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For all my book cats past and present –  
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with love, respect and tuna,  

PF

[Clara dedication to come]
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Dear Reader,

I am writing this book, as I write all my books, 

with the help of two cats. Alan, white and black 

and extremely fluffy, is on the floor in a huff 

because I scooped him out of my chair to sit at 

my desk. His sister Babs, black and white with a 

fine moustache, is beside my computer keyboard 

watching my mouse and occasionally pouncing on 

it when I move it. They will tell me when it’s 
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 Dear Reader

might be connected to an important Book Cat 

from more recent times. 

When my father was a boy, his father ran a 

company that made books; it was called Faber 

and Faber. One of the people who worked there 

was a famous poet called T. S. Eliot and he was 

my father’s godfather. T. S. Eliot loved cats and 

wrote funny poems about them in letters to my 

father and other children he knew. The rest of 

T. S. Eliot’s poems were serious and very grown-

up, but these funny poems turned out to be so 

good they were made into a book for everybody 

to enjoy. The book is called Old Possum’s Book of 

Practical Cats.

time for lunch.

I’m not the only writer with cats. In fact if 

you ask you’ll find that most writers have a cat* 

or two. A connection between cats and writing 

goes back a very long way: it’s no coincidence 

that cat hieroglyphs appear so frequently on 

scraps of Egyptian papyrus or in the corners of 

medieval manuscripts. I’m not sure Alan and Babs 

are descended from the elegant sphinx cats of  

Ancient Egypt, but I sometimes wonder if they 

* Of course a few writers have dogs instead of cats. I’m sure 

they also have excellent qualities but Alan and Babs will not let 

me write a word about them.
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The original poems in Old Possum’s Book of 

Practical Cats were about imaginary cats but one 

poem, added a little later, is different from the 

others. It’s based on a real cat; a stray called 

Morgan who turned up at Faber and Faber during 

the war and never left. Morgan was a completely 

black cat, a rather large cat, and he answered 

the door at Fabers for many years. Eliot told one 

story about him. As you’ll read, I heard a slightly 

different one. But then every cat has nine lives.

One thing everyone can agree on is that 

Morgan was a truly dedicated Book Cat. In fact 

some might even say he invented the job . . .
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BLITZ KITTEN
S E P T E M B E R  194 0

Morgan arrived the same night as the first enemy 

bombers. His mother gave birth unexpectedly, 

on the eastbound platform of the Piccadilly line 

at Holborn station. She had not been waiting 

for a train. As the sirens had begun to wail, she 
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had weaved between legs to join the stream 

of Londoners coming to seek shelter in the 

underground.

While humans shared stories and songs, trying 

to ignore what was happening above their heads, 

the skinny tortoiseshell cat had been unable to 

ignore that her kittens were coming. She had 

only just had time to make herself comfortable in 

a dark corner, on top of a felt hat and a folded 

copy of the Evening News.

Two kittens safely delivered, the new family 

spent their first night curled in a ball of milky 

happiness. The walls and ceiling hummed from 

distant explosions above ground but they didn’t 

care. They were quite unnoticed, until the All 

Clear sounded and a lady came searching for her 

hat and newspaper: ‘Oh my!’

The lady decided she didn’t need either 

returned.

In later years Morgan wondered whether 

being born on to paper fixed his destiny – even 
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such poor-quality paper as the wartime Evening 

News was printed on. It was certainly true that 

for ever after, the smell of ink made him feel 

safe and brought back the feeling of his mother’s 

tongue rasping the top of his head clean, her 

throaty purrs vibrating even louder in his ear 

than the noise of the bombs. Of all the different 

beds he tried through his life, not even a pile of 

clean laundry could bring swifter, sweeter sleep 

than paper.

Black as a lump of coal, and not much bigger, 

Morgan stayed underground for his first few 

weeks of life, playing tail-tip-tag and pat-a-paw-

pounce with his tabby-striped sister Maeve in the 

tunnels and stairwells of the station. Their mother 

only left them to find dinner; mostly food scraps 

dropped by the people who took the trains by 

day and returned for shelter each night, but 

sometimes an unlucky tube-tunnel mouse who’d 

come to compete for the crumbs. 

As the kittens grew and needed more than 

milk, the crusts of a paste sandwich or the corner 

of a cold fritter were not enough to feed them 

all. So one sharp frosty morning their mother led 

the kittens upstairs to see their city at last.
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‘Hello, Petal! Where have you been hiding?’ A 

bruiser of a ginger tom greeted Morgan’s mother 

on the street corner. The kittens stuck close by 

her and blinked and stared at their first sight of 

cars and buses and buildings and the pink-tinged 

winter sky.

‘I’ve been a bit busy, Roly,’ answered Petal, 

nudging Morgan and Maeve out from under the 

shelter of her legs. ‘Say hello to your uncle, 

kittens.’

‘Babies? You kept that quiet, Pet. Top-of-the-

milk congratulations to you! Welcome to London, 

little ones. It’s a fine time to be a cat in this city. 

It’s always the best of cities, but it’s better than 

ever in this war.’

‘Even with the bombs, Roly? I’ve been so 

worried. The humans sheltering with us have 

moved their children out to the country. Don’t 

you think I should do the same?’
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‘Go to the country? With pickings for cats as 

rich as they are now? You’d be three whiskers 

short of a sneeze if you did, Petal, take it from 

me: just head out east down to the docks and 

tell me if I’m wrong. They’ve been taking the 

worst of the bombs that way and you never saw 

better feasting. The sewers have been opened and 

there are rats running free all over the place. And 

the tumbled-down walls of every butcher, grocer 

and house give you larders free for the raiding. 

Grabbed myself a whole chicken pie yesterday.  

A whole pie!’

Morgan’s eyes grew even wider, and he and 

Maeve stared up at their mother hopefully. They 

didn’t know much about chicken or pies but they 

already knew what it was to have a belly that 

rumbled constantly for more than could fill it.

‘I don’t know, Roly. Is it safe down that way, 

if the city is in ruins?’

The ginger tom winked at the kittens. 

‘’Course it’s safe if you keep your ears pricked 

and tail up. You’ve got nine lives, haven’t you?’
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the occupants, they’d left in a hurry and there 

were often the remnants of an abandoned meal 

to be sniffed out.

‘Eat every scrap now. Shame to let it spoil,’ 

Petal directed her babies as she rescued a piece 

of fish or pulled out a hunk of ham for them.

As the days went by, the kittens grew a 

little plumper. Their coats became glossier. Days 

became weeks and they weren’t babies any longer. 

They grew braver and more boisterous in the 

playground of ruined buildings. 

‘Please, Mamma. We’re so hungry,’ Maeve 

clamoured. Morgan pawed at his mother’s 

shoulders and mewed pitifully. Their mother 

wavered. Before the end of the day the little 

trio had walked down to the great, murky River 

Thames and turned left to follow it east.

Roly wasn’t wrong about the rich pickings. 

Not just pies but half-eaten stews, cold rice 

puddings, meat pasties – there was a feast for 

the cats if they looked hard enough. Over the 

next days, as they moved further into the East 

End, they came across more and more damaged 

houses; walls missing, doors gone, or entirely 

reduced to rubble. Whatever had happened to 
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‘Can’t catch me, 

slow-paws!’ Maeve 

would tease her 

brother, jumping off a 

window ledge and racing away: she was always 

the first to start any game. Morgan would give 

chase, hurtling after his sister across the piles 

of tumbledown bricks and burnt beams. Maeve 

would get far enough ahead to hide under a 

collapsed door or broken pipe and then leap 

out to surprise Morgan. Then there would be 

a somersault of claws and hisses, which would 

quickly collapse into a bundle of licks and purrs 

before a new game began. ‘My silly pair of fur-

crackers,’ Petal called them fondly.

After dark, when the 

sirens sounded, the three cats sought shelter 

in Underground stations, cuddled up to each 

other, or found refuge in cellars. Sometimes they 

even sneaked inside one of the corrugated metal 

Anderson shelters people had dug into their 

gardens. They felt quite safe, just as Roly had 

promised. But night after night through the spring 

of 1941 the enemy bombers returned, using the 

moonlit thread of the River Thames to guide 

them in to drop their deadly loads.
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Morgan didn’t see it happen. He was 

distracted by a butterfly. It landed on the tip of 

his nose and woke him from the delicious nap 

he’d been taking in the May sunshine, curled on 

a wall with his mother and sister. Opening his 

eyes and seeing a pair of scarlet wings fluttering, 

Morgan batted out at it and fell right off the wall. 

Excited by the opportunity to catch something 

ahead of his sister, he gave chase as the butterfly 

danced off ahead of him down the street. So 

intent was he, Morgan didn’t hear the engine 

overhead. He didn’t see the dark shape falling 

from the sky. He didn’t look back until after the 

explosion had sent him flying up right into the 

butterfly and knocked both of them back on to 

the ground with the rest of the rubble and dust.

When he did look back, he saw the wall was 

gone. And so were his mother and sister.




