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“And I’m 

feli ne good...”Words Hannah Summers 
Photography Mónica R. Goya

A cat monastery in Paphos is 
giving volunteers the chance  
to earn some purrmanent 
holiday karma
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“And I’m 

feli ne good...”

FOCUS / Paphos
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tretched out on a sun lounger, beneath the 
shade of a stripy parasol, Stevie Wonder 
is having a snooze. Beside him his pal, 
Jill, swaggers along the pool’s edge to the 
sounds of Sunshine FM blaring out of a 
Roberts radio. Beside her, Zeus is feasting 
on a breakfast of chicken and charcoal 
powder, a specially devised protein-rich 
dish prepared by his nutritionist. He takes a 
last bite, then reclines on a La-Z-boy chair, 
stretching out in the breezy firing line of an 
office fan, which ruffles the ginger fur on his 
head, as though he is cruising the highway 
in a top-down convertible.

Welcome to Tala Monastery Cat Park, 
a surreal second-chance sanctuary for 
Cyprus’s stray cats. Located on the western 
slopes of the sun-baked isle, close to the 
picturesque town of Tala and just down 
the hill from a magnificent 12th-century 
monastery, it’s a comfy enclave crammed 
with some of the friendliest four-legged 
fellows on the planet  – 850 of them, in fact. 
At first, the number of kneading, mewing, 
butting creatures feels overwhelming, like 
walking into a churning sea of fur. Until 

you realise they are all just looking for love. 
Swipe right for Garfield without the deviant 
lasagne problem.

“It’s our last few days with Stevie Wonder,” 
cat park founder Dawn Foote tells me fondly, 
as the yawning tabby finishes his Facebook 
live broadcast to Tala’s 9,000 followers and 
hops onto her lap. “He’s off to start a new 
life in his forever home.” Like many of Tala’s 
residents, including the impossibly tiny 
kittens Dawn is cupping in her hands, Stevie 
wasn’t in such a good way when he arrived, 
but all new guests are nursed swiftly back to 
health by Dawn’s team. 

The 46-year-old Yorkshire-born animal 
lover moved to Cyprus seven years ago after 
selling her recruitment firm, and quickly 
discovered that the town’s feral felines liked 
to congregate in the monastery’s car park. 
“When I saw them, my heart just broke,” she 
tells me. “There were 70 or so stray cats there, 
barely surviving. I had to do something.”

That “something” was painstakingly, and 
almost single handedly, creating palatial 
digs worthy of MTV’s Cribs for more than 

 “If I keep purring, 

maybe she won’t 

notice the catfood on 

the ceiling...”
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850 local cats. Padded chairs dot the shaded 
space, a fountain sprays water into a pool 
filled with toys, and a generous buffet of cat 
biscuits is spread out in faded chocolate tins. 
It’s reminiscent of a lavish Las Vegas pool 
party, just with far less Champagne and far 
more – you guessed it – cats. 

I’m here to join the sanctuary’s cheerful 
volunteers, who clean, feed, nurse and 
cuddle the cats until new homes can be 
found for them. My first ward is tabby Jill, 
who is, without question, the friendliest cat 
I’ve ever met. Before my backside has even 
touched the chair she’s on my lap, pressing 
her fur into my belly and pawing at my 
notepad. I’ve often accused cats of being 
aloof and entitled, complaining bitterly to 
friends that they don’t like me enough, but 
these aren’t your typical spoilt London cats 
for whom being stroked is an inconvenient 
distraction from their busy schedule. These 
guys are hungry for human interaction. 

Keeping the sanctuary running 
seamlessly is no mean feat. Dawn’s eight 
volunteers work around the clock, and I 
muck in changing bedding, replenishing 
food and water bowls, and trying to fix a 
broken fan so that Stevie and co. can have 
their “Because I’m worth it...” moments. 

“Eight months ago, me and two other 
volunteers shaved our heads to raise money 
for the cats,” Dawn reveals, as another 
feline drapes itself around her neck like a 

scarf. The sponsorship from her lopped-off 
plait went towards paying a €7,000 vet’s 
bill. Donations, purchases from the park’s 
Amazon wish list and cat biscuit deliveries 
all help add up to the €55,000 per year that 
the sanctuary needs to stay open. But by far 
the biggest shift in the sanctuary’s fortunes 
has been the recent surge in tourists 
wanting to help out.

 “We get loads of people popping by on 
their holiday. They plan to spend an hour 
playing with the cats, then end up 
returning every day for the rest of 

 “It’s like a Las Vegas 
pool party, just with 
less Champagne 
and more cats”

CARELESS WHISKER 
Clockwise from top 
left: Tala Monastery Cat 
Park founder Dawn with 
a four-legged friend; 
posing up a storm on a 
stone wall; good luck 
saying no to those big 
eyes; squad goals; Saint 
Neophytos monastery
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their trip. We know all the best beaches 
and little tavernas on the island, so we’ve 
become known for dishing out local 
recommendations along with the cat food,” 
Dawn laughs. Her team happily ferries 
volunteers to and from the airport, and will 
even find accommodation for them. 

“I haven’t had a day off in eight months, 
so any help is really appreciated,” she tells 
me. As if on cue, a boisterous black and 
white moggy knocks over a bowl of food 
that Dawn has just finished preparing. She 
patiently kicks the biscuits off her flip flops.

I shoot the breeze with 70-something 
Ron, who stands over a huge bathtub of 
soapy water on non-stop washing up duty. 
Another volunteer, Hugh, is on a tidying 
rampage, while Lucy diligently prepares 
meals for the kittens – a mixture of chicken, 

charcoal powder (to aid digestion) and 
honey (a superfood) that would put any 
wellness Instagrammer to shame.

As we wander through the ‘cat cloisters’ 
– a nod to the beautiful old monastery 
upon whose land the sanctuary still sits – 
Dawn rattles off names, backgrounds and 
medicine requirements for each cat. 

“Zeus has the biggest paws of all our 
residents,” she says, pointing at a ginger 
giant. “And Bella over there... [she gestures 
towards a plump creature lolling in the 
shade] will scale the roof in seconds if she 
sees the medicine box coming out.”  We turn 
a corner and Dawn issues a word of warning 
as a pair of green eyes glints at me from a 
tree. “That’s Ollie – he’s a ‘jumper’.  He’ll fly 
through the air and land on your shoulders 
if he isn’t getting enough attention.”  I 
give Ollie a wide berth, hoping to preserve 
my favourite T-shirt from his over-eager 
claws, and venture up to Saint Neophytos 
Monastery, where the cats started off their 
residency before growing numbers meant 
they had to move to a bigger space. 

Perched on a sleepy plot of land 
dotted with dozens of trees, their 

TOP AND TAIL 
Clockwise from left: 
The imposing monastery 
hugs the forest-clad 
hillside; Ollie sizes  
up visitors from his 
favourite vantage  
point; ginger kitten 
cuteness overload 

“ He’ll fly through  
the air and land  
on your shoulders 
if he isn’t getting 
enough attention”
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branches heavy with pomegranates, lemons 
and olives, I duck beneath the low archway 
and walk between navy and burnt-orange 
frescoes that cloak the crumbling walls. 
Monks stroll through the grounds in their 
heavy, black robes, while a handful of people 
nap on the grass in the sunshine. Even the 
72-year-old abbot, who has lived here since 
he was 12 – is out and about, watering the 
garden with a hose pipe. “It’s so peaceful 
here. It’s my favourite place to be,” he tells me 
with a contented sigh. 

I follow the meandering paths and arrive 
at the monastery’s open-air café, where 
locals are sipping iced coffees and tucking 
into platters of cactus fruit and peaches. 
It’s here that I meet Anna, a local taxi driver 
who brings her six-year-old daughter to Tala 
Monastery Cat Park every month. “I love 
what they do there,” she tells me. “We’re not 
allowed to have any animals in our rented 
apartment, so I take my daughter to play 
with the cats as often as I can.”

She’s one of many in the local community 
who champion Tala’s work. Of the 300 cats 
that arrive at the park annually, around half 
are re-homed to local Cypriot families, while 
25 per cent start a new life abroad, including 
Pickles who recently jetted off to Austria. 
The only associated cost is the cat’s airfare, 
which varies depending on the time of year, 
and a pet passport, which starts at €75. 

I head back to the park just as the 
lunchtime feed is finishing and the cats 
are splayed out across chairs sleeping. The 
atmosphere has switched from party pad to 
plush spa retreat.

I creep into the cloisters, where the older 
kittens, or teenagers as Dawn calls them, 
are housed. For €50 a year you can help pay 
for a kitten’s food and vet visits, and choose 
its name. A sprightly black and white kitten 
dances around my trainers. It’s an easy 
decision. I stuff my cash in the donation box 
and pick out his name: Bruce Springsteen. 
May his life be as rock and roll as the Boss 
himself. After getting used to this kind of 
VIP treatment, I think it just might be. 
talamonasterycats.com

WING AND A PRAYER 
Clockwise from left:  
The abbot waters 
the garden at Saint 
Neophytos; there‘s 
always time for some 
TLC; the peaceful 12th-
century monastery sits 
within verdant hills

Thomas Cook Airlines flies to Paphos
from five UK airports

abbbbcccccccccccccccce

“Left a bit... up a bit...

good job, human!”
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