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Cats are the most enigmatic and alluring of 

domestic animals. Beguiling beauty, fierce 

independence, aloof intelligence, and self-sufficiency 

characterize their long and exotic history. The Elegance 

of the Cat is a celebration of this most captivating 

animal and a moving account of the feline’s journey 

from the wild to a comfortable domestic existence. In 

this beautifully illustrated book, established author and 

animal specialist Tamsin Pickeral traces the colorful 

and tumultuous history of the cat, from its glory days 

in Egypt to its transport on creaking ships to America, 

and explores the diverse role of the cat in each culture, 

culminating in the “modern” history of cats, the 

origins of cat shows, and the selective breeding of 

purebred, pedigree animals. 

Open this richly illustrated book and you will 

discover the stories behind more than fifty breeds of 

cat, from the lithe-bodied Abyssinian originating from 

Ancient Egypt to the intelligent Russian Blue with a 

unique silver-blue coat, and from the graceful, long-

haired Balinese to the lop-eared Scottish Fold. The 

evocative and informative text is accompanied by 

stunning photographs of every featured breed by 

award-winning photographer Astrid Harrisson. Her 

breathtaking images capture the many facets of what 

makes a cat a cat—its beauty, spirit, intelligence, and 

wit. The Elegance of the Cat is an essential volume for 

everyone who loves cats.
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ANCIENT TO MIDDLE AGES

there is no mistaking this uniquely marked and 
captivating breed that balances its regal elegance with a 
tremendous, playful nature. The Sokoke is lean and lithe in 
appearance, firm to the touch, with long, slender legs, and 
a moderately long, narrow tail. It has a characteristic tiptoe 
gait seen in the back legs that becomes more pronounced 
when it is excited, and its boldly patterned coat is highly 
distinctive. Sokokes make excellent pets; they relish human 
company and are not suited to environments where they 
are left on their own for long periods. They form loyal 
bonds to their family and are extremely affectionate, but 
not overly demanding. They are also prone to bouts of 
extreme playfulness.

This is an unusual and still rare breed. One of the few 
natural breeds, the Sokoke developed in the greater 
Arabuko-Sokoke Forest Preserve area in the coastal zone of 
Kenya, Africa. The cats lived a largely feral existence on the 
perimeters of the Giriama communities; the Giriama 
referred to the Sokoke as Khadzonzo, meaning “come 
pretty one.” It is unclear if the cats were specifically 
domesticated by the Giriama or if they simply lived a fairly 
self-sufficient lifestyle. What is clear is that as a breed it is 
inherently amenable and forms close bonds with humans. 

Despite the lack of physical evidence surrounding their 
origins, recent scientific research into cat genomics by S. J. 
O’Brien, C. A. Driscoll, J. Clutton-Brock, and others has 

shown that the Sokoke shares a genetic affinity with the 
cats of Lamu Island, off the coast of Kenya, and the street 
cats of coastal Kenya. All three have been grouped into a 
separate branch of the Asian Cat Breed Group, and share 
some genetic similarity to the Arabian wildcat. 

The documented history of the breed begins in 1978 
when a British woman, Jeni Slater, discovered some wild 
kittens living on her coconut plantation in Kenya. She was 
taken by their beautiful appearance and caught two, which 
she tamed and later bred together. She showed her Sokoke 
cats to her Danish friend Gloria Moeldrup, who imported 
two of them to Denmark in 1984. Three more followed in 
1991, and in 1992 one was imported to Italy. These cats 
together were the foundation for the “Old Line” of Sokokes, 
and were recognized by the Fédération Internationale 
Féline (FIFe) in January 1994 as a championship breed. 
These Old Line cats had particularly taut, muscular bodies, 
almost rigid when standing or crouching, and had thin, 
whiplike, stiff tails. These traits have been somewhat 
softened in the New Line. Old Line cats also carried the 
pointed gene, resulting in the occasional pointed tabby. 

Just under a decade after the Sokoke became known in 
Europe, Jeni Slater’s neighbor in Kenya, Jeannie Knocker, 
also British, began to research the Sokoke breed. She found 
eight Sokoke cats and began to breed them; they bred true 
to type, indicating that they were purebred Sokokes. Her 
son contacted breeders in Europe with the news that his 
family had a number of the breed; breeders were desperate 
for new purebred cats to increase the gene pool. Several 
were imported to Denmark, Sweden, and Norway and were 
registered with FIFe in 2003. These cats from the Knockers 
and their progeny became known as the “New Line.” Seven 
were imported to the United States and were accepted by 
The International Cat Association (TICA) in 2004 as a 
registration only breed, upgraded in 2008 to preliminary 
new breed, eligible for showing. Although rare, the breed is 
increasing in popularity in Europe and the United States. 

appearance

Elegant and strikingly marked. 
Lean but muscular and leggy 

appearance. Head is a modified 
wedge shape and small in relation 

to body. Ears are medium large 
and upright, and eyes are 

moderately large, slightly almond-
shaped, and amber to light green 

in color. Back is level and body 
lithe. Tail is medium long and 
tapers to a point with a hard, 

muscular feel.

size

Medium
coat

Single layer, very short and close 
lying, feels hard to the touch.  
Any shade of brown in a classic 
tabby pattern; ticking is found  
in the ground color and the 
pattern itself.
personality

Highly intelligent, playful,  
very affectionate, and loyal to  
its family.

ANCIENT – AFRICA – RARE

SOKOKE
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the siamese is one of the most popular cat breeds 
in the world and certainly one of the most instantly 
identifiable. These cats have tremendous personalities, 
positively brimming with charisma, and are guaranteed to 
enliven any home. They are therefore only suitable for 
homes that wish to be actively involved with their cat, on 
their cat’s terms, for extended periods of time. The Siamese 
is not only a highly intelligent individual but also likes to 
communicate with those around it—loudly and often at 
length. These are truly delightful cats and wonderful pets. 
They are devoted to their owners and do not do well for 
lengthy periods on their own. The Siamese will engage in 
all kinds of play, including fetch, and will demand 
undivided attention. They are frequently amusing and 
seem to have a sense of humor. When the playing is over, 
however, they like nothing better than the warmest, most 
comfortable spot in the house to take a nap, and invariably 
this will be on a lap.

There is a striking regal quality to the Siamese cat, so it 
is perhaps unsurprising that their early history is linked to 
the royal households of Siam, now called Thailand, from 
where the breed takes its name. It is not known where 
these elegant cats originated, though some speculate that 
they first came from Egypt. In Siam, they were associated 
with the wealthiest or ruling classes, and with the sacred 

temples; they have often been referred to as the “royal cats 
of Siam.” The cats were the subject of many superstitions 
and legends, not least that they housed the souls of the 
deceased members of royalty as they journeyed to their 
next world. When a member of the royal household had 
died, a special Siamese was chosen to house the spirit and 
was then sent to one of the temples where it lived out its 
days among the monks. Here the cats were fed only the 
finest food and were greatly revered on account of their 
supernatural powers. They are also believed to have acted 
as guardians to the temples, alerting the monks with their 
noisy mewling when strangers approached. 

One legend about the Siamese cat tells how a sacred cat 
had been charged with guarding a special vase in a temple. 
The cat curled its long tail around the vase and stared at it 
so hard that its eyes became crossed—crossed eyes were 
seen relatively frequently in early Siamese cats, although 
successful steps have been taken to breed it out now. 
Another trait often seen in the cats was a kinked tail—
again this is now considered undesirable. One story that 
explains the kinks in the tail tells how a Siamese was 
appointed to look after the royal princesses’ rings. The cats 
kept the rings safely on their tails, leading to the kinks. The 
earliest written reference to the Siamese appeared in the 
Cat Book Poems, now in the Bangkok Library. This ancient 
book also contains the earliest-known illustration of a 
Siamese cat, dating from the Ayudhya period (1350–1767). 

It was not until the nineteenth century that the breed 
began to gain any kind of exposure beyond its homeland. 
Two Siamese cats are listed as being among the exhibits at 
the very first official cat show, held in London in 1871. The 
show attracted great attention from the national press, and 
the two Siamese cats, being unfamiliar to the British 
public, were described both positively and negatively. The 
Daily Telegraph wrote that the cats were “unprepossessing 
and their colors completed the resemblance of the little 
brutes to a pair of pug puppies.” Another journalist, 

appearance

Elegant and svelte. Characterized 
by long, graceful lines. Slender-
framed with long, slim legs and 

firm muscles through body. 
Wedge-shaped, long, tapering 

head; nose is straight, skull flat. 
Large ears, wide at base, pointed 

at tip, continue line of the 
wedge-shaped face. Almond-

shaped eyes, blue in color, slant 
toward nose. Long, tapering tail.

size

Medium  

coat

Short, close lying, and glossy. 
Different colors accepted by 
different organizations; CFA 
recognizes Himalayan pattern in 
seal, blue, chocolate, and lilac 
point; GCCF recognizes these and 
others such as tabby point and  
red point.
personality

Enormous. Highly intelligent, 
playful, very interactive, 
demanding, vociferous,  
very affectionate.

ANCIENT – THAILAND – COMMON

SIAMESE

ANCIENT TO MIDDLE AGESANCIENT TO MIDDLE AGES



25 26123
123

however, raved that they were “singular and elegant in their 
smooth skins.” Beyond these remarks, little is known about 
these two Siamese. 

Some of the earliest properly documented Siamese to 
arrive in the United Kingdown were given in 1884 to Sir 
Edward Blencowe Gould, the Consul-General in Bangkok, 
by the Thai royal family. Gould gave the two cats, Pho and 
Mia, to his sister Lilian Veley. Veley exhibited Pho, Mia, and 
three of their kittens at the cat show at Crystal Palace, 
London, in 1885. The first British standard was written in 
1892, and in 1901 Veley and another Siamese breeder, Miss 
Forestier Walker and her sister Mrs. Vyvyan, founded the 
Siamese Cat Club—one of the first cat registries in the 
United Kingdom and an early member of the Governing 
Council of the Cat Fancy (GCCF). 

One of the first Siamese to arrive in the United States 
was a small female called Siam, who was gifted to the wife 
of American President Rutherford B. Hayes by the U.S. 
Consul in Bangkok, David Stickles, in 1879. Siam rapidly 
made herself at home in the White House and became a 
firm favorite with the first family and all the staff. She was 
also the first of a number of Siamese cats to live alongside 
American presidents; Jimmy Carter and Gerald Ford also 
had Siamese Cats in the White House. The first registered 
Siamese in the United States, however, belonged to Mrs. 
Robert Locke, who founded the Beresford Cat Club in 1899. 

From this time on, and particularly during the 1940s and 
1950s, the breed escalated rapidly in popularity. The 
Siamese has also been at the foundation of a number of 
modern cat breeds, including the Himalayan, Burmese, 
Tonkinese, Snowshoe, Ocicat, Balinese, Javanese, Oriental, 
and Colorpoint Shorthair and Longhair. During the 1960s 
there was a gradual change in breeding policies that has 
become extremely controversial among breeders. At that 
time there was a considered trend towards breeding the 
Siamese towards the extremely slender and angular form 
that is recognized today, and away from the slightly heavier 
build of cat with a more rounded head shape. This has split 
the Siamese world in two, with the slender frame often 
described as the Extreme Siamese, or in show circles as 
Modern or Wedge-shaped. The more robust cat is referred 
to as the Traditional, Old Style, or Applehead; some lobbied 
for the Old Style to be given its own breed status and in this 
book it appears under the entry for the Thai Cat.

ANCIENT TO MIDDLE AGESANCIENT TO MIDDLE AGES
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the toyger is a designer cat, very specifically created 
through extremely considered breeding. This lovely cat has 
the appearance of a tiny tiger in its distinctive coat 
markings, which are unique to the breed. Also reminiscent 
of the tiger is the glittering sheen of its coat, and its slightly 
rolling gait, with the tail carried low. The Toyger, however, 
has a charming temperament and is a wonderful addition 
to any cat-loving home. It is easygoing and gregarious, 
accepting other cats and dogs in the household, and 
enjoying a riotous game. Lively and playful, the Toyger is 
also relatively easy to train (for a cat) and can be coaxed 
into walking on a leash or engaging in games of fetch.

The breed owes its development to Judy Sugden (EEYAA 
Cattery), the daughter of noted U.S. cat breeder Jean 
Sugden Mill, who was the driving force behind establishing 
the Bengal cat. During the 1980s when the Bengal breeding 
program was in full swing, Judy was also actively trying to 
improve the clarity of mackerel markings in the domestic 
tabby. At this time there was a great interest in purchasing 
exotic (basically wild) cats for the domestic environment, 
driven primarily by their beautiful coats and markings. 
While some people provided proper care and housing for 

these cats, many were not able to cope with their needs and 
temperament. In addition there was an alarming decrease 
in some populations of exotics in the wild, through illegal 
hunting for pelts and partly due to the pet trade. Breeders 
like Judy Sugden and her mother were attempting to create 
a totally domestic cat with the appearance of an exotic cat, 
to fill a market need and protect wild populations.

Two cats of great significance early in the Toyger 
development were a striped domestic shorthair called 
Scrapmetal, who had uniform tabby stripes and a dorsal 
stripe, and a large Bengal called Millwood Rumpled 
Spotskin. Judy, supported by other breeders such as 
Anthony Hutcherson of JungleTrax Cattery and Alice 
McKee of Windridge Cattery, spent years trying to establish 
the correct body type and unique markings now seen in the 
Toyger. In 1993 Judy imported Jammu Blu, a street cat from 
Kashmir, in the north of the Indian subcontinent, who had 
beautiful (and unusual) spots between his ears. She used 
him in her breeding program. Even now there is very 
careful ongoing breeding to fix the tiger characteristics in 
this domestic breed, which contains no wild blood at all. In 
1993 The International Cat Association (TICA) accepted 
the breed, then known as the Californian Toyger. It was not 
until 2007 that TICA awarded them championship status. 

Toygers first arrived in the United Kingdom in 2004 
when British breeder Gaynor Jean-Louis of Queenanne Cats 
imported a male and female directly from Judy Sugden. 
Gaynor was the first person outside the United States to 
breed Toygers. Her two imported cats were a male, Eeyaa 
Thunder, and female, Eeyaa Aglow. Aglow was already 
pregnant when she was shipped to Gaynor, and shortly after 
her arrival produced four stunning kittens. One of the 
males from this litter, Queenanne Tobias, was shipped to 
Dee Zimmer in Australia; Dee became the first breeder of 
Toygers in Australia under the name Xquizit Toygers. 
There are now several breeders worldwide, although breed 
numbers of these amazing cats are still relatively low. 

appearance

Like a small toy tiger with 
beautiful, glistening, glittered 

coat. Long and muscular body, 
deep chest, strongly built without 

being cobby. Long, muscular neck, 
medium length legs of equal 

height in front and hind; paws 
appear large with long toes. 

Rolling gait. Tail is very long with 
blunt tip, set and carried low.  
Longer face with an inverted 
heart-shaped muzzle, puffy 

whisker pads. Small ears with 
rounded tip and thick fur 

covering. Eyes are small to 
medium, hooding to eyelids, and 

rounded with rich deep color.

size

Medium
coat

Short, thick, luxurious, and soft 
coat with some “glittering.” Brown 
mackerel tabby in color with dark 
markings on brilliant orange 
background or silver with light 
basecoat with black markings. 
Unique coat pattern of broken or 
branched vertical stripes in 
random pattern. Facial markings 
should have circular pattern to 
cheeks and chevron markings  
on forehead.
personality

Easygoing, affectionate, playful, 
intelligent, sociable, very trainable.

MODERN – UNITED STATES – RARE 

TOYGER

1970 TO PRESENT

28
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Tamsin Pickeral is an art historian and animal expert. 

The daughter of a veterinary surgeon, she grew up 

in the English countryside surrounded by an eclectic mix 

of animals, from cats, dogs, and ferrets to horses and 

rescued squirrels. Her studies have focused on the 

evolution of animals and their relationship with humans 

over time. Tamsin has lived in Europe and North America, 

where she worked as a veterinary nurse for many years. 

She is a widely published international author who has 

written a number of books on animal themes, including 

The Majesty of the Horse and The Dog: 5,000 Years of the 

Dog in Art, which was voted into the top fifty art books  

of the year 2009 by the Guardian newspaper. 

Astrid Harrisson has more than ten years of industry 

experience in graphic design, photography, creative 

direction, and marketing. She began photographing 

animals in early 2008, working on a ranch high in the hills 

in northwest Argentina, where a lifelong adoration of all 

things animal fused dramatically with her creative side. 

Daily adventures, camera in hand, provided the 

opportunity for Astrid to capture the essence of ranch life 

from new perspectives and inspired a book on the history 

of the estancia. Astrid has subsequently traveled to the 

United States with her camera, as well as photographing 

animals in the foothills of the Andes, Cuba, Switzerland, 

Mozambique, Iceland, and Menorca.

Tamsin and Astrid have also collaborated on the acclaimed 

The Majesty of the Horse and The Spirit of the Dog, both 

published by Barron’s.
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An inspiring new study of the cat that balances dynamic, 

informative text with striking, artistic photographs of 

more than fifty recognized cat breeds. 

a comprehensive reference book and a unique visual 

experience exhaustively researched and written by leading 

animal author Tamsin Pickeral.

Showcasing the sensitive and exquisite images of cats by 

animal photographer Astrid Harrisson.


