
the forgotten history of cats in the
navy

The Forgotten History of Cats in the Navy

the forgotten history of cats in the navy is a fascinating tale that often
slips beneath the waves of mainstream naval history. While dogs, horses, and
even pigeons have long been recognized for their roles in military service,
cats have quietly and effectively served aboard naval vessels for centuries.
These furry sailors were more than just mascots; they played essential roles
in maintaining shipboard health, boosting morale, and even becoming symbols
of good luck. Let’s embark on a journey to uncover the remarkable yet
overlooked contributions of cats in naval history.

The Origins of Cats on Ships

The relationship between cats and sailors dates back thousands of years.
Ancient maritime cultures quickly realized the benefits of having cats aboard
ships, primarily for their prowess in controlling vermin. Rodents on ships
posed a serious threat by damaging ropes, eating food supplies, and spreading
diseases. Cats, with their natural hunting instincts, became invaluable
crewmates.

Ancient Civilizations and Early Naval Cats

Early seafaring civilizations such as the Egyptians and Phoenicians are
believed to have introduced cats to ships. Egyptians revered cats as sacred
animals, associating them with protection and good fortune. When Egyptians
ventured out to sea, it was only natural for them to bring cats along to
safeguard their vessels from the scourge of rats and mice. Phoenician
sailors, known for their extensive trade networks across the Mediterranean,
also kept cats aboard to protect valuable cargo.

Cats on Viking Longships

Viking ships, known for their speed and agility, often carried cats to keep
the rodent population in check. Beyond their practical role, cats were linked
to Norse mythology, particularly the goddess Freyja, who was associated with
fertility and love and was said to ride in a chariot pulled by cats. This
mythological significance may have contributed to cats being welcomed
onboard.

The Role of Cats in Naval Life

Cats aboard ships served multiple purposes that went beyond their hunting
skills. Their presence had psychological, cultural, and practical impacts on
sailors’ lives.



Mousers and Protectors of Food Stores

One of the primary reasons cats were kept on ships was to combat the ever-
present rodent problem. Rats could gnaw away at ropes, wooden structures, and
food supplies, jeopardizing the safety and comfort of the crew. Cats provided
a natural and effective solution, often being the only line of defense before
mechanical traps and poisons were employed.

Morale Boosters and Companions

Life at sea was hard and lonely, with long stretches away from home and
little entertainment. Cats offered companionship, a sense of normalcy, and
emotional comfort to sailors. Their playful antics and affectionate nature
helped alleviate the stresses of naval life, making them beloved members of
the crew.

Luck and Superstition

Sailors are famously superstitious, and cats featured prominently in their
beliefs. Black cats, for example, were often considered good luck charms
aboard ships, believed to ward off storms and bring safe passage. Some crews
believed that cats could sense impending danger, alerting them to rough seas
or enemy ships.

Famous Naval Cats and Their Stories

Throughout history, certain cats have gained notoriety for their service
aboard naval vessels, becoming legends in their own right.

Simon the Cat: The Hero of HMS Amethyst

Perhaps the most famous naval cat is Simon, who served on the British Royal
Navy’s HMS Amethyst during the Chinese Civil War in 1949. Simon was not only
an excellent mouser but also a morale booster for the besieged crew. Despite
being severely injured by shrapnel during the Yangtze Incident, Simon
continued his duties and was awarded the prestigious Dickin Medal, often
described as the animal equivalent of the Victoria Cross.

Unsinkable Sam: The Cat Who Survived Three Ship
Sinkings

Another remarkable feline tale is that of Unsinkable Sam, a ship’s cat who
allegedly survived the sinking of three different German and British naval
vessels during World War II. Starting on the German battleship Bismarck, then
the British destroyer HMS Cossack, and finally the aircraft carrier HMS Ark
Royal, Sam’s survival story became a symbol of resilience and luck.



The Decline and Legacy of Naval Cats

While cats were once standard crew members on many naval ships, their
presence has diminished in the modern era.

Advancements in Ship Design and Rodent Control

With the advent of modern technology, improved shipbuilding materials, and
more effective pest control methods, the practical need for cats aboard ships
has lessened. Sealed compartments, electronic pest deterrents, and chemical
controls have replaced the natural hunting skills of cats.

Changing Attitudes and Regulations

Moreover, changing attitudes toward animals and stricter naval regulations
regarding hygiene and animal welfare have made it less common for cats to
live aboard military vessels. However, some navies still maintain cats on
ships for tradition and morale purposes.

Preserving the Forgotten History of Cats in the Navy

Today, museums, naval historians, and animal lovers work to preserve and
celebrate the stories of these feline sailors. Statues, paintings, and
written records ensure that the contributions of cats to naval history are
remembered. Recognizing their role helps us appreciate not only the practical
aspects of naval life but also the emotional bonds that sustained sailors
through challenging times.

Lessons from the Forgotten History of Cats in
the Navy

The story of cats in the navy teaches us valuable lessons beyond just pest
control. It reminds us of the importance of companionship, the power of
superstition and tradition in human culture, and the creative ways humans
have adapted to challenges throughout history.

The Importance of Animal Companionship in Stressful
Environments

Naval life was notoriously stressful, and the presence of cats helped ease
loneliness and anxiety. This highlights the broader significance of animals
in supporting human mental health, an idea that continues to gain attention
today in various therapeutic settings.



Interplay of Practicality and Belief

Cats aboard ships illustrate how practical needs and cultural beliefs often
intertwine. Their roles as mousers were essential, yet sailors’ superstitions
elevated cats to symbols of luck and protection, reinforcing their presence
on ships beyond mere utility.

Preservation of Maritime Heritage

By studying and sharing the forgotten history of cats in the navy, we
preserve a unique aspect of maritime heritage. It broadens our understanding
of naval life and reminds us that history is enriched by the stories of all
participants — human and animal alike.

The next time you think about naval history, picture that quiet, nimble cat
weaving through the decks, alert, watchful, and an unseen yet essential
member of the crew. Their paws may have left no footprints on the ocean
floor, but their legacy sails on in the hearts of those who remember.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why were cats brought onto naval ships historically?

Cats were brought onto naval ships primarily to control the rodent
population, which threatened food supplies and damaged equipment. Their
presence helped maintain a healthier and safer environment for sailors.

How did cats contribute to sailors' morale during
long voyages?

Cats provided companionship and emotional comfort to sailors during long and
often lonely sea voyages. Their playful and affectionate nature helped reduce
stress and boosted the overall morale of the crew.

Were there any famous naval cats with notable
stories?

Yes, one famous naval cat was Unsinkable Sam, who survived the sinking of
three ships during World War II. His remarkable story became a symbol of
resilience and good luck among sailors.

Did all navies around the world use cats on their
ships?

Many navies around the world, including the British Royal Navy, the U.S.
Navy, and others, kept cats aboard their ships. The practice was widespread
due to the universal problem of rodents on wooden ships.



Why is the history of cats in the navy often
forgotten or overlooked?

The history of cats in the navy is often overlooked because naval history
tends to focus on battles, technology, and leadership rather than the day-to-
day life and animal companions of sailors. Additionally, cats were seen as
practical tools rather than noteworthy figures.

Additional Resources
The Forgotten History of Cats in the Navy

the forgotten history of cats in the navy reveals an intriguing and often
overlooked chapter in maritime tradition and naval operations. While dogs and
horses have long been recognized for their roles in military history, cats
have quietly maintained a presence aboard naval vessels, serving purposes
that extend beyond companionship. This article delves into the multifaceted
role cats played in naval history, examining their practical contributions,
the cultural significance aboard ships, and how their legacy has gradually
faded from popular military narratives.

The Practical Role of Cats on Naval Ships

Cats have been part of ship life for centuries, primarily valued for their
ability to control rodent populations. Ships, especially wooden ones, were
highly susceptible to infestations by rats and mice, which posed significant
risks. These pests not only damaged supplies and cargo but also threatened
the structural integrity of ships by gnawing on ropes, wood, and stored food.
Furthermore, rodents were vectors for diseases that could decimate crews
during long voyages.

The presence of cats on naval vessels was a pragmatic solution to this
problem. Historical records indicate that cats were often brought aboard
ships to serve as natural pest control agents. Unlike traps or poisons, cats
provided an ongoing and self-sustaining method to keep rodent populations in
check. This was vital in maintaining food stores and preventing outbreaks of
illness, thus contributing indirectly to the health and efficiency of the
navy.

Historical Evidence of Cats in Naval Fleets

Documentation from various navies around the world highlights the
longstanding tradition of cats aboard ships. For example, the British Royal
Navy, one of the most documented naval forces in history, kept cats on many
vessels throughout the 18th and 19th centuries. Some cats even achieved
unofficial ranks and were treated as part of the crew, reflecting their
valued status.

Similarly, the United States Navy also recognized cats' utility during World
War II. According to naval archives, cats were often found on submarines and
battleships, where their role as pest controllers was indispensable. Beyond
their practical use, cats were believed to bring good luck, a superstition
that bolstered morale among sailors facing the uncertainties of war.



Cats and Morale: More Than Just Pest Control

The forgotten history of cats in the navy is not just about their functional
role; it also encompasses their impact on crew morale and mental health. Life
aboard a naval ship, especially during long deployments or wartime, could be
isolating and stressful. Cats provided companionship and a sense of normalcy
amid the harsh conditions at sea.

Psychological Benefits for Sailors

The presence of a cat on board often helped reduce stress and loneliness
among sailors. Their playful behavior and affectionate nature offered moments
of respite from the rigors of naval service. In some cases, cats became
mascots or symbols of the ship’s identity, fostering a sense of camaraderie
and shared purpose among the crew.

Moreover, cats’ sensitivity to environmental changes sometimes served as
informal early warning systems. Their behavior could alert sailors to
impending storms or other hazards, adding an unexpected layer to their value
on board.

The Decline and Modern Perception of Naval Cats

Despite their historical significance, the presence of cats in naval service
has diminished considerably in the modern era. Advances in shipbuilding
materials, improved pest control technology, and changes in health and safety
regulations have reduced the practical need for cats onboard.

Additionally, modern naval ships operate under stricter hygiene and
quarantine protocols, often limiting the introduction of animals. This
regulatory shift has contributed to the fading presence of cats in naval
fleets, relegating their historical role to the margins of military lore.

Legacy and Cultural Impact

While cats may no longer patrol decks, their legacy persists in naval culture
and popular imagination. Stories of famous ship cats, such as “Unsinkable
Sam,” who survived the sinking of three ships during World War II, continue
to captivate enthusiasts and historians alike. These anecdotes underscore the
unique bond between sailors and their feline companions.

Moreover, museums and naval archives preserve artifacts and records that
highlight cats’ contributions to maritime history. This ongoing interest
reflects a recognition of how animals, even those often overlooked, shaped
the experience of naval life.

Comparing Cats with Other Naval Animals

In the broader context of naval animals, cats occupy a distinct niche



compared to dogs, dolphins, or even pigeons used for communication. Each
species brought specialized skills and advantages to naval operations:

Cats: Primarily pest control, companionship, morale boosting.

Dogs: Security, search and rescue, detection of explosives or narcotics.

Dolphins and Sea Lions: Underwater detection and retrieval tasks.

Pigeons: Communication and message delivery during wartime.

While dogs and marine mammals often receive more attention due to their
active roles in operations, cats’ quieter contributions remain a vital part
of naval heritage.

Pros and Cons of Having Cats Aboard Ships

Understanding the advantages and challenges of keeping cats on naval vessels
provides insight into their historical acceptance and eventual decline.

Pros:1.

Effective natural pest control without chemicals.

Boosted crew morale and provided companionship.

Low maintenance compared to larger animals.

Cons:2.

Potential health risks from allergens and zoonotic diseases.

Challenges in managing animals during combat or emergencies.

Limited practicality aboard modern, mechanized ships.

These factors influenced naval policies over time, leading to a more
regulated approach to animals aboard military vessels.

Rediscovering the Forgotten History of Cats in
the Navy

In recent years, there has been renewed interest in exploring the
multifaceted roles animals played in military history. The forgotten history
of cats in the navy is being revisited through academic research,



exhibitions, and media portrayals, shedding light on the nuanced relationship
between humans and animals in naval environments.

This rediscovery not only honors the contributions of these often overlooked
animals but also enriches our understanding of naval life and operational
history. It reminds us that military effectiveness has always depended on a
diverse array of resources, including the humble ship’s cat.

As navies continue to evolve with technology and changing warfare strategies,
the stories of cats aboard ships serve as a poignant reminder of the past,
blending practicality with companionship in the vast and challenging theater
of the sea.
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