
Saki’s Cats

s a k i

r e n a r d  p r e s s



RENARD PRESS LTD

Kemp House
152–160 City Road
London EC1V 2NX
United Kingdom
info@renardpress.com
020 8050 2928

www.renardpress.com

Texts first published 1911–1924 (see Note on the Text on p. 71)
This collection first published by Renard Press Ltd in 2022

Design, notes, edited text and selection © Renard Press Ltd, 2022
Extra Material © Renard Press Ltd, 2022

Cover design by Will Dady

 Printed in the United Kingdom by Severn

ISBN: 978-1-913724-17-7

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Renard Press is proud to be a carbon positive publisher, meaning we remove more 
carbon from the air than we emit. For more information see renardpress.com/eco.

The pictures in this volume are reprinted with permission or are presumed to be in 
the public domain. Every effort has been made to ascertain their copyright status, 
and to acknowledge this status where required, but we will be happy to correct any 
errors, should any unwitting oversights have been made, in subsequent editions. 

All rights reserved. This publication may not be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system or transmitted, in any form or by any means – electronic, mechanical, pho-
tocopying, recording or otherwise – without the prior permission of  the publisher.



c o n t e n t s

Saki’s Tiger 5

Saki’s Cats
Tobermory 13
The Philanthropist and the Happy Cat 29
The Achievement of  the Cat 39
The Penance 43
The Guests 55
Mrs Packletide’s Tiger 63

Note on the Text 71
Notes 71

A Brief  Biographical Note on Saki 75





5

s a k i ’s  t i g e r

Saki was a great lover of  animals, and seems to 
have had a particular soft spot for felines. He had 
several cats over the years, including, while living 
overseas in 1893, recovering from illness, a young 
tiger, which he wrote of  fondly in the following 
letters he sent (and illustrated himself) to his sister.

s i n g u

6th September ’93
I found the tiger kitten quite wild; pretended it 
had never seen me before, so I had to go through 
the ceremony of  introduction again. I soon made 
it tame again, and we have great games together. 
It has not learnt how to drink properly yet, and 
immerses its nose in the milk, then it gets mad with 
the saucer and shakes it, which sends the milk all 
over its paws, upon which it swears horribly. I have 
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another queer creature in the shape of  a young 
darter (same species of  bird as the self-hatching 
one) which I saw sitting on the river bank en route 
for here; the men rowed to shore and just picked 
it up and put it in the boat, where it sat as if  it 
didn’t care a twopenny damn. What blasé birds 
those darters are. Then there is the crow-brought 
chicken, which was carried here by a crow and res-
cued by the syce;* crows often run off with one’s 
chickens, but it is not often they add to your poultry. 
I feel quite like the prophet Elijah (or was it Elisha?) 
who was boarded by ravens.* Milk is scarce now, 
but the kitten has to have some of  my scanty store, 
while the ponies feel very annoyed if  they don’t get 
a bit of  bread now and then; I believe I am rather 
expected to share my sardines with the darter, but 
I draw the line there! The Burmans have not col-
lected any eggs for me yet; my boy says the birds 
are ‘too much upstairs-living.’ Frightfully thrilling!

The kitten throws off the cat and assumes the 
tiger when it is fed; I have to throw it its food (gen-
erally the head of  a chicken) and then bolt; it is 
making the day hideous with its growling now, as 
I gave it the head and wing, and it is trying to eat 
both at once.
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to b e r m o ry

i t wa s a  c h i l l ,  r a i n-wa s h e d  afternoon 
of  a late August day, that indefinite season 
when partridges are still in security or cold 

storage, and there is nothing to hunt – unless one 
is bounded on the north by the Bristol Channel, 
in which case one may lawfully gallop after fat red 
stags. Lady Blemley’s house party was not bounded 
on the north by the Bristol Channel, hence there 
was a full gathering of  her guests round the tea 
table on this particular afternoon. And, in spite 
of  the blankness of  the season and the triteness of  
the occasion, there was no trace in the company of  
that fatigued restlessness which means a dread of  
the pianola and a subdued hankering for auction 
bridge. The undisguised open-mouthed attention 
of  the entire party was fixed on the homely neg-
ative personality of  Mr Cornelius Appin. Of  all 
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her guests, he was the one who had come to Lady 
Blemley with the vaguest reputation. Someone had 
said he was ‘clever’, and he had got his invitation in 
the moderate expectation, on the part of  his host-
ess, that some portion, at least, of  his cleverness 
would be contributed to the general entertainment. 
Until teatime that day she had been unable to dis-
cover in what direction, if  any, his cleverness lay. 
He was neither a wit nor a croquet champion, a 
hypnotic force nor a begetter of  amateur theatric-
als. Neither did his exterior suggest the sort of  man 
in whom women are willing to pardon a generous 
measure of  mental deficiency. He had subsided 
into mere Mr Appin, and the Cornelius seemed a 
piece of  transparent baptismal bluff. And now he 
was claiming to have launched on the world a dis-
covery beside which the invention of  gunpowder, 
of  the printing press and of  steam locomotion were 
inconsiderable trifles. Science had made bewilder-
ing strides in many directions during recent dec-
ades, but this thing seemed to belong to the domain 
of  miracle rather than to scientific achievement.

‘And do you really ask us to believe,’ Sir Wilfrid 
was saying, ‘that you have discovered a means for 
instructing animals in the art of  human speech, 
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and that dear old Tobermory has proved your 
first successful pupil?’

‘It is a problem at which I have worked for 
the last seventeen years,’ said Mr Appin, ‘but 
only during the last eight or nine months have 
I been rewarded with glimmerings of  success. 
Of  course, I have experimented with thousands 
of  animals, but latterly only with cats – those 
wonderful creatures which have assimilated 
themselves so marvellously with our civilisation, 
while retaining all their highly developed feral 
instincts. Here and there among cats one comes 
across an outstanding superior intellect, just as 
one does among the ruck of  human beings, and 
when I made the acquaintance of  Tobermory a 
week ago I saw at once that I was in contact with 
a “Beyond-cat” of  extraordinary intelligence. I 
had gone far along the road to success in recent 
experiments; with Tobermory, as you call him, I 
have reached the goal.’

Mr Appin concluded his remarkable statement 
in a voice which he strove to divest of  a triumphant 
inflection. No one said ‘rats’, though Clovis’ lips 
moved in a monosyllabic contortion which prob-
ably invoked those rodents of  disbelief.
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‘And do you mean to say,’ asked Miss Resker, 
after a slight pause, ‘that you have taught 
Tobermory to say and understand easy sentences 
of  one syllable?’

‘My dear Miss Resker,’ said the wonder-worker 
patiently, ‘one teaches little children and savages 
and backward adults in that piecemeal fashion; 
when one has once solved the problem of  making 
a beginning with an animal of  highly developed 
intelligence, one has no need for those halting 
methods. Tobermory can speak our language 
with perfect correctness.’

This time Clovis very distinctly said, ‘Beyond-
rats!’ Sir Wilfrid was more polite, but equally 
sceptical.

‘Hadn’t we better have the cat in and judge for 
ourselves?’ suggested Lady Blemley.

Sir Wilfrid went in search of  the animal, and 
the company settled themselves down to the lan-
guid expectation of  witnessing some more or less 
adroit drawing-room ventriloquism.

In a minute Sir Wilfrid was back in the room, 
his face white beneath its tan and his eyes dilated 
with excitement.

‘By Gad, it’s true!’
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His agitation was unmistakably genuine, and 
his hearers started forward in a thrill of  awakened 
interest.

Collapsing into an armchair, he continued 
breathlessly: ‘I found him dozing in the smoking 
room, and called out to him to come for his tea. 
He blinked at me in his usual way, and I said, 
“Come on, Toby; don’t keep us waiting” – and, 
by Gad! He drawled out in a most horribly nat-
ural voice that he’d come when he dashed well 
pleased! I nearly jumped out of  my skin!’

Appin had preached to absolutely incredulous 
hearers; Sir Wilfrid’s statement carried instant 
conviction. A Babel-like chorus of  startled exclam-
ation arose, amid which the scientist sat mutely 
enjoying the first fruit of  his stupendous discovery.

In the midst of  the clamour, Tobermory entered 
the room and made his way with velvet tread and 
studied unconcern across to the group seated 
round the tea table.

A sudden hush of  awkwardness and constraint 
fell on the company. Somehow there seemed an 
element of  embarrassment in addressing on equal 
terms a domestic cat of  acknowledged mental 
ability.



s a k i ’s  c at s

18

‘Will you have some milk, Tobermory?’ asked 
Lady Blemley in a rather strained voice.

‘I don’t mind if  I do,’ was the response, 
couched in a tone of  even indifference. A shiver 
of  suppressed excitement went through the 
listeners, and Lady Blemley might be excused 
for pouring out the saucerful of  milk rather 
unsteadily.

‘I’m afraid I’ve spilled a good deal of  it,’ she 
said apologetically.

‘After all, it’s not my Axminster,’ was 
Tobermory’s rejoinder.

Another silence fell on the group, and then 
Miss Resker, in her best district-visitor manner, 
asked if  the human language had been difficult 
to learn. Tobermory looked squarely at her for 
a moment and then fixed his gaze serenely on 
the middle distance. It was obvious that boring 
questions lay outside his scheme of  life.

‘What do you think of  human intelligence?’ 
asked Mavis Pellington lamely.

‘Of  whose intelligence in particular?’ asked 
Tobermory coldly.

‘Oh, well, mine, for instance,’ said Mavis, with 
a feeble laugh.




