	A quiet waiting area, ideally with a separate space for cats
	Staff who talk to the cat and let her settle before touching her
	A vet who listens to your observations
	Willingness to work with community cat caretakers
	Clear pricing, with payment plans or reduced-cost options where possible
	An emergency plan or a partner clinic for after-hours care
	A vet who explains choices and lets you decide


Ask neighbors and cat people for recommendations. A good vet is a partner for the life of your cat.
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Appendix D: Glossary

Abscess. A painful, infected pocket, often from a bite.

Baffle. A short entry tunnel that blocks wind from a shelter door.

Body condition. A way of judging a cat's weight by sight and touch.

Catio. A covered outdoor room for cats.

Colony. A group of community cats who live and eat together.

Community cat. A free-living cat who belongs to the neighborhood and not to a single owner.

Core vaccines. The vaccines advised for nearly all cats.

Gate book. A notebook kept at the feeding station.

Infusion. An herb steeped in hot water, as in a tea.

Kedi. Turkish for cat.

Kedi evi. Turkish for cat house.

Mama. Turkish for food set out for street animals.

Mancacı. An old Turkish word for those who carried food to street animals.

Obligate carnivore. An animal that must eat animal tissue to live well.

Queen. A mother cat.

Quick. The pink living part inside a claw.

Straw. The dry hollow stalk of cereal grain, ideal for shelter bedding.

Taurine. An amino acid that cats must get from meat.

Vakıf. A charitable endowment in the Ottoman and Turkish tradition.
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Appendix E: Turkish Words and Phrases of Cat Care

These words are a small greeting to the city that taught the world to love its cats.

*   *   *

	Turkish	Meaning
	Kedi	Cat
	Sokak kedisi	Street cat, neighborhood cat
	Kedi evi	Cat house
	Mama	Food for street animals
	Su	Water
	Pisi pisi	The soft call that draws a cat
	Mancacı	One who carries food to street animals
	Vakıf	Charitable endowment
	Komşu	Neighbor
	Merhamet	Mercy, compassion
	Sevgi	Love


A neighborly sentence. Kedilerimiz bu sokağın misafiri. The cats are guests of this street.
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Appendix F: Emergency Numbers and Resources

Write your own numbers on the lines below, and tape this page inside a cupboard door.

*   *   *

Animal poison control (United States). The ASPCA Animal Poison Control Center and the Pet Poison Helpline both operate around the clock and charge a consultation fee. Confirm the current numbers on their websites and write them here: _______________

My veterinarian: _______________

Nearest emergency clinic: _______________

Friendly vet for community cats: _______________

Colony helper one: _______________

Colony helper two: _______________

Local animal control or humane society (for cruelty or injury reports): _______________

Your regional laws on feeding community cats: _______________

Learn more. Talk to your veterinarian about any concern in this book. Look for a certified veterinary acupuncturist or a veterinary herbalist if you wish to explore those arts with a professional. Seek out the experienced kitten caretakers, colony caretakers, and community-cat networks in your region, and learn from their local knowledge.
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About the Publisher

This book is published by White Lotus Society Publications and Golden Flower Abbey, a contemplative community working across herbalism, Taoist practice, Christian mysticism, and Pure Land devotion. The Abbey's page The Cats at the Gate is the companion to this volume.

Visit the Abbey at goldenflower.ch.

For every cat at every gate: you are seen, you are fed, and you are loved.
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