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Abstract  

This document presents the results of a study of Felis catus, the domestic cat, on Pitcairn Island. The 

paper contains three major parts:  

¶ A comprehensive review of the history of domestic cats on Pitcairn, starting 

with the introduction of cats to Tahiti in 1767 

¶ Results from a field study carried out by the authors in May-June, 2018, using a 

trail camera, personal observations, and interviews with Pitcairners 

¶ Analysis of the dynamics of human-cat-rat interactions, with the goal of better 

understanding and managing the future of cats on the island 

Major conclusions that emerged from this study include:  

¶ Cats most likely were introduced to Pitcairn by the Bounty mutineers in 1790 

and probably have been present continuously since then. 

¶ In 2018 there were approximately 67 cats, including 25 pets and 42 feral cats. 

There are roughly 2 pet cats for every 3 Pitcairn Islanders, and about half of the 

population lives in a home with at least one pet cat. 

¶ There were at least two instances (ca. 1820 and in 1997) of nearly complete cat 

eradication. The cat population recovered naturally after 1820, but recovery 

from the 1997 event required importation of cats. 

¶ The Pitcairn community is not likely to be amenable to another rat and feral cat 

eradication unless island residents are primary managers and implementers of 

the project, rats are eradicated before targeting feral cats, and protection of pet 

cats is assured. 
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A kitten (probably feral) on Pitcairn Island, captured by the trail camera on May 31, 2018. 
.ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ŦƻǊŜƘŜŀŘΣ ǿŜ ƎŀǾŜ ƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ άaŜǿΦέ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 
kitten is included in this report. (Appendix 1, Plate 16(c)). 
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Introduction  

Felis catus, the domestic cat, arrived on Pacific islands along with the early European explorers and 

traders. They were often taken on voyages for rat control and perhaps also for companionship. Captain 

Cook left cats on several of the Society Islands, including Tahiti, and cats reached Saipan when a Spanish 

ship was wrecked there ό5ǳŦŦȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмнύΦ ¢ƘŜ {ŀƳƻŀƴǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ άǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ Ŏŀǘǎέ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ 

cats as they could obtain from whaling ships, but the cats fell out of favor when they began to eat pet 

birds. 9ǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ άǘƘŜ Ŏŀǘǎ Χ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭƛŜdέ and became άǿƛƭŘΣέ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜȅ ƻƴ 

{ŀƳƻŀΩǎ Ŝndemic pigeon, Didunculus strigirostris, (the tooth-billed pigeon) (Peale, 1848, p. 211). 

Because of their sociability, adaptability, and resourcefulness, cats have multiplied and spread 

worldwide in large numbers. On many islands, introduced cats are now regarded as invasive and are 

known to present a threat to certain endemic species; they are known to have led to numerous species 

extinctions in the Pacific islands and elsewhere. Cats have been eradicated from about 100 islands 

worldwide. However, because of their close association with humans, there is often serious controversy 

about cat eradication projects, especially on populated islands (Duffy et al., 2012). This paper is about 

the cats on Pitcairn Island, which have been present in this isolated community over most, if not all, of 

its 230-year history. 

Pitcairn Island  

Pitcairn Island, located approximately 320 miles ESE of the Gambier Islands of French Polynesia, is 

ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜƳƻǘŜ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŜŘ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎΦ tƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ¢Ǌƛǎǘŀƴ Řŀ /ǳƴƘŀ1 is a more isolated 

community (neither has an airport). The Pitcairn community derives from of one of the most famous 

events of maritime history, the HMAV2 Bounty mutiny of April 28, 1789. After taking command of the 

Bounty and setting Captain Bligh and most of his loyal crew members adrift in an open launch, the 

leader of the mutineers, Fletcher Christian, chose Pitcairn Island as a hideout from the British 

authorities. In January 1790 nine British crew members, six Tahitian men, twelve Tahitian women, and 

one baby girl landed on the island, and a few days later burned the Bounty. Pitcairn, a tiny mountainous 

island of approximately 6 km2, had upon its discovery in 1767 been shown incorrectly on charts, and 

thus seemed to be an ideal hideout. During the first five years of habitation, six of the mutineers and all 

of the Tahitian men were victims of murder or suicide. When the mutineer hideout was discovered by 

the American vessel Topaz in 1808, the island was populated by one remaining mutineer, John Adams, 

plus a group of women and children (Kirk, 2008). As of May 2018, Pitcairn Island had a population of 42 

people plus roughly eight contract employees on temporary assignment. 

  

                                                           
1
 Felis catus was eradicated from Tristan da Cunha in 1974 (Campbell et al., 2011). 

2
 Iƛǎ aŀƧŜǎǘȅΩǎ !ǊƳŜŘ ±ŜǎǎŜƭ 
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Historical record of cats on Pitcairn Island  

Figure 1 shows a timeline of Pitcairn Island, from 1750 to the present. Most of the events on this 

chart are elaborated in the following text. 

 

 

 

Figure 1 ς Timeline of human and cat events on Pitcairn Island. 
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18 th  Century: Introduction of cats to the island  

Cats first arrived in Tahiti in 1767 with Captain Samuel Wallis on the Dolphin.3 In Log of Captain 

Samuel Wallis on the Dolphin During his Voyage Round the World, 1766-1768 (as cited in Alexander, 

нллоΣ ǇΦ пноύΣ ²ŀƭƭƛǎ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άL ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀ /ŀǘ ōƛƎ ǿƛǘƘ YƛǘǘŜƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦƻƴŘ ς and 

{ǳǊǇǊƛȊŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ wŀǘǎ ǎƻ 9ŀƎŜǊƭȅΦέ Lƴ мттп WŀƳŜǎ /ƻƻƪ ƭŜŦǘ нл Ŏŀǘǎ ƻƴ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

cats on nearby islands (Duffy et al., 2012). Lt. William Bligh wrote about a Nov. 25, 1788, visit to the 

Bounty ōȅ hōŜǊŜŀΣ ŀ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛŀƴ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻŦ WƻǎŜǇƘ .ŀƴƪǎΣ ǿƘƻ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻŀǊŘ άŀ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜ Ŏŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ 

ōǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ōȅ /ŀǇǘƴΦ /ƻƻƪέ όOfficial Log of William Bligh, as cited in Alexander, 

2003, p. 423).  

hƴ WŀƴΦ омΣ мтуфΣ .ƭƛƎƘ ǿǊƻǘŜΥ ά²ƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ŀǘ hǘŀƘŜƛǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴ /ƻƻƪΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

numbers of rats about all the houses, and so tame that they flocked round the people at their meals for 

the offals, which were commonly thrown to them; but at this time we scarce ever saw a rat, which must 

ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ ŀ ōǊŜŜŘ ƻŦ Ŏŀǘǎ ƭŜŦǘ ƘŜǊŜ ōȅ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǎƘƛǇǎΦέ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭƻƎ ŜƴǘǊȅ .ƭƛƎƘ 

recorded the first reference to cats on the Bounty ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΥ ά²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ƻōƭƛƎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘ 

great pains to keep the ship clear of vermin on account of the plants. By the help of traps and good cats, 

we were freed from rats and miceέ ό.ƭƛƎƘΣ мтфнκмфтфΣ ǇΦ мнмύΦ .ƭƛƎƘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜment to 

clear the ship of rats before bringing aboard the cargo of breadfruit plants that the Bounty had been 

tasked to obtain. But in spite of the importance of cats on ships, Sir Joseph Banks instructed Bligh that 

there were to be no animals such as dogs, cats, or goats on board during the transport of the breadfruit 

plants unless they were caged to be used as food during the voyage (άLetter by Banks to an unknown 

correspondentέ, as cited in Alexander, 2003, p. 50). On March 27, 1789, Bligh ordered that aƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ 

cats and dogs be taken ashore prior to the loading of the breadfruit. When the Bounty departed Tahiti 

on April 5 with its cargo of breadfruit there were no cats aboard (Alexander, 2003, p. 124).  

The mutiny occurred on April 28, 1789; Bligh and his loyal crew members were set adrift in a 

ƭƻƴƎōƻŀǘΦ WŀƳŜǎ aƻǊǊƛǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘǎǿŀƛƴΩǎ ƳŀǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Bounty. He claimed loyalty to Capt. Bligh, 

but due to lack of space in the longboat, he remained on the Bounty with the mutineers until their final 

stop in Tahiti. Eventually he was arrested and taken back to England where he was tried and convicted, 

and later pardoned (Kirk, 2008, p. 43). 

Lƴ aƻǊǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ stay in Tahiti and the subsequent mutiny, he wrote of 

the Tahitians: ά¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ Ŏŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǌŀǘǎ ōǳǘ Ŝŀǘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊέ όaƻǊǊƛǎƻƴΣ 1792/2010, p. 136), and that 

άǘƘŜȅ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛǎƻǊŘŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴŀŎǉǳŀƛƴǘŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

knew us, particularly with bringing fleas among them, which they say weǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀǘǎέ όǇΦ нмсύΦ  

Immediately after the mutiny, the mutineers sought refuge on the island of Tubuai. They arrived on 

May 24, stayed for a week, and then returned to Tahiti to pick up nine women, eight men, eight 

children, and some livestock, including some cats, to take back to Tubuai (Alexander, 2003, p. 13). 

aƻǊǊƛǎƻƴ ǿǊƻǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛ ǾƛǎƛǘΥ ά.ȅ ǘƘŜ мсǘƘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ƳǳǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ псл ƘƻƎǎ όƳƻǎǘƭȅ ōǊŜŜŘŜǊǎύΣ рл 

ƎƻŀǘǎΣ ŀ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦƻǿƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ŘƻƎǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀǘǎέ όǇΦ птύΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎe cats were left on Tubuai, as 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ aƻǊǊƛǎƻƴΩǎ Wǳƭȅ муΣ мтуф, ŜƴǘǊȅΥ άCƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻǾŜǊǊǳƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŀǘǎΣ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ Ŏŀǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

                                                           
3
 The Dolphin is regarded as the first European ship to reach Tahiti. 
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ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǎƘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘ ƭƻƻǎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜƳέ όǇΦ рмύΦ Describing the living conditions of the Tubuai 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΥ ά¢ƘŜ Ǌats run over them all night in droves, but as we left several cats, it is possible 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎέ όǇǇΦ см-62). 

hƴ {ŜǇǘΦ мрΣ мтуфΣ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǘƛƴŜŜǊǎ ƭŜŦǘ ¢ǳōǳŀƛ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛΣ άǿŜƭƭ 

stocked with hoƎǎΣ ƎƻŀǘǎΣ ŦƻǿƭΣ ŘƻƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǘǎΧέ όǇΦ руύΦ CƛŦǘŜŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ crew, including 

Morrison, disembarked in Tahiti and were eventually apprehended by British authorities. On the night of 

Sept. 21, 1789, the Bounty, under the command of Fletcher Christian, departed Tahiti on the voyage that 

would eventually end at Pitcairn Island around Jan. 15, 1790 (Kirk, 2008, p. 39). 

To summarize: we know that Ƴƻǎǘ ǎƘƛǇǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мтллΩǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ǌŀǘ ƛƴŦŜǎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ Ŏŀǘǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ 

them under control. Cats were present on the Bounty prior to loading the breadfruit and again when the 

mutineers obtained livestock and cats in Tahiti following their first attempt to settle at Tubuai. They also 

had cats aboard when they left Tubuai for the second time on Sept.15, 1789, to return to Tahiti. Cats 

were important enough to be mentioned several times by Morrison and were regarded by the 

mutineers as necessary for rat control. We conclude that the Bounty must have had cats aboard when 

the mutineers departed Tahiti for the last time on the night of Sept. 21, 1789, (only 6 days after 

Morrison had reported the Bounty ǘƻ ōŜ άǿŜƭƭ ǎǘƻŎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΧŎŀǘǎΦΦΦέύ ǘƻ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ 

Pitcairn Island about 4 months later. There is no known written account giving details of the .ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ 

arrival at Pitcairn, but the journal of Mr. Newell, first officer of the Sultan in 1817, and the notes made 

by J. A. Moerenhout in 1829 (discussed in the next section) both state that Pitcairn islanders told them 

that cats had arrived with other livestock on the Bounty. Thus, there appears to be compelling evidence 

that cats were first transported to Pitcairn Island by the Bounty mutineers. 

19 th  Century: Protecting the cats  

Nothing more was heard from the mutineers until they were discovered on Pitcairn by Captain 

Folger of the Topaz in 1808. At that time the island was populated by John Adams, last survivor of the 

original mutineers, and a group of women and children who werŜ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǘƛƴŜŜǊǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎ 

(Kirk, 2008, p. 49). 

The first official documentation of cats on Pitcairn Island was logged during the visit of the American 

whaler Sultan under Captain Reynolds of Boston. It was the third ship to arrive since the mǳǘƛƴŜŜǊǎΩ 

ƘƛŘŜƻǳǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ мулу ōȅ /ŀǇǘΦ CƻƭƎŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΣ aǊΦ bŜǿŜƭƭΣ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ 

of Pitcairn in his journal. Part of the entry for hŎǘΦ мтΣ мумт ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƛǎ 

yams, tarro, bread fruit, cocoa nuts, bananas, sugar cane, and the tea root, all of which they found on 

landing ς they also found great numbers of rats. Hogs, goats, fowls, and cats were brought in the shipέ 

ό¢ƻǇƭƛŦŦΣ мунмύΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǎƘƛǇέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ Bounty. 

Jacques Antoine Moerenhout4 visited Pitcairn Island in January of 1829 on the Volador and made 

detailed notes about his visit. His observations include the following paragraph, of great significance to 

Pitcairn cat history:   

                                                           
4
 J. A. Moerenhout later served as both the U.S. and French Consul in Papeete, Tahiti. 
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One thing which astonished me and upon which I remarked to my guides is the few birds on the 

island because, having covered it almost completely, I had seen only two or three -- and these 

ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜŀ ōƛǊŘǎΦ άLǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǎΣέ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΣ άǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΦέ Lǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

arrival of the English the island was covered with rats, which the cats which they had brought 

with them took no time in chasing, but, since they were given nothing to eat so that they would 

more readily chase the rats, they multiplied rapidly, becoming wild. A few years later they were 

so great in number that, not content with destroying the rats, they also destroyed the birds, 

which they surprised at night, and when these resources were lacking, they could even be seen 

taking away the chickens of the inhabitants. Soon then they had become even more 

inconvenient than the rats had ever been, and the islanders were obligated to give chase to them 

with guns and set traps for them, and thus destroyed almost all. If they had not done this, the 

cats would not have left a single chicken in all the island. (Moerenhout, 1993, p. 27) 

Lƴ aƻŜǊŜƴƘƻǳǘΩǎ ǉǳƻǘŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƳǳǘƛƴŜŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ 9ƴƎƭŀƴd, as 

opposed to their Polynesian/English descendants born on Pitcairn. 

In 1831 the entire Pitcairn population abandoned the island during an attempt to resettle in Tahiti. 

Many islanders died from illnesses there. The survivors decided to return to Pitcairn and some arrived 

after only 3½ months away (Kirk, 2012, pp. 79-81). In 1834 Frederick Bennett visited Pitcairn on HMS 

Tuscan ŀƴŘ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ά¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀŘǊǳǇŜŘǎ ǿŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŜȄƻǘƛŎΣ ŀǎ Ǝƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǿƛƴŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ 

brought hither by the first settlers from the Bounty, and a bull and cow, a donkey, a dog, and several 

cats, which the people had recentƭȅ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ŀƘƛǘƛΧέ ό.ŜƴƴŜǘǘΣ муплκмфтлΣ ǇΦ плύΦ Iƛǎ 

wording suggests that cats were brought to Pitcairn from Tahiti after the failed attempt to resettle there 

in 1831. It raises a question: Does this mean that Pitcairn was without cats in 1831? We propose that the 

earlier partial cat eradication noted by Moerenhout, while not eliminating all cats from the island, might 

have reduced their numbers to a level that allowed the rat population to greatly increase by the time 

ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ ŜȄƻŘǳǎ to Tahiti took place.5 Thus, the Pitcainers might have obtained additional cats in 

Tahiti, where they were readily available. 

Cats were noted to be present on Pitcairn in December, муот όIŀȅΣ муфуΣ ǇΦ оофύΦ .ȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ муолΩǎ 

the islanders were making the welfare of cats a high priority, representing a dramatic change from the 

earlier eradication efforts described by Moerenhout. On Nov. 30, 1838, at the request of the Pitcairn 

Islanders, Captain Russell Elliott of HMS Fly wrote a set of laws for Pitcairn Island. The third law was 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ά[ŀǿǎ ŦƻǊ /ŀǘǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΥ  

If any person under the age of ten years shall kill a cat, he or she shall receive corporal 

punishment. If any one between the ages of ten and fifteen shall kill a cat he or she shall pay a 

fine of twenty-five dollars; half the fine to be given to the informer, the other half to the public. 

All masters of families convicted of killing a cat shall be fined fifty dollars; half the fine to be given 

to the informer, the other half to the public. (Brodie, 1851, p. 86) 

CƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǳǇ ǘƻ Ϸмнлл ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŘƻƭƭŀǊǎ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ Ŏŀǘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ Ǌŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

noteworthy that the laws were directed toward the actions of young people.  

                                                           
5
 After feral cats on Pitcairn Island were eradicated in 1997, the population of rats exploded, forcing islanders to 
ǊŜƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ Ŏŀǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜƳ όάThe Rats and Cats of PitcairnΣέ нл00). 
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²ŀƭǘŜǊ .ǊƻŘƛŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘǊŀƴŘŜŘ ƻƴ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ ŦƻǊ н ǿŜŜƪǎ ƛƴ мурл ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ άŎŀǘǎ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎΣ 

and wild in the bush, and are encouraged to kill the rats, although they probably destroy more fowls 

ǘƘŀƴ Ǌŀǘǎέ ό.ǊƻŘƛŜΣ мурмΣ ǇΦ птύΦ !ƴother description of Pitcairn Island states: ά¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƴƴƻȅŜŘ 

by rats, which do much damage to the sugar-canes. Hence the strictness of the Law for the Preservation 

ƻŦ /ŀǘǎέ όaǳǊǊŀȅΣ муроΣ ǇΦ млуύΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƭŀǿǎ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ wŜǾΦ DΦ IΦ bƻōōǎΥ 

If a cat is killed without being positively detected in killing fowls, however strong the suspicion 

may be, the person killing such cat is obliged, as a penalty, to destroy 300 rats, whose tails must 

be submitted for the inspection of the magistrate, by way of proof that the penalty has been 

paid. (Murray, 1853, pp. 257-258) 

In 1856 the people of Pitcairn abandoned their island again and resettled on Norfolk Island. All 194 

islanders left Pitcairn on May 3, 1856, aboard the Morayshire and arrived at Norfolk Island on June 8 

(Kirk, 2008, pp. 116-117). Prior to this time, domestic cats were present on Norfolk and were mentioned 

in a journal entry on May 16, 1855 (Stewart, 1992, p. 29). However, we could find no historical 

references suggesting that cats were taken from Pitcairn to Norfolk. None of a set of surviving journals 

of Pitcairn Islanders who resettled on Norfolk Island make any mention of cats being brought from 

Pitcairn, nor is there any mention of cats in a transcribed letter from Norfolk Islander Fredrick Howard to 

his sister, in which he speaks of his time spent with the Pitcairn Islanders while establishing their Norfolk 

settlement (Leah Honeywood, personal communication, Dec. 14, 2018). During the resettlement to 

Norfolk Island, Pitcairn Island sat deserted for around two and one-half years with the exception of 

March 15 ς July 23, 1858, when it was occupied by Captain Knowles and six crew members of the ship 

Wild Wave, which had run aground at Oneo (Kirk, 2008, p. 120). Captain Knowles reported in his log that 

they found cattle, goats, chickens and one hog to sustain them but mentioned neither rats nor cats 

(Knowles, 1858/1957).  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ .ǊƻŘƛŜΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ άƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎέ ŦŜǊŀƭ Ŏŀǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

island in 1850. Additionally, a later newspaper account mentioned that the Wild Wave crew 

encountered cats on Pitcairn (άA Romance of the Sea,έ 1875), although the article appeared to 

contradict some statements Captain Knowles made about the incident in his log. If the islanders took 

cats with them to Norfolk Island, those cats probably were tame pets that could have been easily caged 

and transported rather than feral cats that would have been much more difficult to catch and handle. 

Any pet or feral cats remaining on the deserted island would have had no difficulty surviving the 

absence of people due to the mild climate, lack of predators, abundant food in the form of rats and 

birds, including chickens, and abandoned structures for shelter. A deserted Pitcairn Island would have 

been a virtual paradise for cats. Thus we do not believe that the abandonment of Pitcairn interrupted 

the presence of cats on the island.  

On Sept. 8, 1878, Rear Admiral De Horsey of H.M.S. Shah arrived at Pitcairn. In a report he wrote 

ŘŀǘŜŘ {ŜǇǘΦ мтΣ мутуΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΥ ά¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǎƘŜŜǇΣ ƎƻŀǘǎΣ ǇƛƎǎΣ ŦƻǿƭǎΣ ŎŀǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƎǎέ 

(Young, 1894, p. 206). His report went on to state ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǎƘŜŜǇΣ ƎƻŀǘǎΣ ǇƛƎǎΣ ŦƻǿƭǎΣ ŘƻƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǘǎΧŀǊŜ 

ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŦǊŜŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŀŘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƛƴŘέ όάA Real Utopia,έ 1878). In Nov. 1878, 

Captain Samuel C. Jordan was told by the wife of the pastor, Simon Young, that the Pitcairn islanders 

were troubled by rats eating sugar cane and sweet potatoes. They had bred cats to control the rats but 
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άǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǎΣ ǘƻƻΣ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ƴǳƛǎŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǳǊƴ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŘǳŎƪǎέ όWƻǊŘŀƴΣ 

1879). On July 20, 1889, Captain Charles E. Barker of the U.S.S. Abardena ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇΩǎ ƭƻƎΥ ά²Ŝ 

got a little yellow cat from the Pitcairn people and itΩǎ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎ ƴƻǿέ όCƻǊŘΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦ ссύΦ 

Lƴ муфн ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ άǿƛƭŘ Ǝƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭŘ ŎŀǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀtter a great nuisance, because of their 

ŦƻƴŘƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴǎέ όάThe Pitcairn Islanders,έ 1892). 

A law concerning cats appears in the Pitcairn Island Civil Recorder dated January 1, 1893, and is 

quoted in its entirety below:  

Law Sixteen (16). Any person or persons after this date, September 24, 1884, maliciously 

wounding, or causing the death of a cat, without permission, will be liable to such punishment as 

the court will inflict. Further, any person, or persons aiding, or abetting in the aforesaid 

misdemeanor, will also be convicted under the same indictment. Should any dog, going out with 

his master, fall in with a cat, and chase him, and no effort be made to save the cat, the dog must 

be killed for the first offence. Fine 10 shillings. Cats in any part of the island doing anyone 

damage, must be killed in the presence of one of the members of parliament. (Shapiro, 1936, p. 

294) 

Thus while cats still had great importance for rat control, troublesome cats would not be tolerated.  

For completeness, we include an earlier version of the above cat law dated Sept. 9, 1878, described 

ƛƴ ŀƴ муфф !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŀǎ άŘŜƭƛŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǉǳŀƛƴǘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜέΥ 

No person or persons are to kill any cat unless doing him damage. If anyone be found so doing, 

he will be punished by having his dog taken from him and be killed; and should the person have 

no dog, he shall be punished by the magistrate. Should a dog go out with his master and fall in 

with a cat and chase him, and the owner of the dog make all effort to save the cat, this will save 

his dog, though the cat died afterwards; but should no effort be made to save the cat, the dog 

must be confined for the first offence, and be killed for the second. (άThe Pitcairn Islands,έ 1899) 

There are relatively few nineteenth and twentieth century references about Pitcairn that contain 

more than a passing mention of cats. Some visitors to the island who made an effort to write detailed 

descriptions made note of their presence, but many others mentioned nothing about animals at all, or 

wrote only of livestock used as a food source. Visitors who landed on the island for only a short time 

could have easily missed seeing cats or may have thought them unworthy of mention when compared 

to the human drama arouƴŘ ǘƘŜƳΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ ά[ŀǿǎ ŦƻǊ /ŀǘǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ 

number of magazine and newspaper articles. Cat laws along with other laws concerning Pitcairn animals 

were seen by the outside world as indicative of a quaint and innocent way of life. 

20 th  Century: Managing the cats  

From the late nineteenth century through the first decades of the twentieth century, island court 

records and official reports recorded conflicts and disagreements between islanders concerning the 

behavior of animals, whƛƭŜ άǊŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭŘ Ŏŀǘǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎέ ό{ƛƭǾŜǊƳŀƴΣ мфстΣ ǇΦ мтрύΦ /ŀǘǎ 

were seen on Pitcairn in July 1907 (άPitcairn Island and its People,έ 1908) and their presence was also 

mentioned by a resident missionary in 1917 (Pitcairn Island People Happy, 1917). In June 1921 a visitor 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦΧ ǿƛƭŘ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴǎΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭŘ cats, on the island. The islanders, 

of course, are not without their tame Ŏŀǘǎέ όάPitcairn Island,έ 1921). Cat laws continued to be publicized, 
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and headlined a 1937 article in the Sydney Morning Herald (Alley, 1937). Edwin Ferdon Jr. visited Pitcairn 

in 1956 and noted ά5ƻƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦŜǿ Ŏŀǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƪŜǇǘ ŀǎ ǇŜǘǎ.έ όCŜǊŘƻƴΣ мфруΣ ǇΦ 

76). In March 1960 an informal census of random items and animals on Pitcairn listed that there were 

άŎŀǘǎ ǳƴƴǳƳōŜǊŜŘέ όCƻǊŘΣ мфулΣ ǇΦ морύΦ Lƴ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ мфсн ǘƘŜ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ reported, ά²ƛƭŘ Ŏŀǘǎ 

are causing quite a lot of death amongst young chickens, so that any cat seen prowling around fowl is 

usualƭȅ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǎƘƛŦǘΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǎƘƻǊǘ ǎƘƛŦǘέ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ wƻȅ /ƭŀǊƪ άōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎƻ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΩǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ 

ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ trip down to the pictures the other night to give a 

Ŧǳƭƭ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀǘ ǎƻ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀǊŜŘέ όCƻǊŘΣ мфулΣ ǇΦ фнύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

άǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎέ ƻŦ ōƻȅǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘŜǿƻǊǘƘȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ ǘƘŜ laws for cats of 1838 that established 

large fines for families of children that killed a cat. In January 1977 the Pitcairn people did another 

informal census of animals on the island and estimated that there were 47 tame cats (Ford, 1980, p. 18). 

No mention was made of wild (presumably feral) cats.  

Cats and other introduced species on islands worldwide have become increasingly recognized as 

threats to the ecosystem of these islands. Feral cats are believed to have caused breeding failures and 

extinctions in numerous endemic species, including birds, mammals, and reptiles. Since the beginning of 

ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ Ŏŀǘ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ млл ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ 

with a success rate of approximately 80% (Campbell et al., 2011). In 1997 the British Government and 

the World Wildlife Fund (UK) contracted with a New Zealand company called Wildlife Management 

International Limited (WMIL) to exterminate the brown rats (Rattus exulans) and feral cats on Pitcairn 

Island. The project was funded by the Department for International Development and Worldwide Fund 

for Nature (UK) (Bell & Bell, 1998).  

The WMIL team stayed on Pitcairn from April 13 ς Dec. 4, 1997, to perform the task. The Pitcairn 

LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎ ƴƛŎƪƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŀƳ ά¢ƘŜ wŀǘ tƛƭŜΦέ wŀǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀǊƎŜted with an anticoagulant 

ǊƻŘŜƴǘƛŎƛŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀ ŘŜƴǎŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŎƭŜŀǊŜŘ άƎǊƛŘ ƭƛƴŜǎέ Ŏǳǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΣ 

approximately 25 meters apart. The Pitcairn cats were broken into three groups: (1) pet cats for 

breeding; (2) pet cats to be spayed or neutered and returned to their owners; and (3) feral cats to be put 

down. Three unspayed females and two unneutered males were saved for breeding and were kept in 

pens at two homes while the eradication was in progress. Residents were free to claim any cat on the 

island as their pet and request that it be sterilized by a veterinarian (brought from New Zealand as part 

of the WMIL team) and released to them instead of being put down. All pet cats and 17 feral cats were 

tested for feline aids (FIV) and feline leukemia (FeLV) and found to be negative, leading the veterinarian 

to conclude that the island was free of both diseases (Bell & Bell, 1998).  

A total of 45 feral cats were trapped, 25 in leg hold traps and 20 in cage traps. Another 11 feral cats 

died from secondary poisoning caused by eating rats that had ingested the rodenticide. Six more feral 

cats were shot and one was killed with a machete. Thus a total of 63 feral cats were known to have been 

eliminated during the eradication. An estimate for the total Pitcairn feral cat population prior to the 

eradication was given as more than 70 (Nogales, 2004) because it was assumed that a number of cats 

that had died from secondary poisoning were never located and accounted for (Elizabeth [Biz] Bell, 

personal communication, Aug. 23, 2018). Altogether, 24 pet cats were spayed or neutered and 5 were 
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ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŦŜǊǘƛƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎΣ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ нф ŎŀǘǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ²aL[Ωǎ 

pet cat data shows that up to 10 of those 29 cats died while the team was still on the island (two from 

fight wounds, one from poisoning, one put down due to allergies, one put down for unspecified reasons, 

and five missing/presumed dead - probably from poison), leaving only 19 cats, including the five that 

were reserved for breeding. Two pet cats were poisoned but they recovered after treatment with an 

antidote containing vitamin K1 (Bell & Bell, 1998). 

¢ƘŜ ²aL[ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŜŀƳ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƴŘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŀŘƻǇǘ ŀ άŎŀǘ ƻǊŘƛƴŀƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ 

ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘ ŀ άCat Officerέ ǘƻ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŏŀǘ ƻǊŘƛƴŀƴŎŜΣ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀǿǎ ŦƻǊ /ŀǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфth 

ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǇŜǘ Ŏŀǘǎ ōŜ άŘŜ-ǎŜȄŜŘέ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ άǘǿƻ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ Ŏŀǘǎ 

would be cared for by two families to be selected by the Cat Officer. Kittens born to the breeding cats 

ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƴŜǳǘŜǊŜŘ ƛŦ ƳŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳǘ Řƻǿƴ ƛŦ ŦŜƳŀƭŜΣ ŀǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ άǎǳǊǇƭǳǎέ ƳŀƭŜ ƪƛǘǘŜƴǎΣ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ /ŀǘ 

hŦŦƛŎŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛȊŜŘ ŀ ƪƛǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ άǊŜƳŀƛƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜέ ŦƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎΦ .ǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ Ŏŀǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ 

three females and two males. Island families would normally be limited to two pet cats but could apply 

ǘƻ ƻǿƴ ƳƻǊŜ άǳƴŘŜǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǇŜǘ Ŏŀǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ Ŏŀǘǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ 

kept by families. Any family leaving the island would be required to have someone else care for their 

cats or arrange through the Cat Officer to have them put down. The ordinance went on to encourage 

the killing of any stray or feral cats missed by the eradication program and to provide guidance for 

permissions needed to import a cat to the island (Bell & Bell, 1998). There is no indication that the 

suggested cat ordinance was ever adopted by the Island Council and there is no reference to a cat 

ordinance on the Pitcairn government website. 

WMIL returned to Pitcairn from April 12 ς Sept. 27, 1998, in order to complete the rat eradication 

program and to assess the results of the feral cat eradication program. Although it appeared that the cat 

ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΣ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƘŀŘ completely changed 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴƻǿ ƘŀŘ άŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎέ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘŜ ŎŀǘǎΣ 

should additional cats be found. This was, they said, due to the secondary poisoning of pet cats and the 

άƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ Řǳe to the de-ǎŜȄƛƴƎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ мффтΦέ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

activities regarding cats to inspection of the island for signs of feral cats (Bell, 1998). 

The Pitcairn Islanders did not inform the eradication team of any concern they might have had 

about the ancestry of the cats that were targeted by the eradication program (Elizabeth [Biz] Bell, 

personal communication, Aug. 23, 2018). An unintended consequence of the eradication and the 

spaying/neutering of nearly all pet cats was that any exǘŀƴǘ άƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭέ ƎŜƴŜǘƛŎ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǘǎΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ά.ƻǳƴǘȅ Catsέ ōȅ ǘƘŜ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΣ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ό{ǘŜǾŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ 

Kevin Young, personal communications, May 30, 2018). The perceived loss of a line of original cats was 

disturbing to a number of residents. For example, a Pitcairn Islander posting to an internet discussion 

ōƻŀǊŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ƴŀƳŜ άaŀƛƳƛǘƛƘŀǾŜƴέ6 ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ά¢ƘŜ ǎǇŀȅƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ŏŀǘǎ ǿŀǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŀǘ 

ǇƛƭŜΩ ǿŀǎ ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ όмфύфуΦ7 The saddest thing is our true Bounty Cats were shot, neutered/spayed until 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ώǿŜǊŜƴΩǘϐ ŀƴȅ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜǎ ƭŜŦǘέ όMaimitihaven, 2005). Maimitihaven added in the same post 

ǘƘŀǘ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ōǊŜŜŘ ώǿŜǊŜϐ ǇƻƛǎƻƴŜŘ ōȅ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƛǎƻƴŜŘ ǊŀǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŎƘ 

                                                           
6
 άaŀƛƳƛǘƛ IŀǾŜƴέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ LǎƭŀƴŘΦ 

7
 The cat eradication and spay/neuter program was performed in 1997. 
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ǘƘŜ ŘȅƛƴƎ Ŏŀǘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŎǊŀǿƭŜŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƻ ŘƛŜΦέ ²aL[ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀǘǎ ǎŀǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ 

live very long after the departure of the eradication team but was unsure of the reason for the deaths of 

the relatively young cats (Elizabeth [Biz] Bell, personal communication, Aug. 23, 2018). A Pitcairn 

islander currently living off the island, but who was living on Pitcairn at the time of the eradication, 

ǿǊƻǘŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜƳŀƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦŜǊǘƛƭŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ Ŏŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ άƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛǘǘŜƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊΣέ ōǳǘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀǘ άŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǳŎŎǳƳōŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǇƻƛǎƻƴƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ŘƛŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ Ŏŀǘǎέ 

(Anonymous, personal communication, Nov. 15, 2018). 

In 1999 rats began to reappear on Pitcairn in spite of the follow-up work done in 1998 (Bell, 1999). 

By July 2000 there was an explosion of the Pitcairn rat population. A number of residents began 

shooting the rats with .22 rifles and killing as many as 200 rats in only a few days. They also obtained 

more rat poison but found it difficult to use in wet weather. Traps were employed but were still 

insufficient to keep the rat population from growing. The rats were eating nearly all types of fruit and 

vegetables grown on the island, so it was decided to bring a pair of breeding cats from New Zealand. 

Those cats soon produced seven kittens and they were all given the rodenticide antidote to protect 

ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƻƛǎƻƴŜŘ ŘŜŀŘ Ǌŀǘǎ όά¢ƘŜ wŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ /ŀǘǎ ƻŦ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴΣέ нлллύΦ 

21st Century: Cats into the future  

Maimitihaven complained that the new cats broǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƳ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ άƭŀȊȅέ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

not chase rats. She added that the new cats had been introduced in мфффκнлллΣ ŀƴŘ άǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀǘǎ 

ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǘ ƻŦŦ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƎŜǘ ǊƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘǎΦέ Thus feral cats were reintroduced to Pitcairn 

around 2000. A 2010 review of invasive species impacts in UK overseas territories confirmed that cats 

ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ όIƛƭǘƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмлύ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ƻŦ нлмс ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ άƭƻǿ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎέ ό{ŎƘƻŦƛŜƭŘ Ŝǘ 

al., 2016).  

In 2016 a report issued under the Royŀƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ƛǊŘǎ όw{t.ύ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ά5ŀǊǿƛƴ 

tǊƻƧŜŎǘέ ǊŜǾƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ǌŀǘ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀǘ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ LǎƭŀƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ǿŀǎ 

ƴŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ 5ǊΦ DǊŀƴǘ IŀǊǇŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴŎreased if rats and 

cats were eradicated. Birds such as the endangered Pitcairn reed warbler (Acrocephalus vaughani) 

would benefit. Any such eradication project would require full engagement of the community with 

ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ΨōŀŎƪ-ǎŜŀǘΩΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŀǎƛǾŜ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ƻƴ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ ŀǎ άƳƛƴƻǊέ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

During a visit to Pitcairn by Darwin Project personnel, a feasibility study for a rat and cat eradication was 

completed. However, no action has been taken. Some residents of Pitcairn do not want cats eradicated 

until the island is free of rats. They have not forgotten the failed rat eradication effort in 1997-1998 

when the rat population exploded following the successful eradication of feral cats. They are also 

concerned about pet cats being poisoned. However, it appears nearly impossible to protect the cat 

population because the techniques used to eliminate rats also indirectly affect the cats. The feasibility 

study and an operational plan remain unpublished out of concern that the Pitcairn community might 

ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ άǳƴŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ 

ǊǳƳƻǊǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ (Kelly, 2016). 
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The 2018 Field Study  

Motivation  and goals 

This study was motivated by the need for both historical and current information on the cats of 

Pitcairn Island. Up until now, the only significant publications about the Pitcairn cats have been two 

reports published in 1998 by WMIL to document their rat/feral cat eradication project. The reports are 

extremely thorough and contain a wealth of information about the cats on the island at that time. 

However, because the scope of the reports was limited to the eradication project, they do not provide 

an overview of the cat population historically or currently. 

Our primary goals were to conduct a census of the cats on Pitcairn Island (both pet and feral), 

describe their observed distribution and condition, and infer the dynamics and possible future using 

current and historical data. We also examined interactions between the human and cat populations and 

assessed ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ toward the 1997 feral cat eradication.  

Definitions  

The conventional definition of a άferal catέ is that it lives outdoors and does not socialize with 

humans. Feral cats sometimes live far from any humans, but also may live in the vicinity of buildings and 

human activity. In all cases they fend for themselves and try to avoid interaction with people. Feral cats 

originate from pet cats that are released (or abandoned) by their owner into the outdoors, cats that 

escape from their owner, or cats that result from unrestrained breeding (Nogales et al., 2013). If the 

kittens of those cats experience no contact with humans during the third to eighth weeks of life, they 

probably will become feral (Bradshaw et al., 1999). 

Cats that live with humans are referred to as άhouse catsέ or άpet cats.έ Pet cats usually are highly 

socialized to their owners and may seek frequent physical contact. Finally, there are less socialized cats 

ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛǾŜ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎ ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ŦŜŘ ōȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ 

allow themselves to be touched. These cats are ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎŜƳi-ŦŜǊŀƭέ ƻǊ άǎǘǊŀȅ.έ In this paper we will 

ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǇŜǘ Ŏŀǘέ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ Ŏŀǘǎ ƻƴ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ not feral, so this includes semi-feral cats.  

Methods  

To document the pet cats, we interviewed residents and visited the two households with the largest 

numbers of pet cats. While we did not visit all the households with pet cats, we believe we recorded a 

complete list of cats for all households. 

To document the feral cats we used a Blusmart wildlife (trail) camera which we placed in nine 

different locations during the study period. Bait (generally cooked or raw fish plus a commercial kibble) 

was placed in locations thought to be frequented by feral cats. The location of each trail camera site was 

recorded with a Garmin GPSmap 62s. In addition, brief personal sightings of suspected feral cats were 

recorded. We used ordinary photography to capture images of cats when encountered anywhere on the 

island. All photographs from all sources were analyzed to identify every distinguishable cat. 
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Observations  of pet cats 

Table 1 lists numbers of pet cats at ten residences. CƻǊ ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ά½ƻƴŜέ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ 

next section. Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƳƛǘǘŜŘ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎς we simply assigned a 

lower case letter to each residence known to have pet cats. We had the opportunity to visit residences 

άŀέ ŀƴŘ άōέ ǘƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǎΦ  

 

Table 1 ς Pet cats at island residences in 2018 

Residence Zone Humans Pet cats 

a 1 3 4 

b 6 4 9 

c 1 1 1 

d 1 1 1 

e 1 2 2 

f 1 2 1 

g 1 2 1 

h 1 2 2 

i 1 2 3 

j 1 3 1 

Subtotal Zone 1 18 16 
Subtotal Zone 6 4 9 

Total  22 25 

 

In 2018 there were 23 residences on the island occupied by 42 Pitcairn Islanders and around 8 

temporary contractors. Twenty-two of the 42 Pitcairners occupied the 10 residences that had 1 or more 

pet cats. Among cat owners the mean was 2.2 humans/residence and 2.5 cats/residence. Thus, there 

was close to 1 cat per human in those 10 residences. The contractors had no pets. 

The trail camera sometimes recorded pet cats. The information obtained by the interviews and visits 

helped exclude these records from the feral cat records. 
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Observations of feral cats  

Information on feral cats was obtained using the trail camera and opportunistic sightings. Table 2 

lists the number of distinct feral cats that were photographed by the trail camera in each of nine sites. 

The sites were assigned sequential numbers (1-9) and descriptive names, listed in Table 2 and shown on 

Plate 1. We divided the island into six zones of approximately equal area, numbered clockwise from 

Bounty Bay, and these are noted for each camera site. Plates 2-10 show views at or near the locations 

where the trail camera was deployed. Plates 11-19 show a selection of trail camera images of feral and 

pet cats. 

Table 2 does not include any cats that were known to be pet cats. However, it is possible that one or 

more cats counted in Table 2 could be roaming pet cats that were not known to us. 

 

Table 2 ς Trail camera counts of distinct feral cats. Known pet cats are excluded. 

Site # Name Latitude Longitude Zone Start time/date End time/date Cats 

1 !ŘŀƳΩǎ DǊƻǳƴŘ -25.067986 -130.102489 1 21:21/2018-05-24 10:49/2018-05-25 5 

2 Big Fence -25.067355 -130.098039 1 12:13/2018-05-25 07:30/2018-05-26 1 

3 Flatland -25.068307 -130.10547 6 16:31/2018-05-26 11:10/2018-05-27 6 

4 St Paul's Road -25.072585 -130.096922 2 18:01/2018-05-28 12:01/2018-05-29 5 

5 {ǘŜǾŜΩǎ Garden -25.074483 -130.103665 3 20:00/2018-05-29 13:18/2018-05-30 1 

6 bƛƎΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ -25.064953 -130.104123 6 19:47/2018-05-30 08:30/2018-05-31 4 

7 Tedside -25.066434 -130.120662 5 11:42/2018-05-31 09:07/2018-06-01 1 

8 Bounty Bay -25.069924 -130.09365 2 17:18/2018-06-01 07:57/2018-06-02 2 

9 Tennis court -25.073607 -130.099164 3 16:36/2018-06-02 11:24/2018-06-03 0 

      Total 25 
 

Table 3 lists sightings of cats believed to be feral. These sightings were mostly fleeting glimpses of 

cats crossing roads and disappearing into the undergrowth. One of these sightings was reported by a 

resident. It is possible that any of these cats could be roaming pets not known to us that are also listed 

in Table 1, or feral cats listed in Table 2. We believe that a cat sighted on May 27, 2008, was also 

recorded by the trail camera at Site 4 and is accounted for in Table 2, hence we count only 7 distinct 

feral cats rather than 8 (see * in Table 3). 

 

Table 3 ς Sightings of (presumed) feral cats 

Date Location Zone Observation Cats 

2018-05-27 
In forest beside St. 
tŀǳƭΩǎ ǊƻŀŘ 

2 
Black/white - Believed to be a cat seen on trail 
camera at Site 4 

*  

2018-05-31 
On Tedside road near 
site 7 

5 
White/ orange ς distinctly different cat from Site 7 
trail camera image 

1 

2018-06-01 
On Tedside road near 
Adamstown 

6 Longhair fluffy/dark color 1 

2018-06-01 Near Adamstown shop 1 Dark tabby 1 

2018-06-02 
{ǘŜǾŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴΩǎ 
garden 

3 
Group of kittens eating an avocado, reported by 
Steve Christian 

3 

2018-06-02 Top of Hill of Difficulty 1 Brief distant sighting ς no accurate description 1 

   Total 7 



 

Page 14 

Summar ies of cat observations  

We now combine the pet and feral cat observations to obtain the total observed cats, and list them 

together with the observations made during the 1997 eradication. Table 4 gives the geographical (zonal) 

distribution of feral and pet cats in 1997 and 2018, the only two years for which such data exists. The 

1997 data were based on the locations where (presumed) feral cats were trapped, killed, or where 

remains of poisoned cats were found by WMIL (Bell & Bell, 1998). The 2018 data (current study) are 

based on the locations where feral cats were briefly sighted or photographed at a camera trap site (cf., 

Tables 2, 3). 

Table 4 ς Distribution of observed cats  
 1997 2018 

Zone Pets Ferals Total Pets Ferals Total 

1 24 11 35 16 8 24 

2 0 7 7 0 7 7 

3 0 14 14 0 4 4 

4 0 11 11 0 no data 0 

5 0 5 5 0 2 2 

6 5 15 20 9 11 20 

Subtotal 29 63 92 25 32 57 

ά¦ƴƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘέ  7   10 

Total cats   99   67 

The following remarks refer to various entries in Table 4. 

During the 1997 eradication, the WMIL team reported that 5 pet cats were kept for breeding and 24 

were spayed/neutered, i.e., a total of 29 ǇŜǘ ŎŀǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƛǎ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜ ŀǎ άPets.έ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜŀƳ 

ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ со ŦŜǊŀƭ Ŏŀǘǎ όƭƛǎǘŜŘ ŀǎ άFeralsέύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ also assumed that at least 7 bodies of poisoned cats 

were never located. That number is listed in Table 4 as άUnobserved.έ 

In the present study (2018) we identified 25 pet cats and 32 feral cats. However, we also believe 

that we overlooked a number of feral cats. Due to our limited time in the field we did not survey Zone 4 

at all, and during one of the two camera observations in Zone 3 there was heavy rain all night which 

degraded the attractant bait. We can, however, estimate the number of undetected cats by removing 

Zones 3 and 4 from the data set and finding that the number of feral cats decreased by 26% from 1997 

to 2018. Applying this change to 1997 counts for Zones 3 and 4, we infer 18 feral cats in Zones 3 and 4 in 

2018. However, we also consider that Zones 3, 4 and 5 are a little more isolated from Adamstown and 

human activity than Zones 1, 2, and 6. In Zone 5 we found 60% fewer cats than were seen in 1997. If we 

apply that percentage to the 25 cats found in Zones 3 and 4 in 1997 we would infer 10 cats in Zones 3 

and 4 in 2018. Since we counted only 4 cats in those two zones, we infer that we overlooked between 

10 - 4 = 6 cats and 18 - 4 = 14 cats. The mean of these two estimates is 10 cats, and these are listed in 

Table 4 on the ά¦ƴƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘέ Line. 

The following observations emerge from Table 4: The number of pet cats in 2018 was 25/29 (86%) 

of the number in 1997, while the number of feral cats in 2018 was 42/70 (60%) of the number in 1997. 

The total number of cats on Pitcairn in 2018 was 67/99 (68%) of the number in 1997 prior to the 

eradication.  



 

Page 15 

Thus, we find that there are about as many pets cats in 2018 as in 1997, but there are only about 

half as many feral cats. We do admit that our trail camera records may have missed additional feral cats, 

which could bring the feral and pet cats into rough parity for the two years.  

Table 5 lists all known population data for Pitcairn Island cats. 

 

Table 5 ς Human/Cat population data 
Year Ferals Pets Total 

cats 
Total 

humans 
Ferals 
per 
Pet 

Ferals 
per 

Human 

Pets 
per 

Human 

Cats 
per 

Human 

1977  47  70   0.7  
1997 70 29 99 40 2.4 1.8 0.7 2.5 
2018 42 25 67 42 1.7 1.0 0.6 1.6 

 

From Table 5, in both 1997 and 2018, roughly one third were pets and two thirds of the cats were 

feral. The ratio of pets to humans is nearly the same for the three years for which data are available. 

This roughly constant ratio defines a simple rule of thumb: for every 2 pet cats on Pitcairn there are 3 

humans. Also, from Table 1, roughly half of the residents live in households with at least 1 pet cat, and 

there are (on average) about as many pet cats in those households as there are people.  

The 2 to 3 ratio of pet cats to humans on Pitcairn greatly exceeds the ratio for all large, highly 

populated countries. Figure 2 shows the ratio for Pitcairn and ratios for some of the large countries of 

the world (note log scale on the ordinate). There is a weak trend as the human population increases, 

people have relatively fewer cats. Pitcairn, with a comparatively tiny population, has a relatively very 

high ratio of pet cats to humans. 

 

 

Figure 2 ς Ratio Number cats/Number of humans for Pitcairn Island and several large 
countries (ά/ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘΧΣέ2018; ά/ƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜǘΧΣέ 2017)  
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Can we account for the high cat/human ratio on Pitcairn? Pitcairn is a rural community, and rural 

areas in general have higher pet ownership rates per household than urban areas (Aegerter et al., 2017). 

Pitcairn also has a long tradition of valuing cats for rat control, and they were brought to the island as 

recently as 2000 for that purpose. Perhaps some islanders feel a bit insecure without their cats, knowing 

how an increasing rat population can seriously damage crops, and with awareness that world events 

could lead to a reduction in food imports if shipping is affected. However, the rough 1-1 ratio of cats to 

humans in homes with cats suggests that for most Pitcairners, 1 or 2 cats are generally enough. 

Physical condition of the cats  

In 1878, Rear Admiral De Horsey of H.M.S. Shah wrote that the animals of Pitcairn, including cats, 

άŀǊŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŦǊŜŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŀŘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƛƴŘΦέ ! ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ 

in 2012 (Shelling, 2012). In 1997 a veterinarian found that the island was free of feline aids (FIV) and 

feline leukemia (FeLV). The cats we observed and photographed appeared healthy and showed few 

signs of conditions that commonly plague outdoor cats in other parts of the world, such as upper 

respiratory infections, inflamed eyes, and skin problems. They appeared to be well fed and of a healthy 

weight. Some Pitcairn cats, such as a >20 year old male called άRafiki,έ have had exceptionally long 

lifespans, which is unusual for a cat that lives mostly outdoors and gets no veterinary care. A young cat 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άIƻǇǇŜǊέ ƘŀŘ ƻne leg seriously injured by a crab when a kitten, but is now able to function well 

on 3 legs, with the injury fully healed. 

/ŀǘǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ !¢±Ωǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉƭȅ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴΩǎ ǊƻŀŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ 

provides an ideal environment for catsΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘǎΩ ƪŜȅ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΦ Pitcairn 

Islanders have long been known to be healthy people, although the arrival of a ship often spreads illness 

through the community (Kirk, 2008, p. 99). We speculate that the same situation exists for cats; 

tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴΩǎ Lǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀǘǎ ŀǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ 

population from communicable feline diseases. 

Cat/human i nteractions  

[hǳǘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅΣ ǿŜ ƻƳƛǘ ǘhe names of cat owners and 

sources of personal communications.]  

Plates 20-22 show some photographs of pet cats.  

tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ŏŀǘǎ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŀǊǘ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ ! 

number of cats on the island are treated like pet cats elsewhere in the world, in that they receive 

attention and affection, are allowed inside the house where they can sleep, and are fed regular meals. 

Normally these pets are not confined inside a house but are allowed to roam at will.  

The Pitcairn cats uphold their traditional job as rat catchers. We witnessed a young male cat coming 

into a house with a live rat in his mouth. The home owners showed no surprise or concern and allowed 

the cat unlimited play time with the rat. The cat later carried the rat into the basement, also without the 

slightest objection from the homeowners.  

There are also many semi-feral cats that people feed regularly and allow into their houses. In several 

cases we found that residents feed both tame and semi-feral cats together and consider them all to be 
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pets, even though the semi-feral cats will not usually accept physical contact. All of these cats have 

names. 5ǳŜ ǘƻ tƛǘŎŀƛǊƴΩǎ ƳƛƭŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƻƻǊǎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǇŜƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ 

allowing the cats to come and go as they please. One residence with several cats has been without a 

back door since it was destroyed by termites some years ago; it is always open to the outdoors. On the 

ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ Ŏŀǘ ƴŀƳŜŘ ά!ƴƛƳŀƭέ ŦǊƻƳ ŀǊƻǳnd twenty years earlier, 

ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴ άtƛǘŎŀƛǊƴΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ŎŀǘΦέ  

As in any community, not all people interact with cats. Some avoid them due to health issues or 

because they simply dislike cats. One islander ǿƘƻ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ άŎŀƴΩǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ Ŏŀǘǎέ still accepts three 

cats being at his home ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΦ Another resident stated that he is allergic to 

cats. He knew little about the local cats and when pressed for an estimate, conjectured that there might 

be a thousand of them on Pitcairn! One family has nine cats, which receive much attention from two 

young daughters. A third young girl on the island also has a cat. Several other households have from one 

to four cats. The temporary workers and contract personnel do not have cats and are discouraged from 

doing so because of the problem of what to do about the cats when they leave the island at the end of 

their contracts. Currently there are no dogs on the island. 

Sometimes residents with cats leave the island for extended periods of time. It is not unusual for a 

family to be away for three months. A cat-owning islander stated that it is not typical to ask someone to 

feed your cat during a long absence. Instead, the cat is left to fend for itself by hunting or visiting other 

homes for food. Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ άŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘέ Ŏŀǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǎŜƳƛ-

feral or completely feral. 
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Discussion  

Descendants from t ÈÅ Ȱ"ÏÕÎÔÙ #ÁÔÓȱ 

Although we know of no evidence that shows that a genetic line of original cats from the Bounty 

survived until 1997, there is a reasonable possibility that at least one did so. The historical record 

provides convincing evidence that cats arrived on the Bounty. With the exception of the near 

eradication of cats reported by J. Moerenhout in the time of John Adams, there is no record of any other 

concerted effort to completely eliminate feral cats on Pitcairn until the eradication of 1997. Without any 

prior well-organized eradication strategy such as that implemented by WMIL, and with the abundant 

prey available for feral cats such as rats and birds, there is no identifiable reason for an original line of 

cats to have died out prior to 1997. Thus it is not impossible that the Pitcairn Islanders are correct in 

their belief that an early line of cats, with a reasonable probability of having originated from the Bounty, 

was lost during the eradication. 

Of course the question of whether certain cats on Pitcairn in 1997 were directly descended from 

cats of the Bounty or other early ships probably can never be answered, and probably is irrelevant. The 

key point is that a number of islanders believe that there were Bounty Cats present on Pitcairn in 1997, 

and that the eradication led to their extinction on the island. 

One other possibility remains: some of the Bounty Cats might have been removed from Pitcairn 

years ago and continued the genetic line in another location, in the same way that the mutineersΩ 

descendants spread to Norfolk Island, New Zealand, and many other locations. For example, the cat that 

the islanders gave to Captain Charles E. Barker of the U.S.S. Abardena in 1889 (probably a male because 

of its yellow color), might have reproduced and continued its genetic line in some other part of the 

world. Thus, there is some possibility that there is today a population with a genetic component from 

the original 1790 cat(s), but in the absence of more information this remains speculative. 

Finally, in principle, the original Bounty mutineers might have buried a cat that died of disease or 

age. If so, in principle a DNA line originating from the Bounty Cats could be tracked forward in time. We 

are, of course, not optimistic about actually locating the remains of an original Bounty cat, but it is an 

intriguing idea. Interestingly, the partial skull of a cat was discovered on Pitcairn during an archeological 

excavation (Erskine, 2004, pp 107-108). However, it was not known if the skull dated from the targeted 

study period of 1790-1856, or from a later date. 

Population d ynamics  

It is tempting to believe that the cat population on Pitcairn is related linearly to the human 

population. While it is true that larger human populations support larger numbers of cats, a linear model 

is almost certainly too simple and likely numerically wrong. It is very likely that several factors contribute 

to the dynamics of the cat populations and that some of these factors may operate nonlinearly. Possible 

dynamical factors include availability of prey, importation of cats to the island, exceptional care for 

some (or all) cats by specific individuals, adoption of laws and rules related to the cats, diseases either in 

cats or prey, neglect by humans, and migration of humans to and from the island. These factors make 

the dynamics complicated and nonlinear.  
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We believe that the cat population on Pitcairn has been significantly perturbed by humans 

numerous times. Initially (ca. 1790) cats were introduced to the island. We assume that upon 

introduction, most cats remained near habitations and were adopted as pets by some percentage of 

islanders, and less socialized cats distanced themselves from habitations and eventually established feral 

colonies. Without a perceptible transition, the following sequence of events probably took place: 

1. The cats fed on rats and birds, and the cat population increased. 
2. The rats and birds became exhausted, and the cats began to feed on chickens. 
3. To prevent loss of chickens, the islanders began killing the cats.  
4. With the cat population diminished, the rat population surged as they began to 

eat crops (fruit, vegetables, sugar cane).  
5. In order to control the rat population, the islanders passed laws to protect the 

cats, with large fines specifically directed at families with children who kill cats. 

The cycle then repeated itself, with variations. The cat laws were eventually changed to permit a 

trouble-making cat to be killed, but only if there was proof that the cat had attacked a chicken. Over the 

years island court recorded many civil complaints related to animals. Cat laws continued to be updated. 

At times Islanders reported being plagued by rats. Around 1878 cats were killing chickens and young 

ŘǳŎƪǎΦ Lƴ мфпл ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƻǾŜǊǊǳƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŀǘǎΦ Lƴ мфсн Ŏŀǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƪƛƴƎ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ άǘǊƛƎƎŜǊ 

ƘŀǇǇȅέ ȅƻǳǘƘǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ƙǳƴǘƛng cats to such an extent that a resident had to entreat the boys not to shoot 

his cat. The 1997 rat/cat eradication carried the cycle to extremes when the feral cat population 

presumably was reduced to zero, many pet cats died, and rats returned in huge numbers. Eventually 

new cats were brought to the island to control the rats.  

The pet cat population is more stable than the feral population. During times when feral cats are 

hunted some people try to protect their pet cats, as an islander did in 1962. Protection of pet cats was 

also attempted in 1997 during the eradication, but was mostly unsuccessful due to secondary poisoning. 

Overall, the pet cat population remains relatively stable and changes slowly with the human population 

except during extreme events (such as the 1997 eradication), but the feral cat population experiences 

larger and more frequent changes. 

A simple qualitative model is the following: 

¶ The cat population reaches equilibrium at about 3 cats (both pet and feral) for 2 people (see 
below). 

 

¶ Perturbations of the cat population are human immigration and emigration, episodic 
hunting/extermination of feral cats, and creation or modification of regulations concerning cats 
and other animals. 

These factors tend to reduce the amount of fluctuations in the cat population compared to humans.  

A model and sample calculations of the cat/rat populations over the history of Pitcairn Island are 

presented in Appendix 3. 
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Equilibrium  populations  

It is sensible to consider whether the cat populations are, in some sense, in equilibrium. One way to 

define equilibrium would be the number of cats required for the rat population to be constant. The 

equilibrium populations consist of both pet and feral cats, since both groups prey on rats. Regardless of 

the human population, whenever cats exceed the equilibrium number, the rat population falls and the 

feral cats eventually begin to prey on chickens, resulting in some of the feral cats being culled by the 

islanders. When cats are fewer than the equilibrium number, rat damage to crops increases, resulting in 

protection for feral cats and possibly even importation of additional cats. Thus, there is a simple way to 

determine whether the cats are in equilibrium with the rats: 

1. Cats attacking chickens means there are too many cats; 
2. Rats destroying crops means there are too few cats. 

During periods when the islanders have few complaints about cats or rats, equilibrium may exist. 

That appeared to be the case in mid-2018 because residents made no negative comments about either 

cats or rats being a nuisance, and we did not see populations of cats or rats that seemed excessive. We 

witnessed a pet cat killing a rat, but that would be expected when the populations are stable. We 

propose that with a human population of 40-50 people, a population of around 60-80 pet and feral cats 

(roughly 3 cats/2 people) is sufficient for equilibrium on Pitcairn Island. On the other hand, the historical 

record suggests that equilibrium is rarely achieved for long periods. 

Managing the cat populations  

Pitcairn does not have a veterinarian. Cats are usually put down when seriously ill if no improvement 

in their condition comes about naturally. Since a veterinarian is not present to administer euthanasia 

medication, the cats are usually shot.  

Some islanders have learned how to neuter male kittens. When a cat has an unwanted litter, the 

male kittens may be neutered and allowed to live, but female kittens are more likely to be put down 

since there is no veterinarian to spay them. For example, in a litter of 5 kittens, only 2 (presumably 

ƳŀƭŜǎύ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ άŘŜ-ǎŜȄŜŘέ ōȅ ŀ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΦ !ǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƭƛǘǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƪƛƭƭŜŘ 

immediately after birth (Shelling, 2012). In March 2018, Pitcairners Steve Christian and Sue hΩYŜŜŦŜ 

neutered three kittens όά/ƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ŀǘ tƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣέ нлмуύΦ 

During our field work, some local people were concerned that strangers were asking questions 

about cats. Our interest in cats might have stirred reminders of the 1997 eradication and perhaps also of 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ w{t.Ωǎ 5ŀǊǿƛƴ tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘŜŀƳΦ ²Ŝ ǊŜŀǎǎǳǊŜŘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ 

any outside organization and that we were surveying the cats only for our own interest. We discovered 

that 20 years after the rat and cat eradication, there are still some intense negative feelings about the 

results. In general there appears to be distrust of any organization that wishes to exert its influence on 

Pitcairn, particularly if it is a government entity.  

The historical record illustrates that islanders have always had their own methods for dealing with 

imbalances in the cat population. At various times they have hunted the cats, passed laws to protect 

them, imported them, and given them to passing ships. They value their pet cats, including the semi-

feral cats that may give back little affection, but they also neuter males and put down kittens when 
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needed to control the population. While not based on any overall plan or study, these methods seem to 

work for the Pitcairn Islanders.  

Our experience on Pitcairn leads us to concur with the findings of the recent RSPB Darwin Project 

report (Kelly, 2016), which states that any future cat eradication or rat eradication (which would impact 

the cats) must be Pitcairn-community driven and managed, or else it is unlikely to be effective, or even 

able to be initiated. The community does not want its feral cats to be eradicated until the rats are gone, 

or for its pet cats to be impacted by secondary poisoning, as occurred in 1997. However, due to the way 

of life on Pitcairn, there is no practical way for pet cats, including semi-feral cats that live almost 

exclusively outdoors, to be confined inside for the long period of time that would be required for 

rodenticide to dissipate from the environment. We are not professionally qualified to state whether or 

not Pitcairn Island is suitable for another rat and feral cat eradication. However, based on current 

prevailing attitudes on the island, we question the ability of any outside organization to perform a 

successful eradication unless it is initiated, planned, and carried out by the Pitcairn community, with the 

ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ hƴŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΥ ά²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ŎŀǘǎΦέ  
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Plates 

Plate 1 Aerial view of Pitcairn 

Island 

Sites at which the trail camera was 
placed, and the zones defined for 
statistical analysis of the observations 
 

 

Plate 2 General view  Site 1 (!ŘŀƳΩǎ DǊƻǳƴŘ) Zone 1 

Plate 3 General view  Site 2 (Big Fence) Zone 1 

Plate 4 Partial view  Site 3 (Flatland) Zone 6 

Plate 5 View  Site 4 ({ǘΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ wƻŀŘ) Zone 2 

Plate 6 Views  Site 5 ό{ǘŜǾŜΩǎ Garden) Zone 3 

Plate 7 View  Site 6 (bƛƎΩǎ tƭŀŎŜ) Zone 6 

Plate 8 Vicinity  Site 7 (Tedside, near Sandy Harbor) Zone 5 

Plate 9 View  Site 8 (Bounty Bay) Zone 2 

Plate 10 View  Site 9 (Tennis Court) Zone 3 

Plate 11 Trail camera images  Site 1 (!ŘŀƳΩǎ DǊƻǳƴŘ) Zone 1 

Plate 12 Trail camera images  Site 2 (Big Fence) Zone 1 

Plate 13 Trail camera images  Site 3 (Flatland) Zone 6 

Plate 14 Trail camera images  Site 4 ({ǘΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ wƻŀŘ) Zone 2 

Plate 15 Trail camera images  Site 5 ({ǘŜǾŜΩǎ DŀǊŘŜƴ) Zone 3 

Plate 16 Trail camera images  Site 6 (bƛƎΩǎ tƭŀŎŜ) Zone 6 

Plate 17 Trail camera image Site 7 (Tedside, near Sandy Harbor) Zone 5 

Plate 18 Trail camera images  Site 8 (Bounty Bay) Zone 2 

Plate 19 Trail camera image Site 9 (Tennis Court) Zone 3 

Plate 20 Pet cats  Site 2 (Big Fence)  

Plate 21 Pet and semi-feral 

cats  

Site 3 (Flatland)  

Plate 22 Girls with cats  Site 3 (Flatland)  
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Plate 1 ς Aerial view of Pitcairn Island. The nine stations  where 
the trail camera was deployed are shown in their chronological order. The large numbers 
(123456) indicate the six zones defined in this paper for the statistical analysis of the 
distributions of the cats. (Source of image: Google Earth) 
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Plate 2(a,b) ς General view of Site 1 ό!ŘŀƳΩǎ DǊƻǳƴŘύ. The trail camera was placed off the 
road just to the right of this photograph. It captured images within an angle of about 40° and 
at night to a distance of about 10 meters. Daytime pictures are in full color, nighttime 
pictures are black and white.  
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Plate 3(a,b) ς General view of Site 2 (Big Fence). The trail camera was placed beside the 
driveway, seen in one of the daylight images taken by the trail camera. 
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Plate 4(a,b) ς Partial view of Site 3 (Flatland), an area of about 1 acre cleared of trees, and 
the homestead of a family with 9 pet cats. The trail camera was placed in the carport 
attached to the house.   
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Plate 5 ς View of Site 4 ({ǘΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ Road). The trail camera is oriented toward the bait, which 
is chunks of cooked fish and kibble. The camera and bait have been artificially illuminated to 
make them visible in the photograph. 
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Plate 6(a,b) ς  Views of Site 5 ({ǘŜǾŜΩǎ Garden). The trail camera was placed next to a shed 
used to tend the garden. 



 

Page 29 

 

 

Plate 7(a,b) ς  View of Site 6 (bƛƎΩǎ Place). This house was unoccupied, but a colony of about 
4 cats was located there. The trail camera was placed on the wooden deck in the rear of the 
house. The camera and bait have been artificially illuminated to make them visible in the 
photograph.  
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Plate 8(a,b) ς Vicinity of Site 7 (Tedside, near Sandy Harbor). The tortoise enjoyed being fed 
papaya. The trail camera and bait (artificially illuminated in the lower picture) were set up in 
a clearing in the dense vegetation.  
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Plate 9(a,b) ς View of the trail camera at Site 8 (Bounty Bay). The site is located along a 
rough trail that enters the jungle on the far side of the building (circle). In the lower picture, 
the camera faces the bait about 1 m away. The camera and bait have been artificially 
illuminated to make them visible in this photograph. 
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Plate 10 ς View of the trail camera at Site 9 (Tennis court). The camera was placed off the 
road in a dense forested area. It faces the bait about 1 m away. The camera and bait have 
been artificially illuminated to make them visible in this photograph. No cats were 
photographed during this deployment. 
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Plate 11 ς  Four different cats out of five visiting the bait during one night. (a) Upper: 
Cat_1.2; (b) Lower: Cat_1.5. ό!ŘŀƳΩǎ DǊƻǳƴŘΣ Site 1) 
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Plate 11 όŎƻƴΩǘύ ς  (c) Upper: Cat_1.3; (d) Lower: Cat_1.4. 
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Plate 12 ς  (a) Upper: Cat_2.3. A suspected feral cat. (b) Lower: Cat_2.1. A known pet cat, 
ά/ƻŎƪȅέ. (Big Fence, Site 2) 
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Plate 13 ς  (a) Upper: Cat_3.4. A solitary semiς feral cat finding food normally put out by the 

residents. Cat food is nearly always present on the porch of this home. (b) Lower: Defensive behavior 

among a group of pet and feral cats. Fifteen distinct cats were photographed at this location, some of 

which were unknown to the residents. This photo is cropped; in the original we can discern 7 different 

cats. (Flatland, Site 3) 
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Plate 13 όŎƻƴΩǘύ ς  (c) Upper: Cat_3.1 (d) Lower: Cat_3.6 
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Plate 14 ς  Nighttime visit of a feral cat to the bait, and an unusual daytime photo (in the 
rain) of a cat among fallen pandanus leaves. The lower picture was taken 1 minute before 
the camera was retrieved. The approach of the person dispersed the cats. (a) Upper: 
Cat_4.2; (b) Lower: Cat_4.3. ({ǘΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ Road, Site 4) 
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Plate 15 ς  Two views of the same feral cat. Upper and lower: Cat_5.1. ({ǘŜǾŜΩǎ Garden, Site 
5) 
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Plate 16 ς  (a) Upper: A suspected feral cat Cat_6.3. (b) Lower: Another suspected feral cat 
Cat_6.1, with a piece of fish bait. (bƛƎΩǎ Place, Site 6) 
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Plate 16όŎƻƴΩǘ) - (c) Upper: ! όƭƛƪŜƭȅύ ŦŜǊŀƭ ƪƛǘǘŜƴΣ /ŀǘ сΦп όάaŜǿέύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƪƛǘǘŜƴ as 
seen in the Frontispiece of this report. (d) Lower: άSemi-feral chickensέ in the daytime, 
perhaps evidence that the local cats currently do not prey on the chickens. (bƛƎΩǎ Place, Site 
6) 
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Plate 17 ς  The only picture of a particular feral cat (Cat_7.1) at extreme western tip of 
Pitcairn Island. There were anecdotal reports of a cat that fits this appearance, so this one 
may have been sighted by residents. Unfortunately no additional images or sightings were 
obtained. (Tedside, Site 7) 
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Plate 18 ς  Visits to the bait by different feral cats (a) Upper: Cat_8.1; (b) Lower: Cat_8.2. 
(Bounty Bay, Site 8) 
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Plate 19 ς  No cats were photographed at this site. (Tennis Court, Site 9) 
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Plate 20 ς  (a) Upper: Pet cats άSparkleέ (Cat_2.4) and άHopperέ (Cat_2.5). The cats play and 
eat together. (b) Lower: Sparkle with a rat (Rattus exulans). (Big Fence, Site 2)  
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Plate 21 ς  Three individuals from a group of about 15 pets and semi-feral cats. (a) Upper: 
άDirty Buttέ ό/ŀǘψоΦмрύΤ (b) Middle: ά.ǳƭƭŜǘέ όCat_3.2); (c) Lower: Cat_3.6. (Flatland, Site 3) 
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Plate 22 ς  Young Pitcairn girls interact with their pet cats. Cats are valued for many of the 
ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ (a) Upper: ά5ƛǊǘȅ .ǳǘǘέ όCat_3.15); (b) Lower: ά.ǳƭƭŜǘέ 
(Cat_3.2). (Flatland, Site 3) 
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 ɀ Names and images of cats observed in 2018 

Appendix 2 ɀ Additional cats not photographed in 2018  

Appendix 3 ɀ Population dynamics of {humans, cats, rats}  

Appendix 4 ɀ Stories of pet cats on Pitcairn Island  
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Appendix 1 ɀ Cats observed in 2018  

Location 
Name 

PIC_XXXX 

 
Location 
Name 

PIC_XXXX 

 

!ŘŀƳΩǎ 
Ground 
(Site 1) 

 
Cat_1.1 

 
PIC_0161 

 

Big Fence 
(Site 2) 

 
Cat_2.1 
άCockyά 

 
PIC_0211 

 

Cat_1.2 
 

PIC_0165 

 

Cat_2.2 
άwŀŦƛƪƛέ 

 
PIC_0976 

 

Cat_1.3 
 

PIC_0167 

 

Cat_2.3 
 

PIC_0217 

 

Cat_1.4 
 

PIC_0174 

 

Cat_2.4 
ά{ǇŀǊƪƭŜέ 

 
PIC_0772 

 

Cat_1.5 
 

PIC_0168 

 

Cat_2.5 
άIƻǇǇŜǊέ 

 
PIC_0787 
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Flatland 
(Site 3) 

 
Cat_3.1 
άwŀŎŎƻƻƴέ 
ά/ƻƻƴƛŜέ 

 
PIC_0273 

 

Flatland 
(Site 3) 

 
Cat_3.6 

 
PIC_0545 

 

Cat_3.2 
ά.ǳƭƭŜǘέ 

 
PIC_0422 

 

Cat_3.7 
 

PIC_0416 

 

Cat_3.3 
 

PIC_0306 

 

Cat_3.8 
 

PIC_0302 

 

Cat_3.4 
 

PIC_0404 

 

Cat_3.9 
 

PIC_0425 

 

Cat_3.5 
 

PIC_0316 

 

Cat_3.10 
 

PIC_0525 
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Flatland 
(Site 3) 

 
Cat_3.11 

 
PIC_0455 

 

{ǘΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ 
Road 

(Site 4) 
 

Cat_4.1 
 

PIC_0564 

 

Cat_3.12 
 

PIC_0337 

 

Cat_4.2 
 

PIC_0552 

 

Cat_3.13 
 

PIC_0312 

 

Cat_4.3 
 

PIC_0605 

 

Cat_3.14 
 

PIC_0405 

 

Cat_4.4 
 

PIC_0591 

 

3.15 
ά5ƛǊǘȅ 
.ǳǘǘέ 
ά5.έ 

 
PIC_0379 

 

Cat_4.5 
 

PIC_0569 
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{ǘŜǾŜΩǎ 
Garden 
(Site 5) 

 
Cat_5.1 

 
PIC_0627 

 

Tedside 
(Site 7) 

 
Cat_7.1 

 
PIC_0723 

 

bƛƎΩǎ tƭŀŎŜ 
(Site 6) 

 
Cat_6.1 

 
PIC_0635 

 

Bounty 
Bay Cave 
(Site 8) 

 
Cat_8.1 

 
PIC_0728 

 

Cat_6.2 
 

PIC_0650 

 

Cat_8.2 
 

PIC_0730 

 

Cat_6.3 
 

PIC_0669 

 

Cat_9.1 
Χ 

No cats were photographed by the 
trail camera at Site 9. We leave this category 

available for potential future revision. 

Cat_6.4 
άaŜǿέ 

 
PIC_0687 

 

  

 

PIC_XXXX This number refers to the photograph number in our full archive taken in 2018. 
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Appendix 2 ɀ Additional cats , not seen or photographed  in 2018  

 

Residence c Cat_10.1 
 

Residence d Cat_10.2 
 

Residence e 
Cat_10.3 
Cat_10.4 

 

Residence f Cat_10.5 
 

Residence g Cat_10.6 
 

Residence h Cat_10.7 
 

Residence i 
Cat_10.8 
Cat_10.9 
Cat_10.10  

Residence j 
Cat_10.11 
άDuffusέ 

 

Tedside 
(near Site 7) 

Cat_10.12 
 

Tedside 
(near Adamstown) 

Cat_10.13 
 

Adamstown 
(near shop) 

Cat_10.14 
 

{ǘŜǾŜΩǎ DŀǊŘŜƴ 
Cat_10.15 
Cat_10.16 
Cat_10.17  

Hill of Difficulty Cat_10.18 
 

 

Note: We made visits to Residence a and Residence b. Photographs of cats in those locations are 

included in Appendix 1. 
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Appendix 3 ɀ Model population dynamics  

In spite of the extremely limited information about the populations of cats on Pitcairn Island, we 

have made an attempt to describe the variation in the cat population over time. We do this by adopting 

a reasonable dynamical model and enforcing certain constraints that we infer from the historical 

records.  

Model assumptions  

In order to constrain the model (and guide its development) we make the following assumptions, 

which we believe are justified for Pitcairn Island: 

1. The human population on the island over the 230 years of its history since 1790 is quite well-

documented. We will assume that it is determined exclusively by human actions (births, 

migration, deaths), and we will model it with an explicit function of time. The number of humans 

will not depend on the number of cats and/or rats. 

2. The cats were (and are) supported by the human population, together with predation on rats. 

Thus, the number of cats depends on the number of humans and the number of rats. The cat 

population on the island had three significant events, driven by the humans: (1) the arrival of 

cats on the Bounty; (2) A partial culling around 1820, motivated by the cats preying on chickens; 

and (3) A major eradication (together with the rats) in 1997 that nearly (but not completely) 

eliminated both the cats and the rats.  

3. The rats were already established on the island when the Bounty arrived. It is likely that the 

population of rats increased because of the presence of the humans, but was also kept in check 

by a growing population of cats. The interaction between cats and rats (predation) is 

represented by an increase in the cat population and a corresponding decrease in the rat 

population. Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Ǌŀǘǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

4. The three populations {humans, cats, rats} will be represented by single numbers. Thus, we will 

not distinguish different categories of humans (male, female, young, old, etc.), cats (pets, semi-

feral, feral, etc.), or rats (species, age, etc.), but rather we will model only the lumped 

άǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ όŀǊŜŀΣ ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴΣ ŜǘŎΦύ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

model, space is not a variable or parameter, the weather, seasonal variations, and movement of 

humans around the island are not part of the model. No other populations (e.g., chickens, birds, 

etc.) are tracked.  

5. Specific events, such as immigration, emigration, and eradication, can be represented as single-

time sudden changes of the population. That is, the model will not attempt to follow the 

dynamic effects of adjusting to the sudden change, but it will follow the populations up to the 

event and then after the event with a new starting value. 

Thus, the model will contain a population of humans that evolves independently of the cats and 

rats, and populations of cats and rats that interact with the humans and with each other, so the model is 

of two populations of competitive species.   
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Model equations  

Our model is typical of such models that have been used historically (Murray, 1993), but the 

processes and parameter values will be specific to Pitcairn Island. We define the three populations as 

functions of time: x1[t]=humans, x2[t]=cats, x3[t]=rats. The function 1[ ]x t  is available from the historical 

record (see below). The dynamical equations for the cats and rats are: 

max
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2 2
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3 3 3 2 3
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 (1) 

where [ ]d -kjt t  is the Dirac delta function and , , ,k kj kA B C N  (k=2,3) are constants, and where 

3

0

[ ] w [ ]
=

=äk ki i

i

w t x t

 (2) 

will be described below.  

The physical meanings of the parameters are: 

k
A  Rate of increase of the populations of cats and rats by births, support from humans, etc. 

B  Predation of the rats by the cats. With B >0, the cats gain and the rats lose. 

ki
C  Sudden jumps in the populations. The Dirac delta function [ ]d -kjt t  in the differential 

equations causes discontinuous jumps in the populations enabling us to account for immigration (

0>
ki

C ) and emigration ( 0<
ki

C ) , as well as local events (e.g., eradication, catastrophic disease, etc.) 

that suddenly modify the populations.  

k
N  Initial populations. These are the numbers of cats and rats present immediately after the 

arrival of the Bounty. The model does not distinguish between, say, rats arriving with the ship from rats 

already present on the island. We know that 1N , the initial number of humans from the Bounty, is 27, 

and we can reasonably speculate that 2N Σ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŎŀǘǎΣ ƛǎ άŀ ŦŜǿέΣ ǎŀȅ пΦ Lǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ 

ŀƴȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƎǳŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Ǌŀǘǎ 3N , so it will be considered a relative number. 

[ ]
k

w t  Carrying capacity.This quantity is the number of individuals which the population k 

approaches at large time, in the absence of any other interactions. In typical simulations (e.g., Murray, 

1993, p. 63), [ ]
k

w t  ƛǎ ŀ ŦƛȄŜŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άSέ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ŎǳǊǾŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 

άƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŎŀǎŜ we have chosen to make [ ]
k

w t a dynamical quantity. For 
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instance, the carrying capacity for cats should depend on the human population1[ ]x t and the rat 

population 3[ ]x t , hence we could include these by writing 2 20 21 1 23 3[ ] w w [ ] w [ ]= + +w t x t x t , where 

20 21 23w ,w ,w are constants. This expression provides a mechanism for the populations to interact other 

than directly by predation. Thus, while the cats increase by direct predation on the rats, they also 

increase by the indirect effect of having more humans to feed them and care for them. 

We use Mathematica to numerically solve the dynamical equations for the populations. Solutions to 

these equations will represent the populations as a function of time. 

Model 1 ɀ Constant human population  

In order to demonstrate the basic dynamics of the cat/rat interaction, we first assume the human 

population is constant 1 1[ ]¹x t N  and the carrying capacities are constants: 2 20[ ] w=w t , 3 30[ ] w=w t

Also, we specify the initial cats and rats as 2 2[0]=x N  and 3 3[0]=x N , which are arbitrary. This basis 

model enables us to observe the consequences of sudden changes in the cat and rat populations (using 

the Dirac Delta functions), and of predation. 

Figure A1 shows the effects of four typical sudden jumps in the cats and in the rats. It is clear that 

changes in the rat population produce correlated changes in the cat population, but changes in the cat 

populations produce anti-correlated changes in the rat population.  

  

(a) Suddenly increase cats (b) Suddenly decrease cats 

  

(c) Suddenly increase rats (d) Suddenly decrease rats 

Figure A1 ς Four cases of cat-rat interactions at constant human population. Blue=cats, 
Red=rats. The human population in all four plots is the same constant value, which is 
immaterial. The time scale is arbitrary. 
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Model 2 ɀ Historically correct human population on  Pitcairn  

We now introduce the historically correct human population, which includes sudden changes due to 

immigration and emigration. Figure A2 shows the historical record of the human population on Pitcairn 

Island (See references top of figure).  

 

Figure A2 ς Historical record of the human population of Pitcairn Island 

The function in this figure has four large discontinuous jumps:  

1790 Arrival of the Bounty (+27 people) 
1831 Entire population moved to Tahiti, returned after few months (-64, +60 people) 
1856 Entire population moved to Norfolk. Partial return over next 10 years (-194 people) 

We represent the historical record with a smooth function that includes these discontinuous jumps. 

To these events, we will add two more discontinuous events: 

1820 (Partial) eradication of cats due to their predation on chickens 
1997 (Nearly) total eradication of cats and rats 

We assume the following functions for the carrying capacities: 

2 1

3 1

[ ] 10 0.3 [ ]

[ ] 500 10 [ ]

= + û
ü

= + ý

w t x t

w t x t
 (3) 

Finally, we solve the dynamical equations (2,3) for the cat and rat populations, using reasonable 

values for the other parameters. Figure A3 shows one such simulation, running over the 250 years from 

1790 to 2040; it is typical of simulations we find with various values of the parameters.  














