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Breed Of The Month

by Steve Patterson

The Sphynx

Steve Patterson has been a rebubilitarion therapist, fimess triiner, newspaper colurnnist and mdio talk show host,
as well as a motivational reacher and speaker nadonwide. He and his wife. Suzinne, have spent the past 20 years
warking with people exploring the possibility of human evolution. They now reside quietly with their two girls,
Julizna and Gabrielle, in rural Foxburg, Pa., homeschooling the children and rising Sphynx cats and kittens.

More Than Just A Cat
Without Hair

hen Paula and Jim Eickoff of

Milwaukee, Wis. purchased

their second Sphynx kitten,
they had to tolerate their friends teasing
them about being “cat people.” One day
Jim, who'd had enough spoke out saying,
“We aren't cat people. we have Sphynx!”
Even those who have not been fond of cats
in the past are quick to point out the
Sphynx is almost a separate species unto
isell. People repeatedly say that the Sphynx
are more like people than cars. Rich Gilbert,
ol Gaithersburg, Md., ollers, “Rocket and 1
have become close traveling companions. [
take him whenever [ leave the house if it's at
all possible...He has traveled by car, plane,
boat and bicyele. Car is best, as hoat is sure-
ly kitty hell. He's my hest Iriend and buddy
and I will never stop heing amused at the
question most olten asked, "What hap-
pened to him?"

What very litle has been written to date
about the Sphynx has been relatvely unin-
spired and often simplified to the point of
error. Comments like *...very loving cats” or
°...great companions” don't begin to define,
much less explain, the true “spirit” of the
Sphymx. That spirit is more than tempera-
ment or personality, It's something that
almost defies description; something that
must be experienced to be fully understood.

The Mystery Of The Sphynx
Together my wife and 1, for the past 20
years, have worked in various ways assisting
people to achieve authenticity in an inau-
thentic world. One significant measure of
authenticity (to be genuine, real or true) is
the ability to experience intimacy. We
define intimacy as one person’s truth meld-
ing with another’s. It is only out of our
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experience with people that we've been able
to unlock the mystery of the Sphynx.

The Sphynx is a hairless cat originating
from a natural genetic mutation. Like all
mutations in nature they must either adapt
or perish. Hairlessness in the animal world
is hy all means a weakness. Fur on an ani-
mal is a major defense against the elements,
parasites, other animals and so on. The hair
or [ur acts as a barrier. The Sphynx, born
without hair, don't have this barrier or this
protection. They exist without defenses. In
order to overcome a weakness, the mutation
must have unusual strengths to balance out
that weakness. The strength of the Sphynx
is its ability to adapt its personality to fit the
desires of its human companions. In other
words they operate out of an mtuitive sense
rather than instinct. With the clarity and
innocence of children, the Sphynx know
what is really going on in the human envi-
ronment, regardless of how things look. If
you stop to think ahout this, it's really quite
remarkable.

An example of this phenomena comes
right out of the experience the Eickholf's
have with their two cats Buck and Mickey.
Paula says, “Mickey has developed into
exactly what I wanted in an animal compan-
ion; he's taken his place as my sidekick, and
provides all the love and attention a person
could desire from a pet. He gallops behind
me wherever [ go and is on my lap, knead-
ing my leg whenever I'm seated. Buck, on
the other hand, gravitates toward my hus-
band, who prefers a cat with whom he can
roughhouse, but which will lie still on his
lap while he reads the paper...Buck and
Mickey are also extremely sensitive to our
dispositions, running to comfort us when
we are leeling low and chasing each other
wildly around the house when our moods
are soaring.”

While on hiatus from our work with

people, we were immedi-
ately attracted to the
Sphynx. This wasn't
hecause we were cat
lovers. (my wife is aller-
gic to cats and I've
always been a dog per-
son), but because of the
way the cat exudes intimacy. Its very nature

is to love and he loved by a human being.
Without delenses they exist in the state that
humans, undemneath it all, desire for them-
selves. It has been our experience that the
lack of natural defenses makes this animal
more sensitive to the human emotion than
any other animal on earth. Even though we
were immediately atracted to the Sphynx,
we nevertheless scarched for a year, travel-
ing all over the counay, on a quest for an
animal that would be capahle of delivering
to humans what they could not attain on
their own. The Sphynx is solely and unques-
tionably that animal. Of course, the Sphynx
don't have a comer on this market. We've
spoken with literally hundreds of people
whose pedigreed and alley cats fill this bill.
But they become that out of the intensity
and devotion of their human relatonships.
The Sphynx are bomn this way and confi-
dendy assert this desire to be with humans
from the moment they self-assuredly emerge
from the cat earrier into your home.
William and Ashley Riley of Argyle,
Texas own a male cat named Romeo.
"Romeo is not just unique; he possesses a
personality beyond that of the typical cat.
His sense of adventure, his captivating
glares and his ahility to come when called
amaze me. The way Romeo grabs you is
almost human. He wraps his arms around
us as if he's holding on for dear life. Each
day we discover something new ahout him.”
Paula and Jim Eickhoff echo the Rileys,
“Silly as it may sound, we must admit that
CATS
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we have found these cats so interactive, so
completely satisfying, entertaining and
enchanting that we can't imagine our lives
without them." In truth, the animal is heal-
ing hy its very nature. They are instant inti-
macy in a culture in which true intimacy is
almost impossible to come hy,

Hypoallergenic???

Paula Eickhofl has heen an animal lover
all of her life. At the age of 15, she was diag-
nosed with severe allergies and asthma. Her
family was forced to [ind a new home for
their dogs and she began experimenting
with new pets—irom guinea pigs and ham-

sters, to crayfish and hermit crabs. “None of

these pets offered the companionship and
fove I longed for.”

At 18 she shared an aparument with her
best [riend and three cats. Although hesitant
to admit it her condition was severely aggra-
vated hy the dander. “After two years of sul-
[ering, I finally came to the conclusion that
had to give up my furry friends.” When she
met her husband five vears ago, he shared
his desire to own a dog and cat. “I repeated-
ly reminded him that it simply would not be
possible. We settled instead for an occasion-
al cat show. often joking that the only cat
they could ever own would have to be a
“hairless™ cat. One day they stopped joking
and spent several months researching the
Sphynx and other options, such as the
Devon Rex and Comish Rex. We decided on
a Sphynx. We were a bit shocked at the
price. especially since we had just purchased
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a new home and expected to put quite a hit
of money into repairs and improvements.
We talked it over and decided we needed
the cat more than we needed home improve-
ments. We selected a hlack nosed kitten we
named “Buck.” At first 1 noticed a mild dis-
comtfort, but Suzanne Patterson (also allergic
to cats) recommended a good quality air fil-
ter for the living room and bedroom. We
invested in those items and noticed a
marked improvement.” Since the Sphynx
differs from other cats in chat it doesn’t have
hair to absorb the oil the skin produces, it's
dander tends to remain on the skin rather
than floating freely. "1 simply bathe¢ Buck
and Mickey every other day with baby sham-
poo to wash the dander, oil and dust away,
and I'm able to remain very comfortable.
Their skin does not dry out as that of regular
cats when they are hathed, so bathing
doesn’t make the dander more plentiful. I
do find that my eyes and nose will react if 1
touch them alter handling the cats, hut as
long as 1 keep my hands away from my face,
I am relatively unaware ol whatever airbome
allergens do exist.”

Although there's nothing in nature that’s
ruly hypoallergenic, the Sphynx cat seemns
1o come as close as one can get, excluding a
fish. Approximately hall of the kitens we sell
are to those with some sort of an allergy to
regular cats. While we cannot guarantee
there will not he any reaction, we do offer to
take the cat back if desired. In the past year,
we've had two retums from severcly disap-
pointed people who loved the cat, hut

couldn’t tolerate it. We always advise people
to acclimate gradually. Don't let the cat in

the bedroom or on your pillow until you've
given your hody time to adjust. For most
people, the reactions diminish with time.

The Past And Present

The vast majority of the present day
Sphynx hreed hegan in 1978, when a
Siamese breeder [rom Ontario, Canada
found three hairless stray kittens on the
streets of her neighborhood. In 1983 two of
the kittens, Punkic and Paloma, were
shipped to Dr. Hugo Hernandez in the
Netherlands, where they were bred to a
white Devon Rex. The descendents of these
cats along with the descendents of other
exceptionally rare mutations are thought to
be the [oundation of today's Sphynx breed.
More important, perhaps, is the fact that
records exist going back almost 100 years
to document hairless cats born to haired
ones. Doubtless, this has occured through-
out history.

There has been some controversy as 1o
whether or not these cats should have been
reproduced. Some think there’s an inherent
weakness due to being hairless. We have
found nothing to link any weakness to the
mutation itsell. If any weakness does exist, it
is due to the excessive amount of inbreeding
(immediate family) and then linehreeding
(extended family) initially necessary to per-
petuate the breed. Given that this particular
mutation has occurred many times through-
out history, almost begging to he noticed, it
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is not an isolated freak of nature. Perhaps
the question should not be *..Is it right or
wrong to recreate a4 natural genetic mura-
tion?”, but rather. “...How do you create a
viable and vital hreed with a limited gene
pool?” The answer is not complicated. but
it does require both time and commitment.
The gene pool must be increased by out-
crossing—mating the Sphynx to other
breeds to generate what is commonly
known as “hybrid vigor.”

Carol Richards writes in the June 96
issue of "Cart Fancy,” "In 1985, my hus-
band and 1 were contacted by Solveig
Pflueger. an internationally known geneti-
cist. Sphynx were in danger of becoming
extinct and she believed they would be
compatible with the Devon Rex. the breed
we were involved with at the time. We bred
a female Devon Rex with a Sphynx male
and had a litter of four hairless kittens.
Since then we have spent years oulcissing
to healthy, unrelated Devon Rex to reach
the point where the gene poel was expand-
ed enough to be able to breed Sphynx to
Sphynx.” 1 must acknowledge the work of
Carol and Walt Richards. While laudable,
as their work has enabled the breed o per-
pewaate Itsell, crossing with the Devon Rex
to revivee the breed has not been enough 10
have the breed thrive and flourish. Only
very limited experimental crossings with the
American Shorthair (the other approved
outcross lor the Sphynx} have been con-
ducted. The ability to breed Sphynx to
Sphynx should not be the desired end prod-
uct, but rather. thriving sizable litters of
viable kittens that grow to adulthood with-
out genetic defect.

Despite what others may say, the breed

is still difficule to work with. Not surprising-

ly, Sphynx don't have the hardiness ol the

bam cat. In addithon, thelr extreme sensitiv-
ity makes them wulnerable by nature 1o mis-
treatment ol any kind and even negative
human enviromments, They must be lred
and raised respectiully and properly placed
in appreciative homes in order 1o preserve
their essential nuarn

Of all the things | have done, working
with the Sphynx has been by far the most
challenging anel, at the same tme, the maost
rewarding, | have herally made people walk
who never theughr they would again; [ have
assisted people, who were ohese [or a life-
time, in losing large amounts of weight; [

have even mught people how to walk on fire

to overcome persondl fears and limitations.

Believe it or not. non were ever as apprecia-
tive as those who huwe adopted our Sphynx

kittens and carts.

The Future

The luture of the Sphynx, in my « pin-
ion, is in jeopardy once again. Show breed-
ers who continally breed lor type (how the

cat looks) have not increased the gene pool

to any significant degree. Constant inbreed-

I n repeated finebreeding canses, at

best, a weakened inumune system and, at
worst, @n inability 1o reproduce. The annals
of purchred cats and dogs are filled with
these fareful scenarios Unless a very con-
certed and vigorous outcross program is
bt‘gul' ther h". Increasing the g\'”l [10(\1.

we're li a decline in the numbers

ol sound, healthy Sphynx cats in the furare.

I know from my work as a rehabilitation
siomal that health in this

lefined as being free from the

and fimess prof
country

symproms of dis While that may be the

socially accepted definition of health, tne
health—wigor and vitality—should be the
goal. We are nearing the paint ol no retarn.

Genetic delects cannot be fixed by veteri-

narians. they must instead be eliminated by
sound breeding practl

While some shonsighted individuals see
the acceprance of the breed by the Cat
Fancier's Association (CFA) as the answer, [
am afraid thar it would only worsen the

plight of breeders who are interested, first

and foremos genetc health. While the
shows s tandards of type (how the
cat looks), the Sphy vou can see by

peopli s lar more than a

CTences

unique appearance. The shows standards

are, in tacr uperficil way 1o judge the

value of an animal and have done more

harm than good The Sphynx is much too

pozed an animal 1o be led down the road to

aaq-
st

extinction by sell-appointed protective or
nizations who vigorously defend their right
to continue linebreeding to meet a show
standard. What good is an animal that
looks good on the ourtside, but lacks hard-
ness and virality within? Many a breed has
suffesed at the hands of people who desire
to own a ribbon or title. Cat shows, as most
everyone knows, are mot a spectator spor,
involving only a small Iraction of American
cat lovers. They are, n lact, a lesser order
than our modemn day beauty pageants in

which strctly “looking good™ is no longer
enough. Out of over | .000 documented
calls we have received the past vear about
the Sphynx. only two people wanted a car
to show. Americans want companion ani-
mals, not cats for the show ring, And I guar-
antee vou the American public desires more
trom a (O!ﬂr)ill:.l)ﬂ {l]"z,!li'n!l [h;lll JUst Sormne-
thing that looks good. They want, and
deserve to have, the whole package.

The breed will truly prosper only when
an integrated standard puides its contined

development. Ar present, the finciers show

sundard prevails. An integrated animal is
one in which all of th

parts join (o make
better whole. Withour an equal or greater
[ocus on genetic health and emperament
neither of which are reflected in the present
show standard or can be judged in the
show ring, breeding goals will continue to
reflect these inherent and potentially deadly
limitations.

Some Parting Thoughts

The conclusion that Suzanne and 1 have
come to alter all of this is: The Sphynx
oflers too much to humankind w allow i 1o
just fall by the wayside through uestion
able standards and shortsighted breeding

practices. Innocence in this society is

exploited on a daly basis. Of course. the
Sphynx is no exceprion. Although not all
thar qualify as Sphyrix on paper have these
extraordinary qualitics, those [rom the right
environment are, in reality, healing forces
forces that assist human beings in linding
e intimy

The Sphynx offers us the oppornunin
to restore antmals 1o ther dghtlul place in
society, one in which they are helpers
companions and healers. They are in reali-
ty a gift, which when experienced o their
lullest capacity, show themselves 1w he
nothing less than angels in cats bodies! €
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