

[image: cover]




[image: images]




For Angela




CONTENTS


    Title


    Dedication


    Acknowledgements


    Introduction





1.  Once Upon a Time in a Cotswold Village


2.  A Vet on Route 66


3.  In at the Deep End


4.  ‘Take Me Home Country Roads’ – Via Cheltenham Spa


5.  Pioneer Settlers


6.  Life Begins at Forty


7.  When the Phyllosan Stops Working


8.  M99: The Anaesthetic from Hell


9.  Never Work with Children or Animals


10. In Sickness and in Health


11. Criminal Cotswolds


12. Closing Reflections





    Plates


    Copyright




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


[image: images]


Not having written a book before, I find it difficult to know where to begin acknowledging the large number of wonderful people who have been part of my life and most of my story, for without them there would be no story. First and foremost thanks must go to the animals, most of whom were cooperative patients. Some, however, were outrageously uncooperative, and these were often the ones that made the most memorable stories. For better or for worse, most of the animals had owners, and without them some of the chapters in this book would be less lively.


I was lucky enough to have had generous parents and an exceptional aunt who encouraged learning. Unfortunately, as a youngster I succumbed to a serious illness that resulted in my absence from school for almost a year. Ironically, in view of my later profession, the doctors believed that the infection had been passed to me via one of my menagerie of pets and ordered all of them to be destroyed, with the sole exception of my dog, Nellie. It was probably at this defining moment that I decided I wanted to know all there was to know about diseases of animals and how to put them right. I cannot remember a time when I did not want to be a vet.


My family ensured that I would continue to be taught at home and no doubt this was an enormous help when I returned to my primary school, and eventually resulted in me progressing to grammar school.


Life at the Crypt School in Gloucester was hard work and discipline was strict. I believe that most of the masters were truly dedicated and I appreciated what I achieved through them. There are two staff members I feel compelled to name. There have been occasions when I have been reminded that the purpose of my Crypt School education was not how to be taught to play rugby, this ridiculous game where at a very early age you walk from the field with a bloody nose and decades later your assailant is still a close friend. Our outstanding master of sport who put us through this agony was Horace Edwards. He taught me, and hundreds of other lads, that there is far more to life than scoring tries.


Charles Lepper was our English master who, for many years, excelled in producing our school’s nationally famed Shakespearean dramas. If acting was not your forte his endless energy taught hundreds of lesser mortals like me how to enjoy literature and, possibly, how to write a book!


The teaching staff at Liverpool University’s Faculty of Veterinary Science were mainly excellent, and some truly brilliant. We were of course at that age when we criticised everything and knew just how to resolve every problem in the world. In professional life I had only two bosses and I benefited from the company and professionalism of my Cheltenham principal, Peter Hull.


In my thirty years as principal of The Brambles Veterinary Practice in Churchdown, it has been a privilege and pleasure to have enjoyed the company of so many dedicated people, including Sue, Angie and Claire among others, whose efforts over three decades I truly appreciated.


Last, but by no means least, I must mention a dedicated member of staff without whom this story would be incomplete. I was indeed fortunate at an early time in my life to meet my wife Angela, someone who shared the same interests as me and without whom these Memoirs of a Cotswold Vet would have been very different.




INTRODUCTION


[image: images]


Writing a book relating to my veterinary career was something I had never considered until I was approached by Matilda Richards, a commissioning editor at a local publishing company, at the end of a talk I had given that mainly revolved around the village of Churchdown – where I had ‘put up my plate’ in 1972.


While preparing for the talk I reflected on some of the events that led me to contemplate starting my own practice. I began to realise just how much had happened during my life and how much of it was a mix of success and failure. The more I thought about the past, the more recollections vividly returned to mind.


I realised with amazement that in one ten-year period I had gone from being an eleven-year-old at junior school to a twenty-one-year-old on the brink of getting married. Not every decade was quite as eventful as that, but a life spent with animals made sure that there were few dull days.


My life began in Birmingham at the height of the Second World War blitz and many hours of my earliest years were spent in the safety and indignity of an air-raid shelter. My family moved to Gloucester in 1945 and I became a pupil at Finlay Road School – at that time one of Gloucester’s best-performing schools. From there that I moved on to the Crypt School in the city, and eventually to the Faculty of Veterinary Science at Liverpool University. There I gained my Bachelor of Veterinary Science degree and became a veterinary surgeon.


I have written here a little about undergraduate life at the university. It was a time when students were genuinely hard-up and under the continual stress of learning and taking exams that had to be passed. Fortunately you were not on your own and the pressures were shared in the company of a small group of students who were experiencing the same stress. It was amazing how a pint, a chat and a laugh in our local pub kept our spirits up.


I was particularly fortunate in having a special mate to cheer me up. In the middle of what seemed a never-ending course, Angela, my longstanding Gloucestershire girlfriend, and I married at St Philip and St James’s Church, Hucclecote, in 1963.


Not surprisingly most of my vet student year grew to become lifelong friends. I have written a little about a few of them but it would have been easy to have related something of interest of them all. At least I have spared their blushes.


I began my first job at a veterinary practice in Crudwell, Wiltshire, in 1966 – it was a fast learning curve being a young veterinary surgeon. My boss was unique and I have tried to describe what life with him was like. Although it is fair to say he would never get away with it today, he did provide some incredible memories. When I left his practice, I joked to friends at the time that if I ever wrote a book, half of it would be devoted to my first two years in the Crudwell practice. I have, however, resisted that temptation and restricted the telling of those days in order to include equally fascinating happenings at different times and in different places.


From Crudwell we moved to Cheltenham. It was towards the end of the Swinging Sixties and there was just a short while to let our hair down before life became much more serious and demanding. For many years I had a superb boss. Peter Hull is greatly respected in the veterinary profession, his farming clients and the pet owners, and extensively throughout the horse world. I enjoyed his company and, from our good-humoured chats that sometimes resembled a lecture over a cup of coffee, I continued to learn a great deal about the art and science of veterinary practice. We parted company when I left his practice and, with his blessing, moved to Churchdown to start my own practice. However, he has remained a good friend to this day.


We had bought The Brambles, a large, cold Victorian house into which Angela and I, our toddler son and our dog moved in January 1972. By the end of that first rewarding year, we had a daughter too, a surgery and a house with central heating. The practice continued to grow and the following thirty years whizzed by, but not without leaving behind many memorable tales.


By the time I retired in 2001 it had become necessary to build new premises to accommodate the ever-increasing numbers of staff. It was also an opportunity to provide state-of-the-art facilities for the growing numbers of clients and their pets. So, in August 1999, The Brambles Veterinary Practice moved across the road to its new hospital-type home. Many dedicated people have worked for the practice over the years and life would not have been the same without their company. I have written about some and, if it was possible, I would have mentioned the contribution of many more, but they are all an essential part of my story. It has been a challenge to decide which of the often astonishing events in my life to include and which to leave out.


Invariably while sitting around a dining table, the stories of the animals and day-to-day practice life have been related to friends who have always seemed eager to hear them. I am frequently surprised when they remind me of amusing events that happened years before, and I sometimes have difficulty recalling them myself. Some, of course, are remembered because they were especially sad.


In places I have changed the names of certain people in order to protect their identity. It is not my intention to portray anyone in a misleading light and I apologise to those who may feel this is the case.


I have tried to find a balance between the contrasting types of stories and I hope that I have succeeded. The leading players have, naturally, been my patients, and without them I would not have a story to tell.





Ivor Smith, 2008




CHAPTER ONE


ONCE UPON A TIME IN A COTSWOLD VILLAGE
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The telephone rang in the old farmhouse. My wife, Angela, picked it up and a few moments later called to me in the garden.


‘Ive, can you have a word with Mr Pitt from Poole Keynes? He thinks he might need you to calve a cow.’


‘Okay. With you in a minute Ange’, I yelled back, and left my spade upright in the soggy soil. I was thinking that it never seemed to stop raining around here.


This was the call I had been dreading. It was September 1966. I had been a qualified veterinary surgeon for eight weeks and the principal of the practice had decided that I could probably be trusted to run the place for a few hours on my own. Just in case there was a total catastrophe, he had given me several numbers where I might be able to get in touch with him. One was the local rugby club. One was a pub. One was a hotel/pub. I was uncertain about the fourth.


I picked up the phone and said hello to Mr Pitt and sorry we hadn’t met before. He apologised for bothering me on a Saturday afternoon. The compliments exchanged, Farmer Pitt explained that the cow in question was due to calve: she had been straining for a couple of hours but was making no progress.


‘I’ve had a feel inside’, he volunteered, as farmers do on these occasions, ‘and I can only feel an ’ead.’


‘Lord, I hope I can feel a bit more than that’, I thought to myself. ‘I’ll be with you as soon as I can Mr Pitt’, I told the farmer. ‘I’ll be about twenty minutes.’


Everything I could possibly need on this assignment was checked three times. I hoped my client would provide the soap and towel. Off I roared in the practice’s muddy blue Ford Cortina. Less than twenty minutes later I stood nobly in my rubber calving gown behind my patient; my arms and the rear end of the cow were swathed in soap. Now was the moment of bubbly truth. My hand explored the unknown.


Like Farmer Pitt I too could feel a head, and what’s more I could also feel a foot, well, one foot anyway. With a bit more soap and a lot of slippery lubricant my hand slid around the calf and down to the missing backward-pointing leg. A slim clean rope was passed round the calf’s fetlock, and gentle traction, with my hand cupping the foot to protect the wall of the uterus, brought the limb to its proper position. After that it was plain sailing. With a rope round the other leg and a few hefty pulls, the calf slid into our world.


As I scrubbed up in cold water, I glowed inside with satisfaction watching the little heifer calf suckling from her mum. Not bad for a first attempt. I believe the sentiments applied to both of us.


‘No, I won’t stop for a drink Mr Pitt, but thanks anyway.’


Back in the car, with headlights and swishing windscreen wipers on, and heading for our Crudwell farmhouse home, my thoughts travelled back to the events of the last decade. So much had happened. I pondered upon the ups and downs that we had already experienced. ‘Well, the last ten years have been damned hard going but I think I’m going to enjoy this job’, I said out loud. I’m sure I’m not the only person in the world who talks to himself.


Forty years on and I have rarely regretted that momentous decision to become a vet. In truth I don’t think there was ever a single momentous occasion. As a Gloucester youngster I grew up with animals of all shapes and sizes, courtesy of very tolerant parents, and I think that the idea of spending my life working with them probably grew with me. At one stage our home was shared by the obligatory dog and cat of course, but also in attendance were the pet mice, hamsters, guinea pigs, a rabbit, tropical fish, cold water fish, pond fish, frogs, newts and slow-worms. I bet I’ve missed somebody out.


Disaster struck in late 1947. Many people still associate that year with a dreadful winter and snowdrifts that appeared mountainous to youngsters. The spectacular floods that followed the melting of the snow added to the miseries of many local folk, but, in true British fashion and more than a bit of Gloucester humour, the adversities, as usual, were overcome.


My problems were a bit different. A few weeks before Christmas I developed an illness that almost put an end to me. My medical records state I had polio-meningitis, and at one stage it was touch and go, so they say. Nobody knew how I became infected, but just in case it originated from one of our menagerie of animals, the doctors instructed my father to have all my pets put to sleep. Only my dog was spared. She was Nellie.


I have no idea why anyone would want to call their dog Nellie but when dad brought her home she came with a name, and for many happy years old Nel was a prominent member of our family. Most of the time I thought this black and white sort of Border Collie cross was the most popular member of the family. Seeing her face on the wintry side of the hospital ward window on Christmas Day certainly cheered me up. Perhaps soon they might let me go home, and I couldn’t wait to get better and be with her. Walks with Nel on Robinswood Hill would never be the same again. There was no doubt in my mind she would be my best mate forever, and she was – until my thirteenth birthday anyway.


Had the events of that year initiated the vet vocation journey? Who knows? I can only say that if I close my eyes I can recall countless details of that very strange time in my life.


I was a pupil at Gloucester’s Finlay Road School, recognised then as one of the city’s leading junior schools. The majority of the children in the school passed ‘the Scholarship’ exam, later to become known as the 11 plus, and left to go to the grammar school, or any other school of their choice. At this time a strange anomaly was the relative ease of winning a place at a Gloucester grammar school if you lived within the city boundary. It had one of the highest intakes in the country. If you lived outside the boundary the opposite was the case, and it was difficult to get into a grammar school. The unsuccessful pupils went to one of the city’s secondary modern schools. There was just one thing wrong with these schools – their description. They were modern but the term ‘secondary’ erroneously and daftly suggested the pupils were second-class students, to some people anyway. Consequently, there was a high proportion of very bright articulate youngsters at most of the schools.


Life at Finlay Road was an enjoyable time with a wonderful teaching staff that were particularly helpful to me following a nine-month absence recovering from polio-meningitis (if such it was). Sadly, fifty years on, life has not been kind to the school; it has recently been described as an ‘underperformer’ and, at the time of writing, is ‘up for sale’ by Gloucestershire County Council. No doubt there is still plenty of the old Gloucester spirit to turn things round.


I left my junior school in 1952 with many happy memories and friends and moved on to the Crypt, Gloucester’s oldest grammar school. Founded in 1539, the Crypt was, of course, a lot younger when I attended. Getting to school was fun; we rode our bikes. In fact we seemed to ride our bikes everywhere back then. For many of us this was after we had finished our paper round. Delivering early morning papers was the acknowledged way of having a schoolboy income. The 5s wage did not go far but at least made it possible to invite a girl to the pictures, just in case she didn’t offer to pay for herself. Most mornings I was awake enough to glance at the papers’ headlines as I pushed them through the letterboxes. One day was paramount; it was indeed the day the music died. That was 3 February 1959. Buddy Holly had been killed in an airplane crash.


There seemed no urgent need for girlfriends in 1952 although we boys talked about them a great deal. Getting to know your new schoolmates seemed sufficiently rewarding for the time being, without knowing of course that some of these boys would become your lifelong friends. Learning French, Latin and Greek all at the same time was daunting but we seemed to cope. Maths, English, history, geography and the sciences were thrown in for good measure. Somehow there was still time to fit in the weekly periods of religious instruction, music and a session in the gym, plus the all-important weekly afternoon of sport.


In our first school year every subject was compulsory, and that included our introduction to the game of rugby football. Our Welsh rugby-international games master, Horace Edwards, must have despaired at his attempts to teach us the new discipline. Most of us had come from junior schools where we had played football with a round ball and were reluctant to change codes. Nevertheless most had been converted within a few weeks. Our school tried its best to make gentlemen of us off the playing field, but permitted us to be hooligans when on it. At the start our skill levels allowed us to do little more than get plastered in mud. Everyone yelling as they got under the tepid shower after a game was a new experience.


The years passed quickly, and no sooner had we taken O-levels than the A-level exams upon which so much depended had arrived. The veterinary schools were happy with my grades and soon it was time to leave. Looking back on my school career, I could not complain about the teaching staff. For me they had done their job. Discipline was rigid, but most of us had benefited as a result, although today some of the methods employed by masters to enforce it would definitely be frowned upon.


For instance, Mr Morris, the woodwork master (who also taught maths) had his own way of ensuring your full concentration in class. Default and he would take you on a ‘bicycle ride’. This entailed him grasping your ‘sideboards’ and twiddling the hair between his fingers in opposite directions. It was uncomfortable but it worked. We quickly learnt to listen and concentrate.


Our French master, Mr Tom Askew, employed his own methods too. At some stage during each lesson at least one boy would be asked, ‘Aimez-vous Marie-Anne?’ You quickly latched on that Marie-Anne was the big walloping stick our teacher carried. Get the question wrong and your hand was introduced to her personally. Today Mr Askew’s teaching methods would be ridiculed and no doubt we would be hearing about impending legal action. Mr Askew, like so many teachers at that time, was, I suppose, an eccentric, but to suggest he was sadistic would be laughable. He was there to teach, and every lad who was fortunate enough to be in his class certainly learnt some French. Fifty years on and I have yet to meet any of his pupils who do not look back if not with approval, then at least with a degree of fondness.


Our Crypt School education was second to none. Every boy had achieved something. We joke today that our school had given us the social skills necessary for us to be welcomed anywhere in the world – at least on the first occasion. Vivat schola Cryptiensis!


My fondest memories of school will always be those of athletics and rugby. I was blessed with the ability to run fast and I left the Crypt possessing the records for both the 100- and 220-yard sprints. This had little to do with training me to become a vet, but friends have frequently wisecracked that this skill must have allowed me to get to the field gate before the bull. On more than one occasion they would be right, and if it wasn’t the bull chasing me, it was something else (but, with hand on heart, I don’t think it was ever the animal’s owner!).


Rugby may have started from reluctant beginnings but it quickly developed into a passion that has remained a part of my life – perhaps I should say our lives, because for better or for worse my wife has always been part of this rugby world.


From the beginning of 1957, most Friday nights found me with a group of my classmates at the local youth club. These were the exciting days of Bill Haley, Elvis Presley and Buddy Holly. It hadn’t taken me long to spot a very attractive fourteen-year-old young lady with a fashionable long ponytail, and the teenage crush followed. Her name was Angela. There was a bonus attraction. I knew via a good school pal who happened to be going out with her elder sister that their family owned one of the biggest televisions in the village. So on a cold Friday night in February, after a couple of hours of rocking and bopping, and knowing that England were taking on France at Twickenham the following afternoon, I chatted my way into joining them in their lounge the next day to watch the game on their big black and white box. I reckon you could say it was a successful first date – England won 9 points to 3. We could never have guessed on that occasion that we would still be watching rugby games on television together fifty years later.


During my final year at school I went for interviews at three veterinary schools in England. My third interview was at the University of Liverpool’s Faculty of Veterinary Science. At the head of the table was seated the Dean, John George Wright, an eminent professor of veterinary medicine and surgery. I was asked to sit, and faced him at the other end. Between us sat six professors and other veterinary academic icons. JG, as he was affectionately known throughout the profession, welcomed me, made several humorous comments relating to what he already knew about me, and immediately put me at ease. The next half-hour flashed by and I hoped I had said enough to impress. I had, it seemed, and after a few moments conferring with the academics, the head of the table offered me a place. In 1960 the places, as now, were like gold dust, and to this day I cannot believe what came next.


‘Thank you, sir’, I replied, ‘but I’d like to think about it.’


It was a moment of madness and must have made me seem remarkably cocky. It wasn’t meant to sound as though I was playing hard to get, and I am sure I was simply thinking of the provisional place that one of the other schools had offered me. It took the entire group by surprise, myself included, and for a moment I wondered who would be the first to fall off his chair. It was my first real lesson that there are some things in life you just never say, and it could have meant the end of my veterinary career before it had even started. Perhaps the dignitaries were amused by my faux pas for, as promised, the treasured offer arrived in the post two days later. I only needed two minutes to consider the offer while I looked for my pen, then signed the acceptance form and ran to the nearest postbox.


My university career began later that year, but first there was a long summer holiday to get through. It was not a holiday in the usual sense. The urgency was to get a job. Any old job would do. The next five years would be hard going on a meagre income. But help was at hand via a friend. The friend in this case was one Keith Russell, a school pal I had grown up with. His dad, Wally, was an ex-Army serviceman who continued the war fighting in the scrum for Gloucester’s Coney Hill Rugby Club. From Monday to Friday he was the general foreman of a well-known local building company. From time to time building things didn’t go to plan and in fact some things went disastrously wrong, but Wally was always there to sort the problems out. Why they arose in the first place he never explained but that’s another story, and it was all part of my education.


For the next three months I became a Gloucester navvy, digging, shovelling, mixing and wheelbarrowing. My partners in crime were literally that. They were three local lads who had served time for burglary and freely admitted it. One morning, while we sat on old boxes and bags of cement enjoying our ten-minute tea break, one of my new mates pulled out some crumpled old cuttings from his wallet. They had been taken from the Gloucester Citizen and were reports with pictures of various ‘jobs’ that they could personally relate to. My initial reaction was one of disbelief but the situation became almost comical as they started to criticise the paper’s crime reporter for getting his facts wrong! Ironically, we were working at the time in Gloucester’s historic Westgate Street, refurbishing and rebuilding the Court Houses and Rooms. Naively, I thought it strange that they were on such familiar terms with the local uniformed police, and they were happy to introduce me to the plain-clothed detectives to whom they chatted informally. It took me a while to realise that they were established customers of the force.


Work on the building site was physically demanding, and we had targets to meet. We were a team and in some way the challenge had a bonding effect. It is interesting to note that, twenty-five years later, one of our gang was to become a regular sheep-farming client of my practice, for whom I have high regard.


October soon arrived and at last I was in Liverpool ready to begin the veterinary adventure. It took just a short while to adjust to the big city and northern life. I quickly made new friends and the Faculty of Veterinary Science just as quickly made it clear that the course we had embarked on was going to be increasingly demanding. We attended formal lectures five-and-a-half days a week interspersed with practical work. The twenty-nine lads and six female students in our year were split into groups of three for the practical sessions. For most of the time I was in the company of Roger Salmon and Nigel Sladen. We are still close friends today, having survived what seemed an eternal veterinary course together. Until their recent retirement, both Roger and Nigel spent their veterinary careers in Lancashire practices, though not the same one. Perhaps they should have, for during our years of studying veterinary anatomy, one had dissected the left side of a horse, the other the right. We concluded that eventually, to be fair to the client, they should go into practice together, so that when asked to visit an ailing horse, the practice receptionist could ask, ‘Which side of the horse seems to be the problem?’


There was of course some time for us to do the things that students have always done. We put the world to rights in the Students’ Union bar, ate egg and chips for lunch there most days, and lunched at one of Liverpool’s 250 Chinese restaurants on a Friday. At our favourite venue a three-course meal with coffee was on offer for just 2s 1d. You could select very different-sounding dishes from the menu which, strangely, all tasted much the same, but was filling nonetheless.


The students organised the faculty Saturday night dance by rota. The disco had not yet been invented in the early 1960s and the live band was the order of the day. There was no shortage of them. How such a huge array of talented groups arose in the Liverpool area at that time will remain a mystery. The going rate to hire a band was around £20 and you could take your pick from Gerry and the Pacemakers to The Hollies; and yes, if you wanted them, The Beatles too.


Naturally I managed to fit in more than the odd game of rugby between my studies. The jump from the schoolboy game to the senior one was another culture shock. The gallantry seemed to have been left on the school playing fields and I soon realised getting tackled without the ball was part and parcel of this new version of the game. The excitement of university rugby was immense. The fixture list was impressive and included local club Sale! But this was the day of the amateur player and although a handful of Liverpool students had played for what are now Premiership sides, these teams at the time were rather different from the professional international outfits that entertain us today.


Nevertheless, it was an opportunity to play with some of the outstanding players of the day. One remarkable player was our outside half, Tom Brophy. Tom wasn’t a big fellow but he was fast and everyone agreed ‘he can turn on a sixpence’. The art of playing with him was to try and figure out in which direction he was going to go. He did not score a lot of tries himself, but he was a three-quarter’s delight. When the defence was completely mesmerised and out of position he would simply part with the ball and let one of the other backs cross the line. I last saw Tom on a black and white television taking part in an international game in the 1960s. He was playing for England.


I made time for courting during my first year at university. At one point I had not seen Angela, my now long-term girlfriend, for six weeks when she agreed to come up to Liverpool for the weekend. The intention was that she would be entertained by me during the day in Derby Hall, the male students’ residence, and at night sneaked into nearby Dale Hall, the ladies’ hall of residence, courtesy of a couple of our year’s daring female vet students.


I met Angela on the Saturday morning as she stepped on to the platform of Lime Street Station from the Gloucester express train. Ever understanding, she agreed that I should play for my rugby XV that afternoon. I played, and my game lasted just twenty minutes. I was knocked unconscious, suffered a cracked jaw, and spent the rest of our romantic weekend in Sefton General Hospital.


If you cannot stand or understand rugby and believe it is a game that could well be played without a ball – and there I agree you may have a point – I promise not to mention it again (not on a personal level anyway). After my university days were over I was no longer able to play the game seriously, as most of my weekends were taken up in the company of our four-legged friends. Getting shoved around by hefty cattle in a confined space was, I suppose you could say, just an extended part of the game, but from now on it would be without the intervention of a referee.


I remained as courtly as I could for three years, which necessitated frequent short weekend visits to Gloucester to visit Angela. The train fare was ridiculously expensive and I only did it the once. The second choice, a comfortable economical bus ride for 7s 6d, complete with an on-board coffee service and toilet facilities, seemed to accomplish a tour of England before finally reaching Gloucester. It was just too slow. By the time I reached my destination I felt it must be time to head back to Liverpool. There had to be a better way, and there was – I decided to thumb a lift. This was many students’ preferred method of travel at the time and I rapidly developed hitch-hiking into a fine art. To be honest I enjoyed the challenge and the heady leap into the unknown.


In the 1960s, for all practical purposes, Liverpool seemed a lot further away than it is today. A good run in your car from Gloucestershire would take a minimum of five hours. Heading north from Gloucester the familiar route rolled off the tongue like poetry. You took the A38 towards Tewkesbury, then on to Worcester, Kidderminster, Bridgnorth, Wellington, Whitchurch and on to the Chester bypass. At this point the sights, sounds and even the smells were changing rapidly. The strong scent of Lever Brothers’ soap and detergent factories at Port Sunlight signalled that you had reached Ellesmere Port, quaint Rock Ferry and mighty Birkenhead. Through the Mersey Tunnel tollgates, sudden darkness and hey presto: you were in Liverpool. It would be many weeks before I could once again enjoy the clean air and rural smells of farms, fresh hay and cattle in Gloucestershire.


It was more than good fortune that one of my year hailed from the Cainscross area of Stroud. Graham Hall had been educated at Stroud’s Marling School, which just happened to be my school’s arch-rival, but despite that we quickly became good pals. He also owned a car that he had inherited from his grandfather, who had purchased it in 1939; a sturdy and very reliable Morris 10. For the first three years of our course the terms began and ended with his car pulling up at the front door of my parents’ Longlevens home. There was just the faintest odour of motor fuel and oil, which was more than outweighed by the welcoming scent of real leather seats.


Graham had been blessed with at least two exceptional qualities. One was the Wisdom of Solomon and the other the Patience of Job. Today I look back with embarrassment as I recall his arriving with a tidy car, empty except for his briefcase and a few books. He must have cringed as all available vacant space was taken up by my briefcase, text books, rugby kit, Dansette radio-record player combined, stack of vinyl records, guitar and a 120lb set of Spur barbel weight-training gear, not to mention my full-size horse skeleton. Fortunately the hefty clutter had little effect on the sturdy Morris.


A few miles out of Gloucester we passed the church tower at Norton. It seemed to be a point of special reference, for, once past it, our mutual sadness at leaving family and friends behind began to ebb. We started to chat and joke and began to anticipate the enjoyment of meeting our vet pals congregating once more in Liverpool. Every year we remarked on the changes to the scenery that had taken place in the space of a few weeks; the bare trees we had passed in March now greeted us with new green shoots and leaves of spring as we journeyed north a month later. The journey south was, of course, always more special. We were returning home; the end of the Christmas term was extra-special. The sight of Norton Church emerging from the dusk on a late December afternoon, with snow beginning to fall, was intoxicating.


I made the homeward journey from Liverpool to Gloucester on several occasions during the ten-week term. The hitch-hiking resulted in many adventures and at the same time offered the opportunity to meet some interesting people. One that springs to mind was a lorry driver who drove in all weather with his cabin windows wound down. One of the unwritten rules of getting a lift was to provide companionship to the driver on your journey together. It was considered the height of bad manners to nod off, but that would have been impossible with this particular chap. The cold draughts from the open windows whizzed past my ears and the driver apologised for my discomfort. He explained that he had been a rear gunner on a Lancaster bomber on air raids over Germany and his experiences had left him severely claustrophobic. I shivered, not from the cold, but from the thought of being cocooned in that Perspex shell for so many long hours, picked out and blinded by enemy searchlights and shot at from below with no means of escape.


It was indeed an opportunity to meet folk from all walks of life, and mostly I enjoyed the journeys. One thing I had in common with the majority of strangers who stopped to pick me up was a love of food. Some lorry drivers may well enjoy their legendary Yorkie bar, but one thing is certain, they all loved their traditional roadside breakfast. The transport café hardly needed signposting. I am certain the welcoming odour of bacon cooking on a hot grill wafted for miles, and it was hard not to drool as the lorry rolled on to the lorry park. Ten minutes later I would be at a table with the driver eating rashers of hot greasy bacon protruding from thick rounds of buttered white bread. Ketchup or HP Sauce was optional, but a mug of strong hot tea was definitely part of the early morning feast. Perhaps it was from years of practice, but the drivers seemed to have stomachs of iron as they tipped the almost scalding brew down their necks before lighting up their Woodbine. Then it was back on the road.


Time goes quickly when you are busy and the first three years of the course were over surprisingly fast. For the first two years I had lived in Derby Hall, and the third in a house off the famous Penny Lane, which I shared with my fellow navy-blue-donkey-jacket-clad students, Nigel and Roger. We continued to enjoy our extra-curricular activities, but found ourselves with increasingly less time in which to do it. Most nights were spent studying veterinary anatomy, biochemistry and physiology. At about 9 o’clock each night we would take a break together and have a cup of coffee and Marmite on toast. We talked about anything other than anatomy. Except on one memorable occasion, when we did.


We happened to be concentrating on the chicken, having already spent some of the best days of our lives learning the anatomical differences of every creature on board Noah’s Ark. Well, at the very least the horse, cow, sheep, pig, goat, dog and the cat. Roger was already boiling the kettle when we joined him in the kitchen. He was about to make one of the most momentous pronouncements of his life.


‘Do you know chaps’, he proclaimed, with an authority that only he could muster, ‘the chicken does not have an interparietal bone in its skull?’


We doubted whether any veterinary surgeon in the country knew of this earth-shaking fact. We split our sides laughing, wondering how, armed with this knowledge, we would change the world of poultry medicine. It was an opportunity to relieve the strain of studying the apparent absurdity of the details we were being asked to learn by having an hysterical five minutes. There were scores of these daft but important tension-relieving moments during our last year living together.


The third year of the course quickly came and went. Angela and I had planned to get married at this time, and we duly were, at St Philip and St James’s Church, Hucclecote, in 1963. Angela moved up to Liverpool - the hitch-hiking had been fun but time-consuming, and it was time that could be put to more valuable use. Perhaps today we would simply have moved in together, but at that time to do so would have been considered outrageously socially unacceptable. There were also benefits in the veterinary world of being a ‘married man’.


Our final year was spent out of Liverpool at a rural field station on the beautiful Cheshire Wirral peninsula. Here the Vet School staff did their best to lick us into shape before letting us loose on an unsuspecting public. There was no let-up in the number of daily lectures and there seemed no end to the quantity of medical facts you were expected to remember. Theory was interspersed with demonstrations and practical work in the cobbled yards, paddocks and classrooms of the old country house that we fondly knew as Leahurst. Now it was hands-on time, though no doubt a few of the animals probably wished we’d kept our hands to ourselves. The classic image of the farm vet is one of spending his day standing at the rear of a cow with one arm somewhere inside her. For those who have never dared ask why we actually do this, it is the basic examination for pregnancy. A competent vet will carry out this procedure quickly with the minimum of discomfort to the patient, but even the most experienced has to start somewhere, and it may well have been in a paddock at Leahurst.


This usually quick procedure, when first attempted, tends to be a more protracted affair and the student’s first impression on inserting his or her arm is to encounter only a handful of slurry-like substance. Eventually the hand detects an enlargement of the cow’s uterus, indicating pregnancy, and the student cries ‘Eureka!’ before it’s the turn of the next in line. Needless to say, by the time the last of the six students in the group has attempted to detect signs of pregnancy, the poor cow is wishing we would all go home and give her some rest.


At the end of a taxing week, an amusing hour on Friday afternoon was often spent around a horse presented to us with no health history. For the purpose of the exercise students were not told if the animal was at Leahurst for an in-depth investigation for a serious complaint or just happened to be a healthy horse borrowed from a local riding school. It was amazing how our enquiring minds ran riot and by the end of the session we had suggested the early stages of just about every known disease of the horse. More often than not we were told that we had been examining a fit and healthy animal for the last hour. But these sessions were never a waste of time. After all, the amused staff argued, ‘If you cannot recognise a healthy animal, how on earth will you recognise a sick one?’ At the end of every tutorial we were always told to remember one thing; ‘You won’t always know the answer, but you can always use your common sense.’


Soon I would have those magical letters after my name, BVSc MRCVS, and I would be looking for a job. We started to look seriously at the job adverts in the vets’ weekly journal, the Veterinary Record. It is difficult to believe now that so many job advertisers stated that a married man was preferred. This discrimination would certainly be frowned on today. Anyway, luckily for me I was one of them. Au revoir Liverpool. Look out Cotswolds, here we come! We’re on our way back, to stay this time …




CHAPTER TWO


A VET ON ROUTE 66


[image: images]


In the summer of 1966, can you believe that anything could be more important than watching England winning the World Cup? In my case something could. The euphoria of being a newly-qualified vet was still burning and it was time to look for that job I had dreamed of for years. I scanned the back pages and the vacancy columns of the Veterinary Record each week. Most of the advertisements were still looking for that ‘married man’, which at that time was accepted as a normal preference, so at least I did not have to worry about getting wed in a hurry.


Actually, the advertiser was usually as interested in the spouse as the actual vet, for honourable reasons. Without mobile phones, somebody had to look after the practice phone, take out-of-hours calls, give reassuring advice to clients, and pass messages on to the farm where the husband was out calving the cow. Now who would be prepared to do that job for nothing? Right first time – the vet’s wife, of course.


On a dreary wet August evening, Angela and I trundled along the road from Gloucester to Cirencester in our little grey Austin A30. For most of the journey the swishing windscreen wipers were working overtime. We loved this car. A couple of years previously it had belonged to a Liverpool solicitor. It wasn’t a car you usually associated with solicitors, but when he advertised it in the Liverpool Echo, one hoped he was on the brink of promotion and not desperation. He drove it to our Liverpool flat in Brookdale Road one misty November evening, and my pre-sales inspection was carried out with a torch under the light of a street lamp. I do appreciate that the RAC would have suggested a more cautious time and place. But it did belong to a solicitor and, fortunately, he was an honest one.


His reassurances regarding the car, care and reliability were backed up by bundles of garage service bills. We shook hands and I happily parted with £100 of my hard-earned cash. We knew it was money well spent and the next few days were spent polishing, lubricating and adding every affordable additive to the water coolant, the oil and fuel.


The regard was reciprocal. In the worst of weathers, even on those occasions when the car was partly buried in snow, the little banger always fired first time when you turned the key. But enough about cars! Angela and I were on our way to our second interview.


The first one had been held in the picturesque Cotswold village of Winchcombe, where the local community have had pride in their Sudeley Castle, steeped in royal history, for centuries. It was a popular holiday home for Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, where he enjoyed the hunting in the area and the hospitality that Sudeley offered. In recent times, for better or for worse, the village has become famous as a centre of nuptial activities for rich actresses and their pop star entourage. I don’t suppose Henry would have been too concerned about pre-nuptial agreements. He seemed to have his own ideas on how marriage problems should be settled.


That particular interview had gone quite well, but it had gone on for a long time. Angela was at one stage left with the principal’s better half while he and I made off to his surgery, which was in a delightful position in the main village square. By strange coincidence it happened to be the start of surgery consulting time and the first customers of the day were waiting at the door. The patient was a small Dachshund that had been under treatment for a few weeks. I was introduced to the owner and Mr White, the vet, suggested to his client that it was an ideal opportunity for Mr Smith to take a look at Jasper, the apprehensive-looking dog. I had never heard of an interview where the applicant actually got involved in ongoing cases, but it was, I supposed, a chance to demonstrate what I knew. I was conscious of Mr White taking notes on a clipboard he had brought with him from the house.


With an attempt at some sort of bedside manner I gave Jasper a quick once-over before pushing a thermometer into his rear end. It was 102.5°F, a neither here nor there temperature, though perhaps my insertion technique had been enough to raise his temperature a little. The recent history of any case in diagnosis is critically important, but in this instance everything I asked seemed to be answered reluctantly. It quickly became clear that all my questions had been asked before, perhaps many times over. Jasper’s submandibular lymph glands were enlarged, as were the prescapular glands, and there was evidence of a much more widespread lymphatic system involvement.


Even as a newly qualified vet I knew this was likely to be a very serious problem. What on earth was I supposed to tell the client? What was I doing on this side of the consulting table at an interview anyway? Was I supposed to be demonstrating to Mr White and Jasper’s owner that I had been trained to examine an animal competently? Or was the principal looking for a second opinion, or just anybody’s opinion?


Eventually we returned to Mr White’s house, the clipboard tucked firmly under his arm. After five hours, with Mr White still making notes on us, we excused ourselves. We dived into our trusty little A30 and headed back to Hucclecote as fast as the Austin would take us. A few days later I received a kind letter and the offer of a job in Winchcombe. With every respect and consideration, I declined it.


This particular evening our destination was Crudwell. This village, between Cirencester and Malmesbury, is probably better known today than it was in the 1960s, both as a tourist attraction and now a dormitory for Cirencester and beyond. The population has doubled, and the village has grown in size, but it still has the old-world charm that we enjoyed when we were younger. The box number in the advertisement to which I had replied described the practice as being on the Wiltshire/Gloucestershire border, and it was looking for a young vet with a minimum of one year’s experience. ‘Good working conditions’ were offered, and ‘salary commensurate with experience’. I had no experience whatsoever to offer, but as I philosophically (though slightly nervously) uttered to Angela en route,‘Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained’.
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