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May everyone who I am lucky enough  



to reach with this little book be filled with 


unconditional compassion and curiosity for  



the wellbeing of all living creatures,  



animal and human. 


We can change the world for the better,  



if we seek a way to understand and love each 


other more, one ‘humanimal’ at a time!
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Introduction


A question I’m asked a great deal by young people 


is, ‘When did you decide to become a vet?’ 



They think there must have been an exact 


moment when inspiration struck and my life’s path 


changed forever. And although I can sort of point 


to such a thunderbolt, I think I was always destined 


to end up in animal care. 
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Animals have been a part of my life since before I 


could talk or walk. I grew up with creatures large 


and small on a farm, and since then I’ve treated 


thousands that come through the doors of my 


veterinary practice. I’ve had dozens of animal 



companions in my fifty-and-a bit years, and each 



one has taught me something. Some of the lessons 


have been minor, others I’ll never forget. 


It’s not an exaggeration to say that without them all, 


I wouldn’t be the person I am today. You might know 



me from my TV show, which is caled 


The 


Supervet


, but filming that is only a smal part 



of my life. I work every single 



day at my veterinary practice, 


with a huge team of dedicated 


and caring colleagues. I’m a 


specialist in what’s called 


‘neuro-rthopaedic 


surgery’, which means 



cutting open and operating 















Her are some of the surgeries I have perfrmed.
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on patients to fix problems with the skeleton, 


muscles, tendons, spine and nerves. Sometimes 


these operations can be very complicated and take 


many hours. 


I’m especially known for ‘bionic surgery’, which 


means attaching and inserting man-made body 


parts, including implants and prosthess, to fix 



our patients’ problems. I often design them myself 


alongside a team of engineers, so that I can tailor 
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them to meet the specific needs of the animal 


I’m trying to help. For all of the so-called ‘bionic 


surgeries’ I perform, I believe that ‘simple is best’, 


and that if there is a simple solution to a problem, 


we should always use that. 


People sometimes think that any implant in a 


human or animal body is bionic, for example a plate 


and screws or pins and cement to repair a fracture. 


But this isn’t really true – it’s just an implant used 


to help get your body working as near to normal as 


possible again. 


On the other hand, when I said ‘bionic’, did you 


instantly think of a robotic animal with super-animal 


powers? I bet most readers of this book thought so 


and there is a good reason for that. 


The word was actually made up by an American 


doctor called Jack E. Steele in the 1950s when 


he mashed two words together – biology and 


electronics. It then became a really popular term 


in the 1970s when two TV programmes, The Six 
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Million Dollar Man and The Bionic Woman, shot to 



fame. I loved the show The Six Million Dollar Man. 



It was about a guy who was very badly injured in a 


plane crash and who had two legs, one arm and one 


eye replaced with electromechanical implants. This 


gave him great strength and allowed him to run faster 


and to see things normal humans couldn’t. After the 


success of the TV show, the term ‘bionic’ was often 


used to refer to someone with superhuman powers 


or with electronic or mechanical parts attached to 


them. With modern technology, such things are 



becoming possible, but we’re still some way off a 


real ‘Six Million Dollar Man’. 


Instead, some of the animals I work with truly 


are bionic! Often, they come to see me because 


parts of their bodies 


are mising. This might 



be because they were born 


that way or have had an 


accident, or because the body part needed to be 
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removed due to a disease such as cancer. So, my 


team and I invent devices that do just what that 


body parts would do, and implant them into the 


animal so their body can function again. They don’t 


give my patients superpowers. But as you will soon 


find out, many of my inventions have been inspired 


by superheroes that I’ve read about in comic boks.



The word ‘Supervet’ suggests I have all the 


answers. And with modern technology, hard work 


and love, I can fix many problems. But not all the 


time. Sometimes the problems can be impossible to 


solve and I fail. Sometimes I end up recommending 


that we remove an entire limb, which is called an 



amputation, or sadly a patient is allowed to pass 



peacefully away, which we call euthansia. Each 


day I try to learn and be better. I hope this book 


will give you a ‘warts-and-all’ picture of my life – 


the challenges, the failures and the successes. One 


thing’s for sure: every single new idea I’ve ever had 


to solve a problem came from what I learned from 















13


past failures. Every time I get something right, it’s 


because either myself or someone else got it wrong 


before. 


This book is going to cover my journey through 


life, from a young boy with big dreams of caring for 


animals and getting them out of pain, to where I am 


today, with more than a hundred colleagues in our 


large vet practice, still looking for a way to make my 


dream a reality. If I were to boil down my dream to 


one single statement, it would be that I want to give 


our companion animals a ‘fair deal’. Animals give 



us so much love. We should give them everything 



we can back. My dream is for animals to have access 


to the very best healthcare, to feel loved and to be 


protected. 


If I’m going to succed with my dream, 


I ned to convince al of you to help me. 



And you can. Your genration gives me 


hope because you care. And each time we 



choose to care for an animal we love, we can change 
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the world, just one animal at a time. I absolutely 


know that you would want the very best for 


whatever animal you love, and it starts right there. I 


understand the world can sometimes feel scary. You 


will already know all about climate change and how 


important it is to protect our planet. But if we look 


after each other – human and animal – the future 


can be bright for all of us. 


Above all, I want you to be inspired by the 


incredible stories of the superpets I’ve met on 


my journey. It is a huge honur to be allowed 


the chance to save the limb or life of an animal, 


and I nevr take that fr granted fr 



one second. The best part of my job is 


seing the love betwen animals and their 


human guardians. This love blots out al 


other wrries, bypases al the blockages 


in our hearts and burns as bright as a 


star. That’s why it’s called ‘unconditional’ love – 



because it has no conditions – it just ‘is’. 
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If we can harness this love – if we can learn the 


lessons of courage, of compassion, of determination 


and creativity that I witness daily – we can make 



the planet a beter place fr evry living 


creature. 
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CHAPTER 1 


The Begining


I was born and raised and trained as a vet in Ireland, 


but I live outside London, in England, now. Though 


I travel within and outside the country occasionally, 


my time is mostly spent at my veterinary practice, 


which specialises in neuro-orthopaedics (muscular, 


skeletal and spinal issues that affect mobility and 


the nervous system). The animals who come to 


see me are usually suffering pain or disease or have 


been operated on already and those operations have 


failed and need fixing. I’ve met some remarkable 


pets and people, and I have seen both great joy 



and sadnes. 



If there’s a message I’d like readers to take 
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from this book, aside from the fun stories about 


the amazing animals I’ve met, it’s that we share 



our planet with them and we should treat 


them as equals wrthy of dignity, empathy 


and, above al, love. 


Wherever they live, whether they are out there 


in the wild in their homes or sitting curled up on 


the sofa in your home, we should look after every 


one of them. They might not speak our language, 


they might not have our human concerns of jobs or 


money or dreams of seeking acknowledgement and 


fame, but in the things that really matter they’re the 


same. Animals deserve the same unconditional love 


that they show us. 


We can learn a huge amount from animals. 


I know I have. They realy can make us 


beter and kinder people. 
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From Farm Boy to Bionic Vet


I grew up in the village of Ballyfin in County 


Laois in central Ireland. It’s a place of cattle and 


sheep farming, of growing wheat, barley, grass and 


turnips to feed the animals. Green fields are dotted 


with barns and sheds, separated by hedgerows 


and fences. The traffic often moves slowly behind 


tractors on narrow roads. The horizon is 


ringed by the low foothills of the Sliev 



Blom Mountains, which change 



colour with the conditions – pale under 


dappled sunshine, purple with storms and 


invisible in the mist. The weather can change in an 


instant, and you are happy for the rain on your face. 


It’s a beautiful place, in many ways – especially in 


the spring, when the trees erupt with blossom, the 


birdsong greets the dawn and new life is everywhere 


in the fields, the hedges and the trees. 


My daddy was a farmer, as was his before him. 


And though my father never said it, he likely assumed 















I would end up working with animals. Coming 


from where I did, there was no reason to think 


differently. But I knew from a young age I wouldn’t 


be a farmer and that I wanted to create and to use 


my imagination in a different way to help animals. 



When I was at primary school, I couldn’t read and 


write very well but I loved comic boks. I was inspired 



by the pictures and would spend hours getting lost in 


their world. I also loved listening to music. I’d listen to 


songs on an old radio I found on 


a scrap heap, for which I’d made 















an antenna from an old metal coat hanger. Sometimes 


I’d watch pop and rock stars on our wind-up television 


box too, where you had to put in a 50p coin to watch 


a programme. When I was about eleven years old, I 


was desperate for a guitar. But my daddy didn’t really 


understand anything about musical instruments. He 


handed me a large saw for removing the horns from 


young cattle and told me to polish and sharpen it. I 


could have cried, but there was no cruelty in this gift. 


It was who he was and who I was expected to be. He 


wasn’t a man of many words. He never said ‘I love you’ 



or ‘I am proud of you’, but I always knew he was 



proud of me in his own quiet way. 
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We lived in a stone farmhouse: my mammy 


and daddy, and my brother and sisters. We shared 


the place with mice in the skirting and birds in 


the roof and a stray cat who gave birth to kittens 


in the hay barn. Mammy wanted to get rid of the 


mice, so would set traps for them. Not the humane 



kind you can get today, but the sort that snap and 


break a rodent’s neck. I used to cover them up with 


old clothes, hoping no poor mouse would venture 


nearby. My parents wouldn’t have understood it, 


but I knew even then that the lives of the creatures 


around me – big r smal – were important. 



Life was not particularly easy, but my mammy and 


daddy always did their best. I didn’t have or see much 


money. But I didn’t feel poor, because the world I lived 


in was small, and no one I knew was wealthy anyway 


– so I didn’t know any different. There was no central 


heating in our house, and so warmth in the winter 


months came from burning turf fires in the hearth 


and from however many layers you could stack on 
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top of one another in bed. At night, ice would form 


on the inside of the windows. I didn’t like having 



to drag myself from my bed in the mrning.


It was my job to venture out into the fields 


after midnight, checking in on the sheep that were 


having lambs, so I have been a night owl from an 


early age. Then, when I knew I couldn’t read and 


write very well, I stayed up really late studying to 


pass many exams. I have done so ever since, often 


writing books like this one you’re reading now into 


the night. Needless to say, I’m still not a morning 


person! I often sleep in a bedroom at my practice 


and when my colleagues ring my office to say 


that my first patient is about to arrive, they call it 


‘waking the sleping bear’ . . . 
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Back on the farm, the work never stopped. 


There was always something to be done, whether 


mending a gate, trimming hooves or dipping sheep 


in a bath of foul-smelling fluid to prevent flies from 


laying eggs in their wool. If we didn’t do it, the 


eggs would turn into maggots and eat their skin, 


so it was important work, but it was extremly 



smely. 



Even today I find it hard 


to sit still for long. I remember very few times 


in my youth when daddy took a day off, and we 


kids were expected to muck in too. I was driving 



tractrs in the fields at the age of nine 



(sometimes very 


badly, and I’l tel 


you mre about 


that 


later) and 



digging drainage 


ditches through 
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my teens to dry out the fields so we could grow 


turnips and barley for animal feed. Farming is about 


teamwork. The farming families of Ballyfin helped 


each other out, and some of my fondest memories 


are of that community spirit – walking cattle or sheep 


on country roads between one bit of the farm and 


another or helping with the shearing in early summer. 


Our family had several patches of land, and our 















26


main business was raising sheep and cattle. My 


father reared lambs and calves, before selling them 


on for slaughter. You might think it strange that 


someone who has dedicated his life to helping save 


the lives of animals started out watching them be 


raised for food, but perhaps without that experience 


I would have ended up somewhere quite different. 


I know that the hardest time for me was always 



the day the lambs were loaded into the truck and 


transported away. They couldn’t have known their 


destination, but I imagined they did from their 


panicked bleating. I knew, and it left me very sad. 



These were my friends I was saying goodbye to. I 


still ate meat well into my adult life, though I haven’t 


done for a long time now and there’s no judgement 


from me on that. People should do whatever they 


feel is right – after all, these cattle and sheep would 


simply not exist if people didn’t eat them. What I 


believe is important is how these animals are looked 


after when they are alive and that farming practices 
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are as humane as they can be, meaning they treat 



their animals with kindnes.



Caring for the cows was no less painful to me 


either. One of the jobs I performed as a teenage boy 


was de-horning cattle. It’s not nice to describe, but 


it’s one of my most powerful memories from being 


a boy. The young bullocks are careless with their 


new horns, and when they jostle, it’s easy for them 


to injure one another, especially when they go to 


market. The bone saw Daddy gave me instead of a 


guitar was one of the tools I used. It hangs on my 


office wall to this day, along with a syringe and a pair 


of frceps, to remind me where I’ve come from. 



Forceps are metal instruments that look a bit like 


tweezers with handles like a scissors that help you 


grasp hold of small things. In this case, they were 


used to clasp the horn’s blod vesels (the tubes 


that ferry blood around the body) that were spurting 


blood after cutting the horn off. 


The process was as follows:
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These days calves are often ‘disbudded’ at a 


younger age, before their horns have fully grown, 


and methods are less brutal. In fact, over the years, 


many farming practices have become kinder to 



animals than when I was a boy, and for that I’m 



glad. I strongly believe in good welfare practices for 


all creatures – they all deserve compassion. 


You can’t grow up on a farm without being faced 


1.  We led a young bullock into a chute.



2.  The head was held steady in a gate clamp.



3.  We used a syringe to inject a liquid called 



anaesthetic at the base of the horn to numb 


the nerve pain.


4.  We held the bullock steady with tongs in the 



nose.


5.  The saw was used to cut off the horn at the 



nub and the forceps to twist the blood vessel 


to stop the bleeding.
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daily with the realities of life and death and suffering. 


The animals in our care might have been headed 


for the plate, but a good farmer tries to make their 


lives as comfortable as possible. Whether it was a 


lame calf who needs his hoof trimmed to remove 


a stone or a lamb with an eye infection, we did 



our best to heal them. Farmers learn to deal 



with many problems on their own without calling 


out a vet. You improvise with whatever you have 


at hand – stitching up wounds with a needle and 


thread, splinting a broken limb with some twigs and 


twine, administering medicines for many different 


conditions. Sometimes there’s nothing to be done 


for an animal, and he or she needs to be euthanised. 


I watched my daddy do all of these tasks without 


fuss, and I grew to understand that death was an 



inevitable part of life. I wasn’t afraid of it. 



Daddy didn’t have the luxury of loving animals in 


the way I did, because they were his livelihood. But 


he cared for them well – he respected them and didn’t 
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want them to suffer. I often wonder what he’d make 


of the Supervet TV programmes if he saw them or if 


I could give him a tour of the practice where I work 


now. He must have guessed when I was growing up 


that I’d never become a farmer, but he couldn’t have 


imagined bionic implants in cats and dogs. He’d be 


impressed, I think, by the technology and how far 


we’ve come since the times of twigs and twine, but 


more than anything I hope he’d be proud of me for 


the way I treat my patients. Without him and my 


upbringing in Ballyfin surrounded by animals, who 


knows where I’d be? 


Inside, I’m still the same boy who wept as the 


lambs were taken off in a trailer. I might mask it 


well, but I can’t help but feel for the poorly animals 


who come to see me. I share their pain and that of 


their human companions. What I can do as a vet 


though, with my decades of experience, is explain 


the problems as clearly as possible and give them 


all of the options. Being a vet, like a human 
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doctr, is about trust. When someone enters 



my consulting room, they’re putting a lot of faith 


in me and I try to repay that. I don’t sugar-coat the 


truth, but I assure my patients, and their guardians, 


that I’ll do everything in my power to reduce 


suffering and give quality of life to a poorly animal. 


When I can’t save a life, it’s horrible and I still cry. 
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Chapter 2 



First Steps


‘You Know What You Know’


As a young boy, I wasn’t good at many things, but 


lambing was an exception. There’s something joyful 


and miraculous about bringing new life into the 


world. Spring was lambing season, and back then 


lambs were born from February onwards. Those 


early spring days could be bleak on the farm, with 


snow and freezing rain. We’d take shifts – all of 


us in the family – to keep an eye on the pregnant 


ewes in the field that looked like they might have 


their lambs soon. Mine was always the late 



shift. It was just a case of watching to make sure 



there were no complications and calling Daddy if 
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there were. Later we had a warm shed to bring the 


birthing ewes into, but in my younger years much 


of the lambing took place in the fields because we 


didn’t have room indoors; the ewes came inside for 


only a couple of days after they had their lambs.


A ewe will normally have a one or two lambs, but 


occasionally there’ll be three or, very rarely, even four. 


When that happens, because most ewes in the world 


have only two teats (which are nipples for feeding 


the lambs with milk), the ‘spare’ often has to 



be hand-reared fr the 


first few days, botle-


fed to make sure it 


puts on enough weight 


to stay healthy. 



If one was 


born too weak 


to stand, we’d 


wrap him or her 


in a blanket to get 
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some warmth into the limbs. Sometimes, Daddy 


opened the oven door in the turf-fired range cooker 


and popped the lamb inside in a cardboard box for 


a while. 


One trick a farmer knows is to place a ‘spare’ 



lamb with an ewe who’s only had one. But you have 


to be quick to convince the mama ewe that the extra 


lamb is hers. You take the spare and rub it in the 


afterbirth that’s come from the ewe. The afterbirth 


is the sac the ewe’s lamb grows in before it is born.  


When the ewe smells it and licks it clean, she thinks 


the spare lamb is her own and a bond is frmed. 



To my daddy’s amusement, I would name many 


of the lambs. He wouldn’t have dreamt of doing 


such a thing. Lambs were money, simple as that. 


Often a farmer will spray a matching number or a 


letter on the side of the lamb and his or her mother, 


so that if they become separated in the field, the 


farmer can pair them up again. There was nothing 


like that on our farm. I thought it was mayhem, 
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with lambs and ewes all mixed together, especially 


if we were moving them from one field to another. 


But my daddy could always tell instinctively who 


matched with whom. When I asked him once how 


he did it, he turned to me with a little sideways smile 


and said simply, ‘You know what you know.’



I suppose it was just an intuition, from years of 


experience with sheep. They didn’t need names, but 


he could tell them apart. And I’ve often thought of 


that phrase since. So much of working with animals 


relies on experience. No two animals – much 



like no two humans – are the same, and 



every operation I perform is a little bit different. 


When I cut a patient open, there are very often 


surprises. I have learned from each and every one. 


When I was working as a large-animal vet in my 


younger days, just after I graduated from vet school 


in 1990, it couldn’t have been further from my 


job now. My trusty bits of equipment were 


simply a stethoscope 
















In my work today, I often need to put an animal on 


a drip, which is a short plastic tube with a needle 


on one end and a bag on the other. It is inserted 


into the vein, so that fluids and medicines can 


travel directly into the bloodstream. This helps 


with dehydration and recovery from any one of many 
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(for listening to a heartbeat), a thermometr 



(for measuring temperature) and my own senses. 


I travelled between farms on little sleep, often 


popping into a farmhouse which had a telephone, 


responding to yet another emergency beep on my 


pager (there were no mobile phones back then), 


to tend to pigs and cows, goats and sheep, and 


even the odd horse. I had to try to form a quick 


connection with the animal – using my eys to 



inspect, my fingers to probe, my ears to 



hear their complaints or a rattle in their chest, 



and even my nose to smel an animal’s breath 



for signs of disease. 
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