Slight Evidences of The Origins of The Abyssinian Cat
By Larry Llott

I have always been intrigued by the possible origins of the Abyssinian breed and when soon after reading the reprint of Dr Damsteeg’s artical “An Abyssinian over one hundred years old” in the sprint 1980 issue of the A.C.A journal I was invited to view a stuffed specimen labelled “Abyssinian Cat” in the possession of Dulwich College, my interest was aroused immediately.  The specimen in question is one of a small collection housed in the Science Block at Dulwich College, the Seminary in Ware.  There are in the collection several animals, which was the object of my visit.  Unfortunately, the original label for the cat has been lost recently, but a member of the school staff describes the handwriting and label as exactly similar to that on the mount for the jackal which appears to have been written c. 1890 -1900.

The cat is in rather poor condition, having been handled by generations of schoolboys.  It is strikingly like a pale colour Sorrel Abyssinian in its coat colour, with strongly contrasted ticking and a darker spine line extending down the tail.  Its tail is damaged so that it is impossible now to say what colour the top might have been.  The pads are pink but the nose leather is dark. From this point on its appearance diverges from that of any domestic cat. The head is small with large ears set well to the sides of the head.  The ears having very hairy interiors and being dark chocolate in colour with ticking absent.  The body is a little longer than that of a domestic cat but quite slim and although part of the tail is missing it was originally quite long and thin, not at all bushy.  It stands a little taller to the shoulder than most domestic cats but the hind legs are noticeably longer.  The specimen appears to have been an adult female. 
Identification proved relatively easy thanks to the Librarian at the Horniman Museun who found a nineteenth century engraving of “Felis Maniculsta” which looked very similar to the Dulwich specimen.  It took a little time, however, to trace the subsequent taxonomic changes which give us the possible synonym Felis maniculate = F. ocreata = F. Lybica  = f. sylvestris lybica.  English language synonyms used by various writers appear to include African wild cat, desert cat and Raffir or Caffre cat. F. lybica appears to be the most generally accepted name for the specimen at present.

The library of the Zoological Society of London was kind enough to supply me with a copy of an engraving of a female F. maniculata from Ruppell’s “Atlas zu der reise im Nordlichen Afrika”. 1826 . This shows rather more barring than the Dulwich specimen but otherwise looks remarkably similar down to the odd head shape which I had initially ascribed to the taxidermist rather than nature.  As F. lybica includes twelve Mediterranean races including four inland races on Corsica, Crete, Sardinia and Majorca, it must be accepted that its appearance is rather variable.  Also, there are several species of cat including the jaguarondi (F. yagouarundi) in which naturally occurring black and chocolate forms have been recorded and the coat of F. aurate has been know to alternate grey and red phases in a single individual following a moult, this in a specimen kept at London Zoo. 

A search for further early descritions resulted in my discovering another good descrition of F. Maniculata in W.T. Blanford’s “Observations of the Geology and Zoology of Abyssinia…” 1870.  His description begins “I obtained a single specimen of this cat at Zoulla.”  William Blanford collected his specimens in 1867 and 1868 when he accompanied the British expeditionary force to Abyssinian and it is perhaps no coincidence that the well know cat Zula was so named and was said to have been brought to London on the return of the same expedition. 
It is generally accepted that F. lybica is on of the ancestors of F. domesticus and it is apparent that its wide range and numerous geographical races make it hard to describe a typical specimen, some showing more or less barring and so on.  Its size and general conformation, however, render its confusion with F. domesticus most unlikely.   It is quite possible as Dr. Damsteeg surmises that Zula was a wild cat either F. Lybica or a hybrid between F. lybica and F. domesticus.  The Dulwich and Leiden cats are specimens of different forms of F. lybica which leave us with only Harrison weir’s statement regarding the home-bred Abyssinian type cat shot by his friend on a sussex farm some time prior to 1889 to give near contemporary evidence for the origin of the Abyssinian breed as we know it. 
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“Abyssinian Cat” in the possession of Dulwich College

Date of origin probably  1890 -1900

