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A History of the Siamese Cat
© by Diana Arnold, International All-Breeds Judge Feline Control Council (Victoria)  Inc
History and Mystery
It is believed that the Siamese cat originated in Southeast Asia, and in particular Thailand, but because the kingdom of Siam was for the most part shrouded in mystery, being closed to westerners prior to the 19th century, there is little recorded history. Although there have been many theories about the origin of the Royal Sacred Siamese, it is now quite certain that it was a well loved variety in the ancient city of Ayudhya.  
Ayudhya was the capital of Siam for 417 years (three dynasties and 33 kings) and was a beautiful, opulent city of more than a million people. This rich city of palaces, temples, and libraries was razed to the ground by the Burmese on April 7, 1767, and nearly all books and records were burned. However, a few treasures were brought south to safety, among them books about the many types of animals present in Siam for centuries. Several of these manuscripts, believed to be 500 years old (written between 1350 and 1767) are located at the National Library in Bangkok. One of these is called Tamra Maew (The Cat Book Poems). It contains sketches, verses, incantations and illustrations of cats of various colours and patterns, including cats similar to the Siamese, Korat, Burmese, Havana Brown, and Tonkinese cats of today, many of which were revered as auspicious or ‘lucky’ cats. 
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Drawings from the Tamra Maew (The Cat Book Poems)
Among the cats represented in these manuscripts is the Wichien-maas, or what we call the Siamese cat today. It depicts pale coated seal point Siamese, describing them as having ‘black’ tails, feet and ears, with ‘white’ body hair and blue eyes which reflect a reddish glow at night. This striking, contrasting colour pattern on an elegant frame, dramatised by deep blue eyes, has captured the imagination of cat lovers the world over. 

We should bear in mind that the Thai people consider all their breeds of cats as Siamese cats or Thai cats, so the name Wichien-maas distinguishes the pointed cat we know today from the other breeds present in Thailand. The name means "jewel" or "moon-diamond" in Thai (วิเชียรมาศ).
A cat with Siamese markings appeared on an old engraving discovered by German explorer and zoologist, Peter Simon Pallas on his journey into Southern Russia between 1793 and 1794. In spite of this, there is no clear record of Siamese cats being bred until the late 1800s. It was largely its ‘discovery’ by the English well over a hundred years ago that provided the impetus for the development of the breed we know today. 
From Thailand to England
According to most sources, in 1884 Mr Edward Blencowe Gould, the departing British Acting Vice-Consul at Bangkok, obtained a breeding pair of Siamese cats called Pho and Mia. (It is said that King Chulalongkorn gave them to him, although this story does attract some scepticism.) Since these cats came from those bred in the palace by the royal family this was considered a great honour. Indeed, many legends exist even today (including the story explaining the kink in the tail of the early imports) indicating an intimate relationship between the royal family members and their cats*. They were originally known as Royal Points

We do know these two cats, Pho and Mia, male and female, are 1a and 2a in the British Siamese Cat Register, although they have no pedigree, and their particulars are “unknown, imported from Bangkok”. Mr Gould gave these cats to his sister, Mrs Lillian (Gould) Veley, who became co-founder of the Siamese Cat Club in 1901. They were exhibited at the 17th Crystal Palace in October 1884. When their progeny, 'Duen Ngai', and 'Kalohom' and 'Khromata', were shown at the Crystal Palace Show in 1885, they created a sensation and outshone all competitors, but unfortunately died after the show. Photographs of these cats are pictured in publications of the day and show them to be solid, compact seal points—also known colloquially as ‘apple heads’, though their heads were not truly round. 
These cats were so extraordinary that they captured immediate attention. A well-known quote from that time describes them as “an unnatural nightmare of a cat”! Whatever the initial impression or reaction, their unique markings, intelligence, royal background, and rarity made them a favoured acquisition of the British aristocracy. Their popularity zoomed rapidly, as people sought to own one of these beautiful ‘oriental’ cats.
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                               Duen Ngai, Kalohom and Khromata
Tiam O’Shian IV
Between 1884 and the end of the century, a number of Siamese cats were imported into England and are recorded in the British Siamese Cat Register. In 1886 Mrs Vyvyan imported two cats and two kittens from Siam, and Lady Dorothy Nevill was reported by Harrison Weir to have cats imported from Siam, presented by Sir R Herbert of the Colonial Office. Lady Marcus Beresford imported Siamese, among them was The King of Siam, Tachin and Cambodia. Miss Forestier Walker, one of the founder members of the original Siamese Cat Club in England, owned Tiam O'Shian, an ancestor of Tiam O'Shian IV, who was a prize winner at the London Crystal Palace Shows of 1900 and 1901. Today’s Siamese are descendents of the original 11 cats imported into the UK.
Siamese in the USA

The first Siamese cat in America almost certainly arrived during the presidency of Rutherford B Hayes (1877-1881) as a gift from the American consul in Bangkok to the President's wife, Mrs. Lucy Webb Hayes. Mrs. Hayes was notified that a Siamese cat consigned to her had arrived from Hong Kong on January 3, 1879. It was transported to San Francisco on the steam-powered SS Belgic, with charges prepaid by the consul in Bangkok. The cat had been placed in the charge of the ship's purser until San Francisco and thence was sent by express to Washington. (It must have been a robust little cat to survive such a trip!) After the cat's safe arrival at the White House, she was named Siam, and soon became a much-admired favourite.  

Mrs Robert Locke founded the Beresford Cat Club in 1899 and was its first president. Mrs. Locke owned the first registered Siamese cats in America, Lockhaven Siam and Sally. Calif and Bangkok were bred from Siam and Sally Ward. It was said that Calif 
and Siam “carried all before them" at the Chicago show in 1902. The Siamese Cat Society of America was founded in April 1909, and the first standard for the Siamese Cat was approved.

Mrs Locke with her Siamese

Siamese in Australia

All pre-war imports of Siamese cats came from the UK, and the only colour then was seal point. The first Siamese breeding pair was imported by Mrs E Lonsdale in 1925.
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Ch Woodroffe Adam, a proven stud, and a female, Wing of Woodroffe, were the foundation of the Lonsdale’s Undoona cattery in 1926. I have many pages on the history of Siamese in Australia, which will form the subject of another article at a later date. 
Early Siamese Type
The original Siamese were notable for their crossed eyes and kinked tails. Indeed, the famous English novelist, Sir Compton MacKenzie, president of the UK Siamese Cat Club, refused to have one without these features, which are now considered faults according to the Standard of Points, and have generally been eliminated from the breed.
Although the earliest British Siamese breeders had only a few imports on which to base their opinions, it is curious to note that many believed that there were two body builds or ‘types’ of Siamese. For example, Mrs Carew Cox, a cat show judge and pioneer of the Siamese fancy, said: “There appear to be two distinct types—the compactly built, short in body, short on legs, and round in head; and the long-bodied, long-faced, lithe, sinuous, and peculiarly foreign-looking variety.” 

Mrs. Robinson, an early Siamese breeder and cat judge, is quoted as saying: “Of the Royals there seem to be two types in England: the one—rather a small, longheaded cat, with glossy, close-lying coat and deep blue eyes, and with a decided tendency to darken with age—is generally the imported cat or having imported parents; the other is a larger cat, with a rounder head, a much thicker, longer, and less close-lying coat, and the eyes a paler blue—these cats do not darken as much or as soon as the other type, and have generally been bred for several generations in England”. 
After reading what Mrs Robinson had to say, and looking at illustrations from the Tamra Maew, one wonders if the authentic, purebred cats from Siam might have been almost as slinky as the show-style Siamese of today? We might also wonder if the ‘apple heads’ were strictly a Western phenomenon, the result of hybridization of imported Siamese with the heftier, fluffier native British cats. Photographs from that era show only the latter type, so this remains open to conjecture.
Siamese Today

The modern Siamese is one of the most easily recognisable breeds on the show bench worldwide. It is certainly more streamlined and elegant than those original imports. Long slender body, long whip-like tail, long neck, long slim legs, dainty oval paws—everything about a Siamese is long, with the exception of its short glossy coat, which perfectly accentuates the svelte body lines and underscores the porcelain-like quality of its visual image. 
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Iluka (NZ) sealpoint kitten
Brz Gd Ch Anjada Tristan
Brz Gd Ch Benwell Bellini

A long wedge-shaped head graced by large ears that complete that triangle, straight profile, and slanting almond-shaped eyes contribute to this exquisitely balanced outline. With the contrast of correct points colour, even and clear body colour, and eyes of brilliant sapphire blue, the Siamese belongs in the breathtaking category of all great beauty. Simply put, a Siamese is a living, breathing, captivating work of art.

That the Siamese has evolved in type from its native beginnings is without question. Generally the evolution has been consistent with the vision of generations of breeders around the world whose cats echo the graceful form suggested in the early breed standards. While some fanciers specialise in breeding ‘pure Siamese’, adhering to the four original point colours of seal, blue, chocolate and lilac, many are producing them in a myriad of designer hues. Others have reverted to ‘traditional’ Siamese, now called the Siam or Thai, which resemble the early type, arguing that selective breeding for refinement has gone too far, resulting in an overly delicate creature which is prone to illness and breeding problems. There is no doubt that in recent years Siamese numbers have decreased at shows, in favour of other breeds. The reason for this is unclear, and perhaps warrants further investigation.

Genetics

Geneticists now know a homozygous Siamese-Himalayan allele cs produces a temperature-sensitive enzyme, which actually removes pigment, resulting in coloured extremities (points) on a harmonizing lighter body colour, hence the seal brown (as seen in a seal point Siamese) is completely restricted to the points, the body fur being cream or pale fawn, shading in tone. The eyes are partially deficient in pigment, but sufficient remains in the iris to produce the characteristic blue colour. (See my article What Makes a Cat Siamese on the FCC website.)
In the series of albino genes shown below, in the order of dominance cs is just above the gene for albino, or complete absence of colour. These alleles are named for the breeds characteristic of them, as follows:
  >>
C  - Full Colour,  cb – Burmese,  cs – Siamese,  ca - Blue-eyed albino,  c  - Pink-eyed albino
Oriental Cats, which are identical in type to Siamese but solid-coated with green eyes, have the normal gene C for ‘full colour’ which causes the black and orange pigment to be produced at full strength.
Myths and Legends  
The genesis of Siamese cats is somewhat obscure and many legends abound. According to these, Siamese cats were the guardians of Buddhist temples and were considered sacred. It is said they were held in such high esteem in their native country that no one except the King and members of the royal family were permitted to own them.* Theft of one of the Royal Cats of Siam from the Royal Court was punishable by death.
It was believed that when a royal person died, a Siamese cat was chosen to receive the dead person's soul. The cat was removed from the palace and sent to one of the temples to spend the rest of its days living a ceremonial life of great luxury, with monks and priests as its servants. It ate the best foods from gold plates and sat on cushions made of costly material. The items used to maintain this life style for the Siamese cat were provided by the relatives of the deceased in order to obtain good fortune. The blue crossed eyes and kinked tail were regarded as characteristics of the breed, and there are many charming myths about their origin: 
Squint: Two Siamese cats were despatched to look for a missing golden goblet. When they found the goblet the female cat stayed to look after it while the male went back with the good news. While waiting for her mate to return she stared fixedly at the precious goblet lest it disappear, and her eyes developed a permanent squint which she passed on to her kittens.

Kinked Tail: The Royal princesses were swimming in the river and placed their valuable bracelets and rings on the end of the cats’ tails for safe keeping. To prevent them from falling off the cats knotted their tails and after a while a kink developed especially for this purpose.
Blue Eyes: The classic blue eyes are said to have been a gift of the Gods. The legend goes that in ancient Siam when Barbarians threatened to destroy the temple altar, the cats defended it tenaciously and repelled the savage invaders. Because of this, the High Gods decreed that from that time onward their eyes should no longer be fiery red, but should hold the deep azure of the skies, the blue of Heaven which they had served so faithfully.
Personality
An indication of successful, lengthy domestication of any animal can be found in a high level of communication with and affection for human beings. This is especially true of felines, a naturally independent species. The Siamese personality and devotion to its owner has undoubtedly contributed much to its popularity. A lot of character is packed into this slender creature. Whether by body language or raucous vocalising, the Siamese is determined to communicate. The degree to which they are talkative depends a great deal on the amount of conversation that is directed their way. In addition, they tend to be vocal in direct proportion to their desires, and always demand the last word! 

Siamese neither tolerate isolation well, nor being ignored: they want to be a part of their owner's lives, as they firmly believe they are our best friend. Siamese are extremely intelligent, inquisitive, mischievous, determined and alert. They are protective of their owners and will growl a warning at the approach of a stranger. They will follow you around the house and garden, play fetch like a dog and happily return a thrown object repeatedly. There is no more loyal friend than ‘The Royal Cat of Siam’; it is easy to groom, fastidious in its habits, and has an amazing sense of fun. Many books have been written about Siamese and their antics.
To have a Siamese in your home is both rewarding and therapeutic—it can provide peaceful companionship or playful moments of sheer joy and hilarity. They are in one's lap, on one's newspaper or keyboard, into every cupboard, in one's bed, and completely in one's heart. Once you have been ’owned’ by a Siamese you would not wish for any other cat.
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Lilac Point Perilandra kitten
Gd Ch Ironwolf of Kamu (Hawaii)  and his dam  Gd Ch Chez Chat Cahlua of Kamu
‘Copycats’
It was the distinctive Siamese pattern which first enchanted man. If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, then the Siamese has the undisputed claim to the title of the most emulated feline breed. It has been the primary genetic source, for many other breeds (Balinese, Colourpoint Shorthair [Tabby or Lynx point in Australia], Foreign White, Oriental and Javanese), has figured in the creation of the Himalayan Persian, Tonkinese, Si-Rex, Colourpoint British, Ragdoll, Snowshoe, (possibly the Birman) and has served in the development and/or maintenance of the Burmese, Havana Brown and Ocicat. The Siamese is a mainstay of the pedigreed cat world not only for its own distinct, intrinsic beauty, but also as a genetic wellspring to which many breeds owe their existence. The Siamese cat is, in fact, a feline treasure.
My thanks to Tony and Bev Hurry of Kalinya Cattery NSW for the inspiration of this article and part of its content, which was taken from an article by Betty White in the Cat Fanciers' Almanac, November 2000. Varying information has also been obtained from the internet, which I have attempted to classify.
Addendum: *When I visited Bangkok in 1986, I asked where I could find some local Siamese cats, and produced a photograph of mine. I was told they were kept only by the Royal Family or the Thai aristocracy. When I mentioned I had eight Siamese, they thought I must be a millionaire!  It seems the legend persists even today.

Diana Arnold
