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Explore the majestic, biodiverse world with Australia’s very own ‘jungle doctor’.


Fresh from veterinary school, passionate conservationist Dr Chloe Buiting headed for the frontline of Africa’s rhino-poaching crisis, going on to live and work in many other remote corners of the globe.


From catching wild giraffes by helicopter in Zimbabwe to meeting elephants with prosthetic legs in Asia, working with Maasai communities in Tanzania and tending to wildlife caught up in the bushfire crisis at home in Australia, Chloe’s compassion for animals in their natural habitat takes her into awe-inspiring locations – and hair-raising situations.


See what life is like in a job where no day is ever the same. Accompany Chloe on her journey into the fascinating world of conservation. And discover humanity’s deep connection with the animal kingdom, one adventure at a time.


‘The Jungle Doctor prepares current and future wildlife heroes to take on any challenge in their path with confidence’


Stephanie Arne, Conservationist
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To all the nature-lovers, young and old.


This book is for you.




Prologue


WHEN A 900-KILOGRAM baby rhinoceros comes out of anaesthetic and gets cranky, you run. I was in the middle of the African bush with an enraged calf hot on my heels. On a good day I have the speed and agility of a tortoise. My rhino friend, on the other hand, seemed to be travelling at the speed of an Olympic sprinter. Everyone else in my team had either scaled a tree trunk, dived behind a large boulder or somehow disappeared from view. By this stage I could all but feel her breath on the back of my neck. Picturing her rather large horn, I realised I was in a fix.


The day had started normally. I was staying in a remote section of the southern Zimbabwean bush, working with the white rhino population, which is under threat. We’d been tasked with performing a complete health exam on a few of the younger rhinos in the reserve and to do this we’d been anaesthetising each animal – a safety precaution – before getting to work with our examinations. Before waking them up, we were making a small notch in the ear as part of a national monitoring scheme, so in the future we’d be able to easily identify each rhino from afar.


For close to an hour, the young rhino’s mother had been waiting patiently in the distance for us to finish, hurrying us up with the occasional threat of a charge to keep us on our toes. Once the anaesthesia was reversed, the calf woke up swiftly and made – what I thought – was a beeline for her mum. What I failed to notice, however, was that as we were packing up and heading back to the truck, she turned around and was on her way to visit us once more. But rather than a quick goodbye, she seemed to have a bone to pick – and came charging at speed.


Suddenly, one of the most obscure pieces of advice I’ve ever received popped back into my head. ‘If you’re ever being chased by a rhinoceros,’ a friend once told me, ‘make a sharp turn to the left or the right and they won’t be able to follow. Rhinos may be fast, but they aren’t so good at turning.’ Swiftly, I jumped to the left and watched the baby rhino fly past me, giving me just enough time to fumble my way up the closest tree.


All those years ago, as I was embarking upon my journey to become a vet, I hadn’t thought I would ever find myself in a situation like that. Neither would I have pictured myself meeting elephants fitted with prosthetic legs after stepping on landmines in Asia, being at rhino-poaching hotspots in South Africa, learning to dart elephants and giraffes from helicopters, or painting eyes on cows’ backsides in a truly unusual, but oddly effective, way of protecting wildlife in Zimbabwe.


So far, it’s been a wild and wonderful ride. Life as a vet in the jungle is full of surprises, as you’re about to find out. It’s my hope that these stories will give you an insight into what’s happening on the frontline of wildlife conservation. At the same time, I hope to highlight the efforts of those working tirelessly to ensure our animals are around for future generations. I’m excited to share with you my passion for this work.




A VET IN THE MAKING
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Lord Howe Island – paradise for a young nature-lover


MY CHOICE OF career might seem logical or even inevitable. Some of my family members had been vets, and I loved animals. Trust me, though, it never felt like a foregone conclusion. And becoming a jungle vet … well, read on and see how that all came about.


During my upbringing, I was fortunate that my curiosity about nature was fed in all kinds of exciting ways. My mum and I moved around quite a bit when I was a child, and we lived in a range of wild and exotic places. By far the most amazing of these was Australia’s remote and beautiful Lord Howe Island, a tropical, crescent-shaped speck in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, where I lived from the age of eleven through to thirteen. It was covered in untouched jungle, and rich in marine life and wildlife. The population was about three hundred and there were very few cars and even fewer roads. Lord Howe was truly a tiny piece of paradise, which the great natural historian Sir David Attenborough once described as a place ‘so extraordinary that it’s almost unbelievable’.


Although it was only an hour or so from Sydney by plane, for the couple of years I spent on Lord Howe, it felt like I was a world away from everything else I’d previously known. I was conscious that other kids, back on the mainland, had playgrounds and sandpits; my backyard was the expansive, turquoise lagoon that wrapped around the island, and among my friends were the dolphins, sea turtles and stingrays that lived there. Immersed in nature and fascinated by the creatures around me, I added to my store of knowledge daily. It didn’t take long to know what animals were friendly and those that weren’t. I also learned about respect. It was essential to keep away from the captivatingly beautiful butterfly cod, with its electric red stripes and ribbon-like fins radiating out from its body. Should these fins brush against a child’s body, the effects could be lethal. And, while not aggressive, butterfly cod would often be found drifting across the water, usually at the base of the rocks from where we kids loved to launch ourselves into the water. Despite needing to exercise the utmost caution – it was a prerequisite for life on the island – when I look back on those years now, I recognise that my time on Lord Howe was the start of my great love affair with our natural environment and all the creatures within it.


Like all the kids I knew on Lord Howe – and many of the adults too – I went barefoot everywhere. The morning walk to school was a scramble along the clifftops. As winter’s winds were replaced by brighter days, I’d find myself weaving in and out of the palm trees and dodging diving mutton birds as they came in to land, having returned from their annual migration to Alaska. How did they do it – always arriving home on the same day every year?


School was a breeze. Well, what little time I spent there, at least. There were only about six of us in the class, all piled into a small wooden hut nestled between a stand of enormous Norfolk Island pines. Within minutes of arriving, we’d count down the hours until lunch time so we could run through the trees to the beach and jump in the water. Our favourite pastime was swimming out into the ocean, across the lagoon, racing each other to nearby ‘Rabbit Island’ and back – seeing who could make it the fastest, in time for the bell to ring signalling the end of our break. Other days would be spent clambering up the rocky ledges that lined the lagoon, and swinging from the vines of ancient banyan trees, using them to catapult ourselves into the glistening water below.


When I wasn’t at school, I was usually exploring the jungles and cloud forests. Making my way through the endless vines and branches of the impossibly thick vegetation, I’d often marvel at the white terns. Rather than build a nest for their young, these incredible birds would lay a single egg on a tree branch and let nature do the rest. As I passed under these branches with bated breath, it concerned me that one gust of wind would knock the tiny egg off its perch and dash all hopes for the next generation. Somehow, though, it never happened. Spring would come along, the young would hatch, and you could see that, even as a tiny ball of fluff, the baby tern would be anchored to their perch by their feet and claws as if it was no trouble at all.


It never occurred to me when I was a kid just how privileged I was to call Lord Howe Island home. Because it was a World Heritage site, the island was protected from excessive development, overwhelming influxes of tourists, and most alterations to its natural state. Now I realise how rare that was. Back then it just seemed normal. If a beach had more than one other person on it, it was considered crowded. If you wanted to get somewhere, you’d have to walk or ride your bike. If the seas were too rough for the boat to deliver supplies, you’d make do with what you had. If you lived on Lord Howe, your annual calendar was based around the natural world – such as the couple of days when the tropical storms always arrived, or the events that signalled the beginning of spring.


It was spring, the time of year I loved the most, when the mutton birds returned home. All of a sudden, as if from nowhere, thousands of diving birds peppered the sky, coming in to land after a long winter abroad. Approaching at speed, they’d hurl themselves into the burrows that dotted the hilltops and I’d sit there in the paddock as they landed around me. Their natural affinity for the sky didn’t extend to the land, and dodging thousands of awkwardly waddling birds became a staple of springtime. A few months later, they’d depart again, leaving their chicks in the burrows to fend for themselves as they went back north. Watching them do so was quite the event – like observing a paraglider take off from the top of a mountain. These relatives of the albatross need a big run-up before launching themselves. Once off the clifftop, they’d seem to fall towards the ground before they got enough lift to take to the sky. And then, just like that, we were left with the chicks. Thousands of them, noisily calling out from outside my bedroom for months on end before they too would eventually leave to follow their parents north.


I was every bit as fascinated by what was happening in the water, and came to love all the treasures to be found there. Gliding alongside the stingrays and reef sharks, both of which were significantly larger than my twelve-year-old self, was magic. Tropical fish of every colour would light up the ocean, and clown fish would dance in the sea anemones. I’d hold my breath and dive to the bottom of the reef, just to watch the giant clams open and close with the currents – wondering, on occasion, about accidentally being swallowed by one, given their size.


Without realising it, the outdoors became my most powerful classroom during my years on Lord Howe. Almost through my skin I absorbed knowledge about ecology and biology. Another area of interest gifted to me was conservation. Lord Howe Island was a magnet for scientists and naturalists, and from time to time teams of researchers would arrive – maybe to study rare and native species or perhaps to try to rid the island of invasive pests or predators. Naturally fascinated by their work, I spent many afternoons following them around. I was even able to tag along on various research missions, including some at sea. One unforgettable day, a group of scientists working on Ball’s Pyramid, the 500-metre-high rock formation next to the island, rediscovered an ancient, alien-like insect that was believed to have been extinct since the 1920s. I felt fortunate to be living on Lord Howe Island at such a time.


These experiences fed my interest and shaped my thoughts. From my backyard, perched on a clifftop at one of the island’s highest points, I could look out across the ocean at Ball’s Pyramid. The remnant of an ancient volcano, it rises dramatically out of the ocean as if from nowhere. I often found myself wondering how it came to be. This curiosity extended to the ocean, where I loved to explore the coral reefs and all the creatures that inhabited them. Over the years, I observed different species come and go and watched as the coral slowly lost it colour. Back then, I had no idea about the significance of those changes and that they were related to climate change.


But most of all, in those formative years on Lord Howe Island, a seed was planted in my mind that was nurtured by all these rich experiences. It would later grow into a career that has allowed me to pursue that sense of awe and wonder in my adult life.
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Seeing ecosystems under threat


THE CONSERVATIONISTS DAVID Attenborough and Jane Goodall were my childhood heroes. Television documentaries featuring their work helped me to develop an interest in the bigger picture. Realising that species were becoming extinct and habitats around the world were under threat, I began to consider what I could do to make a difference. I wanted to be like the scientists and researchers I’d met – to help the plants and animals and understand a lot more about how, exactly, nature works.


Why did the mutton birds return home at the same time every year? How did that egg stay on the branch despite the gale-force winds of the tropics sweeping over them?


In 2003, I left Lord Howe to attend high school on mainland Australia. Instead of dropping off to sleep to the sound of waves crashing and birds calling, I fell asleep to cars honking and passers-by calling out to one another. As I adapted to life in the city, I began to lose touch with the magic of nature. The stars were hardly visible through all of the light pollution, and I stopped looking for the Southern Cross in the night sky so I could estimate the time. And there were other details I no longer noticed – things I’d previously been fascinated by – such as the fact that you can tell east from west by the shape of a tree, or that the colour of the seeds on a palm tree can indicate what sort of winter you’re about to have. I became oblivious to the subtle clues of the changing seasons, no longer found excitement in the rain arriving after a hot and dry summer, and forgot the pure joy that came from inhaling air so clean that it floods your entire body with a sense of calm. And gradually, the little things that tend to pass others by began to pass me by too.


Despite being a teenager, I never adapted all that well to the fast pace of city life and spent the vast majority of my time longing to be back in nature. Having moved so frequently as a child, one of the only constants in my life was my cat, Pep. For a kid who had been used to climbing trees and getting around an island in bare feet, the transition to city living was challenging, but if I hadn’t had Pep, life would have been much more difficult. For me, growing up as an only child, he was more than a companion: we were best friends. Every afternoon after school, he’d be waiting for me at the end of the driveway, and we’d spend the weekends together in the backyard – him lazing in the sun, me poring over my homework.


Academically, I never regarded myself as gifted. But I was aware that if I worked hard enough, I’d be better able to choose the path I wanted to follow later in life. Even by this stage, I suspected that path was to become a vet. I’m sure Pep played a large role in this, even if he looked a bit different to the animals I’d hoped to work with one day. I dreamed of the animals I’d been surrounded by on Lord Howe, and of a future in which I could find myself working and living alongside them. Being well aware that this path would require decent grades, I always made sure to try my hardest in class. And, despite having a marginal aptitude for many of the subjects – particularly those like chemistry and maths that, in a cruel twist, I’d undoubtedly be needing – I somehow managed to scrape through with the necessary grades to get accepted into an undergraduate science degree at university.


Outside of school, I had a job working at the local drycleaners. It didn’t pay well, but over the years that money added up, and by the end of high school in 2008, I’d saved enough to go travelling.


From the moment I’d moved to the city, I knew I wanted to escape to a place filled with nature and animals. One as far away as I could imagine. At the age of fifteen – a couple of years after leaving Lord Howe – I’d decided that place would be Africa. Early in 2009, after what felt like endless hours in the sweltering heat of that tiny shopfront, serving customers and hanging the constant stream of garments as they came out of the machine, my time finally came. Barely nineteen, I hopped on a plane and set off for the village of Muhaka on the coast of Kenya, where I’d signed on to be a volunteer at the local hospital and school.
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Living in Africa proved to be every bit as magical as I’d imagined it to be. Within days of arriving in Muhaka, where I’d be based for the best part of a year, I realised that my connection to the natural world hadn’t been lost as I’d feared during those years in the city. It had merely been in hibernation. Africa rekindled in me a feeling I hadn’t experienced since my time on Lord Howe, one I didn’t realise how much I missed until it was back.


Once more, I found myself in a remote corner of the world, surrounded by nature and wildlife. The dirt roads were studded with rocks, the ocean was a shimmering turquoise blue, and my morning commute was again spent weaving in and out of palm trees. About a hundred people lived in the village, a collection of tiny thatched huts along the roadside. Monkeys thundered across the rooftops and treetops – screaming as they went – and instead of dodging mutton birds on my way to work I’d have to sidestep the many chickens, goats and donkeys that shared the well-trodden paths through the jungle.


My confidence navigating the culture and the language, Swahili, quickly grew and soon I began to reconnect with the world I was inspired by. During my stay, I explored the local national parks and game reserves, shadowing rangers on their duties, helped out in regional wildlife hospitals and took an active role in community projects that were focused on the protection of wildlife. It was my first foray into conservation work since living on Lord Howe, and every moment I put in reaffirmed that this was the path I wanted to take in life. I spent much of my time in a remote and beautiful part of the world called Tsavo National Park, a region of central Kenya where the dirt is a vibrant red, and the landscape is so vast you can see for tens of kilometres into the distance. Here, elephants roam free by the thousands, accompanied by wandering herds of wildebeest, antelope and zebras.


Life in Tsavo could also be confronting and eye-opening. There I had my first experience observing the active destruction of the natural world and the massacre of the species that inhabit it.


Long, hot days were passed in the arid and dusty plains, tracking elephants and working with the rangers to remove snares and traps set by poachers. In this park alone, each year poachers kill thousands of elephants for their tusks, which can be sold on the black market as part of the illegal but lucrative ivory trade. Despite the numerous means at their disposal for killing the animal – from poisoned arrows to firearms and drugs – during my time in Tsavo it was becoming increasingly popular among poachers to trap the animal in a confined space. To do this, they’d dig large holes in the ground, which enticed the elephants to climb down in search of water. Once there, it was nearly impossible for the animal to get back out again, presenting the perfect opportunity for the criminals to strike.


I was staying in a small mud hut on the outskirts of the park, and every working day would start at dawn with a patrol of the grounds. Without fail, new holes would be found, and the ranger team and I would toil for days on end filling the holes back in with sticks and branches that we collected in wheelbarrows. It was challenging work, made even more so by the knowledge that this was just a small contribution to a much larger problem. For the elephant that might be spared as a result of these painstaking efforts, many others would be killed by alternative means. Poachers cleverly and quickly evolve their tactics.


Commuting between Muhaka and Tsavo was a colourful affair. I made the five-hour journey on a selection of local buses called matatus, which broke up the peaceful, red landscape with their strident colours and blaring music. They never really came to a complete stop to let you on board, so it was always a matter of taking a running leap into the open door as they rolled by. Then the vehicle would accelerate until it was once again tearing through the savanna, with a massive stack of precariously balanced luggage on the rooftop. A seat on one of these buses wasn’t always guaranteed: often you’d have to find yourself a spot on the floor. On the occasions when I did make it on time to find myself a seat, I’d usually end up with a cage of someone’s chickens resting on my lap, or next to a pig who’d also, evidently, secured themselves a ticket.


Between Tsavo and Muhaka, I was observing many echoes of life on Lord Howe. It was simpler than life in the city. Humans and wildlife lived in close proximity, and people were attuned to the comings and goings of the animals and the seasons. Again, annual routines were dictated by the weather. During the dry season, people collected reeds from the riverbanks to repair the thatched roofs of the houses, and farmers knew that the onset of the wet season was the signal for them to prepare to sow their crops.


People only took what they needed from the land and the ocean, aware that if they took any more, there’d be nothing left for the following year. They used the same approach when harvesting the reeds for thatch and to maintain the waterways. Stripping too many from the river would alter the course of the waterway and risk flooding the village in years to come.


As I watched these interactions, and people’s dependence on nature in general, I came to see that the continued good health of the natural world is crucial to us all. The things I’d appreciated about nature as a child, which may have seemed whimsical, were in fact far from it. I began to learn how significant little signals from nature can be. As with appreciating art and culture, the closer you look at the natural world, the more you become aware of how interconnected we are with it. And also how dependent we are, as human beings, on a healthy ecosystem.


My time in Kenya was an incredibly formative period in which I began to understand the true importance of conservation. Daily life in Muhaka and its surrounds revolved around the ocean, and it was through this that I came to learn about the concept of ‘ecoservices’ – the services provided by nature that are often taken for granted. The coral reefs are a perfect example of this. They are home to a quarter of all marine life and support some of the most biodiverse ecosystems on the planet. Among a reef’s marine life are organisms at the bottom of the food chain: if they die, the knock-on effect could be catastrophic. Put simply, if coral reefs are destroyed, entire marine ecosystems could collapse. Already, fish stocks are being depleted through overfishing.


But humans depend on coral reefs for more than food security: they affect people’s livelihoods. It’s estimated that reefs provide an annual A$30 billion worth of goods and services globally, and that one billion people are at least partly dependent on these reefs for their income. Tourism alone is a huge component of this, and in some areas of the world, entire economies depend on it.


And then there’s safety. A reef is a natural barrier that absorbs the force of waves and storm surges, providing a buffer for coastal communities. According to a 2014 study published in the journal Nature Communications, upwards of 200 million people directly benefit from the protective effects of coral reefs. Without them we would be forced to build seawalls – an expensive, less effective and environmentally damaging solution.


In other words, if something goes wrong for the coral, then something goes wrong for each of us.


Then there’s everything else a healthy natural world provides for us. Medicines are one example – many come from plants and animals, be it the venom from a cobra that’s used in the treatment of leprosy, or the many lifesaving antimicrobials that we’ve derived from plants. We rely on insects to pollinate plants, without which we’d have no fruits, nuts or vegetables. Conserving habitats is a proven way of reducing the spread of zoonotic diseases – those shared between humans and animals. There are also the proven mental and physical benefits that come from being in nature: in Japan, this is known as ‘forest bathing’ and it has become a regularly prescribed therapy for people suffering from anxiety and depression. And animals can serve as indicators for environmental problems, many of which – such as the loss of peregrine falcons and bald eagles in the USA, which alerted scientists to the toxicity of DDT – would have been difficult to notice in a less diverse ecosystem.


Living in Africa was also a dose of reality – an experience that was confronting at times, particularly in Tsavo – which highlighted to me just how pressing the need for urgent action was, and still is. Our environment and all of the animals inhabiting it are facing unprecedented challenges and threats – from habitat loss, poaching, hunting, and the illegal but booming trade in wild animals for traditional medicines, meat, leather, fur and exotic pets. Many species are now facing extinction. Our insatiable demand for animal products, together with habitat loss, is driving this. And these extinctions matter. Our ecosystem is like a web in which we are all connected. There are many things capable of tearing this web apart, but one of the biggest ones is the loss of species. When extinctions happen at an accelerated rate – as they are doing right now – that web loses integrity and eventually there comes a stage where there’s the potential for collapse. Humans are part of the web; we’re not immune to these effects, and currently it is unravelling faster than it can be repaired. At this rate, we’re charging towards a total collapse of our natural world.


Protecting the natural world was something I had to be a part of. For a long time, I’d known that my place was in the wild with the animals, just as my childhood had been. Before leaving for Africa, I’d deferred a spot at university to study science, from which I planned to progress into a veterinary degree. As my year in Kenya drew to a close, I was certain I was on the right path.
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Welcome to vet school


I COME FROM a family of vets. I’m not talking about my mum or my dad, but the generation before them, which featured several veterinarians. Among them was my grandfather, who was a prominent equine vet in Sydney. Although I never had the chance to meet him, I grew up hearing stories about his work. Between this heritage and the conviction that my place was in the wild with the animals, attending veterinary school seemed like a logical step. But on entering vet school after finishing my science degree, any thoughts that I was about to be immersed in the world of wild and exotic animals were quickly dispelled.


The veterinary program at the University of Melbourne not only had a great reputation but was also one of the few programs, at the time, that was recognised in different corners of the world. That was extremely attractive to me because I planned to work abroad after graduation. There were only about eighty of us in the year, and within days everyone came to know each other. By the end of the first week of grappling with a timetable structured around ten-hour days – divided between the lecture theatre and the laboratory – it dawned on me that most of my waking hours over the coming few years would be spent alongside my new classmates. University was clearly going to be an all-consuming endeavour.


Lectures at this early stage were very much focused on the ‘ologies’ – jam-packed with just about every topic ending in such, from physiology and pharmacology to epidemiology and virology. Each day would start with around four or five hours of a selection of these subjects, followed by some sort of practical class in the afternoon. Holidays no longer existed, with weeks on end expected to be filled with ‘placements’, which were opportunities for us to shadow veterinarians in their everyday work. But, despite the steep learning curve and distinct lack of wildlife, I was captivated – by both the topics and the impossibly insightful professors who, over the course of the degree, were tasked with equipping us with the skills and knowledge to identify, diagnose, operate on and treat a variety of different species – no small feat.


If my conduct in many of these classes was anything to go by, the professors had their work cut out for them when it came to me.


Not only was I mistaken in thinking veterinary school would be an instant dive into the world I’d imagined for so long but I was also mistaken in assuming that my academic journey would be a resounding success. Instead, those four years were filled with monumental challenges and spectacular bungles, whereby my natural affinity for animals came into question on more than one occasion. In fact, when reminiscing on this time, there’s every possibility that I have far more stories of things that didn’t go to plan than those that did.


Take, for example, the bird-handling class at the beginning of first year. During what was supposed to be a relatively benign introduction to birds, a parrot latched its surprisingly sharp beak onto my finger and refused to let go. ‘Make it stop!’ I bellowed, at the top of my lungs, in the otherwise-silent classroom. Even now, I can picture the horrified expression on the professor’s face as I frantically waved my hand and its feathery new addition about. Meanwhile my classmates found the whole thing extremely entertaining and to this day like to remind me about it.


A few months later, I built on that notoriety when a group of us were on a farm in what felt like the middle of nowhere. It was a cold day in winter, and we were bundled up in a courtyard listening to an in-depth explanation about the operations of a dairy farm. While I didn’t take much away from that conversation, what I did inadvertently learn was that cows can kick in whatever direction they please, unlike horses, which can thankfully only kick forwards or backwards. In the blink of an eye, midway through an explanation on milking, a hoof very firmly made contact with my side. Later, one of my professors memorably said that a cow is able to scratch its ear with its back foot. Trust me: from first-hand experience, this means that if you’re not either embracing the cow or a good three metres away from it, there’s every chance you’ll be sent flying across the yard.


While I’d love to report that this run-in remained the low point of my animal encounters in vet school, it was trumped about a year later when I was chased up a beach by a disgruntled and frighteningly agile sea lion in another less-than-triumphant moment of my early veterinary endeavours. Fortunately, my classmates weren’t around to relish this particular failure, but unfortunately, a handful of bystanders were. I’d travelled to Kangaroo Island, off the coast of South Australia, to complete a placement in the summer between my second and third year of university. It was my very first night on the island and I was sitting down by the jetty, watching the sea lions bathe on the rocks below when a passer-by expressed concern that one of the animals seemed to have sustained a deep wound. Whether it was from a boat or a shark, they weren’t sure.


Recognising a chance to show off my veterinary prowess and report back to the vet clinic in the morning, I slowly edged my way down the rocks towards the enormous animal, which I could already see had a sizeable laceration running down his flank. As I got closer to inspect the extent of the injury, he suddenly turned to look at me, lifting his massive body off the rocks in a shadow of a second. The question as to if what I was doing was a good idea flitted across my mind, then in a flash, all 200 kilograms of him came flying up the rocks towards me with amazing agility, grace and speed for a creature that had been asleep only moments before. Quickly realising I’d significantly misread the situation (and this animal, in particular), while also coming to terms with the fact that I had to try and outrun an enraged sea lion, I managed to scramble across the terrain – thank heavens it was rocky rather than slippery – out of his way and back to safety. No doubt I gave the locals a good show in the process.


While I mentioned nothing about this to the vets in our meeting the next morning, judging by how fast news travels in small places, I’m almost certain they were treated to the colourful story not long after the fact.


By this stage I’d realised vet school was shaping up to be a steeper learning curve than I’d expected. Growing up in nature, as it turned out, was not a guaranteed recipe for success when it came to working with animals. Thankfully, most of my fellow students seemed to have met with their own fair share of challenges, and probably as a result friendships made in those first years have endured.


I’ll never forget the time one of my best friends, Nikki, was sitting next to me in a lecture about reindeers. Every thirty seconds or so she’d turn and very pointedly wink at me. I didn’t read much into it – she was notorious for distracting us in class, so I put it down to another of those efforts. Finally, after about twenty minutes of continuous winking, she leaned over with a perplexed look on her face. ‘The joke has gone a little far, don’t you think?’ she whispered. When I queried what she was talking about, it turned out she’d thought reindeers were mythical creatures and that this was all for fun. Unable to contain our laughter, both of us were promptly excused from the class. (For the record, reindeers do exist.)


Each week, we had to do practicals in the laboratory. In the early years, these were a blur of pipetting one liquid into another, and hoping with every fibre of our being that the final product came out the colour it was supposed to be – signalling that the chemical reaction created had been correct. In later years, the practicals took on more of a relevant feel as we dived into topics like surgery, anaesthesia, dentistry and radiology. Having fumbled my way through the preliminary courses, I was thrilled with this new development. The days of painfully pipetting antibiotics onto agar plates to measure antibiotic sensitivities were over, replaced instead with clinical skills sessions that were designed to give us the basic proficiencies relevant to practice – from taking blood samples and placing intravenous catheters, to learning how to intubate an animal for anaesthesia and operate an anaesthetic machine, and on to scrubbing in for surgery and even acquiring some fundamental surgical techniques.
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