The Wild Cats of Aerobia

 (12/31/00 rev 09/24/04)
(A satirical view of female dominated aerobic classes by Ernie Sarro)
Having been a Sociology major in college and consequently taking a few Anthropology courses, I became quite fascinated by the amazing but true story of Jane Goodall who lived amongst wild Chimpanzees in East Africa. She spent years studying them and, ever so carefully, approached closer and closer until she was almost fully accepted by these untamed yet human-like animals. Little did I know, many years later, I too would have a similar experience as I stumbled upon a “secret society” of wild cats. Like the Chimpanzees, these creatures show remarkable similarities to human beings. However, nothing in my lifetime could ever have prepared me for what I was about to witness. 

In order to preserve the sanctity of this feline community, while maintaining my delicate relationship with them, I must keep the location of Aerobia and even my true identity an absolute secret. If I defile the trust they have so graciously bestowed on to me, their wrath would be no less dangerous than if I betrayed the “Society of the Skull” or divulged secrets of the “Sicilian Cosanostra”. The keen instincts of these cats make them eerily intuitive. They seem to know what you’re thinking even before you think it. I know I run a grave risk by returning to their lair after writing this, but this story must be told. The lessons I have learned through the study of such a unique society can have tremendous impact upon our lives. I believe sharing this knowledge will shake the very essence of human relationships.

For the sake of brevity, I will spare you the details of how I made this discovery. Suffice it to say I methodically worked my way in close and eventually assimilated with these incredible creatures. In retrospect, however, this society was always close, yet somehow invisible. It was as if we were living in parallel Universes. It will always be a mystery as to why it was finally revealed to me. All at once, the shades were pulled. The blinds were lifted. Exotic sites and sounds I had never seen nor heard were seemingly there for my eyes and ears only. I took one step through the doorway separating our worlds and my life was forever transformed. Just behind me was the sullen, hard world I came from; a world I would never fully return to. As I turned back and saw familiar faces I was leaving behind, I realized that they could not see me, for I was looking through a one-way mirror that now separated our Universes.

So many emotions were swirling through my body, I could barely think. I was so thankful I was allowed into the ceremonial arena. So overwhelmed by the strange rhythmic movements and deafening sounds all performed in soldier-like cadence, I never noticed that I was viewed upon suspiciously by many of these cats. This culture was all so new to me. At that time I didn’t understand their speech nor could I interpret their body language. Later, as I learned how to do both, I reflected back on those early days. I originally attributed my good fortune to boyish-like naiveté and the disarming appearance that my gray hair and horned rimmed glasses provided. Later, it became apparent that the biggest factor for my acceptance and ultimately survival was the tightly shaped posterior I had developed in my weight training days. Apparently, these well-conditioned cats do appreciate this physical attribute in any species.

On first inspection of my new surroundings, it was immediately clear there is a distinct female leader, the “Top Cat”, of this pride that leads the ceremonial dance. The other cats face her and are expected to follow each move in perfect synchrony. Newcomers stay in the back until they learn each sacred movement in the ritual. They must learn quickly or risk becoming alienated, as the cats on every side of them will move away. Once comfortable with the steps, newcomers may venture into the center of the arena.  Extreme caution must me exercised here however. There are strict rules of positioning based upon hierarchy within the pride. Venturing into an established position will be dealt with swiftly by members of small vigilante groups or “Cliques”. This can lead to near deadly confrontation. However, all disagreements are monitored closely by the leader, who can be very intimidating. The Top Cat keeps stray cats in line by use of threatening looks and harsh sounds. Tardiness is handled immediately by open humiliation, and no one is allowed to leave under any circumstance until the leader gives approval. 

I tried to imitate every move the leader made, but my two human legs made me clumsy and the cats slowly moved away from me. Then my biggest fear came true. The Top Cat turned and walked towards me while motioning the others to continue. She had no fear in her face as some of the others did and walked right up to me as I bent down on all fours trying to do the next move. She immediately proceeded to poke her claw into my buttocks while saying something in cat language that made the others giggle and laugh. As unfamiliar as I was with their culture, I sensed this was a good thing. The leader had put her “stamp of approval” on me and although I must have jumped two feet, I was at the same time relieved. 

As I later discovered, many unfortunates from my species had been previously humiliated and driven away by these strong bodied and even stronger willed cats leaving scars that never healed! Although my fate seemed headed in a better direction, I knew I must never be complacent. Though some cats may appear to be friendly and domesticated, one must never forget that these are “cats in the wild” and can turn on you unexpectedly. I’ve learned never to take sides in any intra-pridal disputes. They may do or say unspeakable things to each other, but they will quickly join forces against any “outsider” that tries to interfere. It didn’t take me long to realize that I am and always will be an “intruder”. For reasons I will describe, I will not and can not “ever” be accepted as one of them. 

I need to explain the above statement for that explanation is the sole reason why I chose to come forward with this story. These cats participate in magnificently graceful rituals every day. They show love and affection toward each other. They share in common goals. They laugh at the same jokes. And they are in so many ways inseparable. But, there is one unthinkable truth about this cat society that I did not know, indeed, could not know from my original obscured observation point. What is the answer to why these cats think and act as if they shared a collective brain and why they are so adept at remaining free from outside scrutiny? It was not until I finally moved among them that an incomprehensible, hideous fact was revealed: These cunning creatures have systematically created an “Amazon Society”; a society run by females for the sole satisfaction of their “kind”. How this shattered my perception of their world. To think I may have been allowed to participate in their rituals for the undignified purpose of providing them with some twisted carnal exhibition. 

Oh I’m not that devoid of scientific knowledge. I know they need male mates to keep their world going. But where are these male cats? Do these Amazons treat their men like Black Widow Spiders or Praying Mantas’ that devour their mates after fertilization is completed? Yet, it is clear these males aren’t all disposed of. I’ve often heard these femme-fatales mockingly mention how their mates just “live to work, eat, and sleep”. The poor souls! Was it possible that these unfortunate beings had been placed in labor camps and forced to keep the community functioning while these cats do nothing more than attend these ceremonial dances? I’ve seen how these wild cats behave when they’ve missed a couple of these rituals. It’s not a pretty site. 

Truth be told, matriarchal societies are not uncommon within certain species in the animal and insect kingdoms. In the bee society, the worker bee’s sole purpose for existing is to find food and shelter for the queen and then buzz their little wings off until they drop in order to keep the hive at the precise temperature for the eggs to be fertilized. I have not studied bees like I have these Amazon cats, but I cannot imagine that a queen bee would look upon those ill-fated drones and laugh at their sad existence. But this is exactly what these cats do during their rituals. In fact, mocking male cats has become an essential element of each ceremony. 

On rare occasions, I’ll see a male mate show up during the ceremony. One of the female cats will leave the arena (the mates dare not come in). Then they’ll touch cheeks while the cats inside make cooing sounds and shake their paws. Did I witness a rare conjugal act! I’ve never seen them together any other time. True, I’ve watched documentaries of the mating habits of animals on National Geographic many times, but, admittedly, I could never figure out when “the act” occurred. However, I once saw Jane Fonda as an alien in a 60’s space movie, “Barbarella”, in which she achieved gratification with an Earth man by placing her finger against his ... Oh, please excuse me for digressing. 
Well, the most disturbing aspect of each daily ceremony comes when the Top Cat talks in sinister tones about the male cats (especially her mate); and the rest of the cats roar with approval as if reciting a Mantra. The young and impressionable “unmated” cats look upon these proceedings intensely, as if memorizing each word of indoctrination. Oddly, these are the only times the Top Cat will tolerate a break from an otherwise serious and structured ceremony.

So far I’ve painted a very dismal picture of these cats. Let me make it very clear that these felines can be quite charming and sensitive. They are perceptive and tuned into the feelings of others. The love and nurturing they provide for their offspring is no different than what we see in our own society. Once you get to know and understand them, their softness and beauty shines through the tough exterior; an exterior that the regimen of Amazon life has encased them in. I have been fortunate to be around them enough to get to see their soft side. But let me caution any male that might wish to put himself in my place. There are inherent dangers that males incur when spending a long amount of time among females of “any” species. There are subtle transformations that have occurred in my emotional and psychological makeup that I never saw coming. This goes beyond the obvious embarrassment of crying at movies (though anyone would find “National Velvet” touching, wouldn’t they??)

An example of this phenomenon occurred when I ventured back to civilization after a long stretch in Aerobia and visited my home town Gymnasium. In the shower area, I spotted my old high school baseball coach who just got back from a stay in Nevada. This guy is strictly an old school, loud talking, cigar smoking, man's man. As he walked closer to greet me, I immediately noticed that his hair had become much lighter in the southwestern sun. Words came out of my mouth that were so strange to me; I had to glance around to see if someone else spoke them. But no, those were my words echoing off the cement shower walls for all to hear. “Wow, Joe, your hair looks great!” Poor Joe’s face is probably still twisted from the shock of such “anti-locker room” rhetoric. Joe looked at me speechlessly. I could sense scantily clad men groping for their towels for safety. Each second of “non-response time” could be measured in light years. I needed to redeem myself and I had microseconds to come up with the right words or his opinion of me would be forever damaged. Fortunately, my many years of male chauvinistic conditioning paid off in spades. As easily as riding an old bike not touched in years, I made an almost seamless recovery. “See any good girly shows down in Vegas Joe.”, I proudly stated with a wink and a smile. It was a slam-dunk! I had Joe in my hip pocket. Even if he just saw Wayne Newton, he was going to lie about it anyway. But I learned a valuable lesson that day. Now when I come back to civilization, I put myself through some rigorous reprogramming. Immediately I sit down with a six-pack and watch a few irreverent HBO comedy specials. Then I pop in my old tape of “The Bloodiest Hockey Fights of The 70’s”. By then I’m “Bachelor Party” ready.

I’ve been away from Aerobia for several weeks now on my current sabbatical while writing this expose and I’m anxious to get back. I’ve made such huge gains the last few months; but each time I return I fear the magic will be over. But I’ve not yet been allowed to stray outside the ceremonial arena, so I have a lot of work left to do in gaining further understanding of this fascinating cat society.

Epilogue:

Over a year has gone by since I wrote down my first observations of this hidden cat society. Time has tempered my first opinions of these strange but wondrous felines and I feel I must set the record straight. Since my last report, I have been allowed to venture beyond the ceremonial arena and into the community. To paraphrase Paul Harvey, “Now I know the rest of the story”.  I can’t say that I will ever fully understand the female subculture of this society, for these are fast moving, quick thinking creatures that make themselves almost impervious to analysis. However, I will attempt to at least put this into proper perspective.

The male mates of these Amazons are “not” captive slaves working in forced labor camps after all. In most cases, the male cats choose and prefer to work. Many are so focused on that pursuit that they forget sometimes they have a home. A home, I might add, built and held together by the love and nurturing of their female counterparts. The many duties demanded of these “care givers” have produced great stress in their lives. Out of necessity, the female cats have carved out a safe hideaway in an otherwise untamed land. It’s a Shangri-La shielded from the outside world for a brief moment in time. An Oasis that provides them physical strength to take on the challenges they must face alone. A Sanctuary that provides them spiritual and emotional resolves to deal with the enormous responsibilities that child rearing demands. These remarkably sophisticated and adaptive creatures have developed what humans would term a “support group” made up of cats with “like” minds. But even in the shelter of these hallowed grounds, in the one place that they are allowed to escape for a couple of hours; they choose to speak of nothing else but their cubs and mates. It is here in this safe supportive setting that they work out the issues in their lives. I now realize they are not mocking their mates or complaining about their lives. Instead, it is a way to make light of the difficult role life has dealt them. It allows them a unique perspective from which to see their mates through the collective eyes of their peers. This helps them to understand and accept their life partners. For it is deeply important for these complex and sensitive cats to love their mates, just as it is for them to feel loved. It may be the only way they can truly cope with their fate.  

After witnessing this fascinating society, I have to ask, “Is nature showing us another example of adaptive evolution? Have I stumbled upon a model of communal living that will be the basis of all future societies? Are there lessons we humans can gain from this?” I’ll let more learned men than I hypothesize on that. For this moment in time and for the foreseeable future, I will spend most of my days in Aerobia. The more I’ve learned about these inimitable creatures, the more respect and admiration I have gained. I now profess to be one male human being whose attitude towards females of all species will never be the same.  

