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Introduction


‘YOU MUST LOVE animals to do your job. How do you do it?’


Previously, I would have asked myself the very same question. After all, there are few jobs that could see you chasing a hamster around a cage; sticking your index finger up a less-than-pleased dog’s backside; trying to look in the mouth of an even-less-happy cat; performing tricky horse dentistry; standing in heavy rain inspecting a ram’s genitalia while narrowly dodging a swift kick to the crotch; cleaning fetid pus from a rabbit’s abscess; trying to catch a parrot to trim his beak; supporting tearful owners as they say farewell to a beloved family pet; and then, when you’re completely exhausted, pulling a dead calf out of a birthing cow at two in the morning – all in the space of twenty-four hours. Yes, ‘how do you do it?’ is a legitimate question, and one that I – and probably countless colleagues – have asked many times over the years.


Okay, so I don’t provide such extensive detail every time someone tells me that they believe I’m doing the most amazing job in the world, but it’s certainly in the barrel. It’s not the stock answer most people are expecting to hear. People want you, on the whole, to sell them a dream, the idyllic and televised version of how they might view the role. From driving around picturesque countryside bringing newborn farm animals into the world, to examining the cutest of puppies and kittens for the first time under the watchful eyes of their doting, love-struck, new families. People want to hear that you are doing the job you’ve dreamed of and you wouldn’t change a minute of it. Yes, I will have had days similar to the above in the past. Days that maybe start and look straightforward at the outset but rapidly change without warning. And now, later on in my career, my days are far less eclectic and nowhere near as congested. These days I work in different parts of the veterinary profession, but I still love the job, otherwise why would I have stuck at it for over twenty years? But it’s no James Herriot ‘How dee doo dee! Isn’t the weather grand today, Mr Arbuthnot?’ and ‘Yes, I will have another slice of your delicious carrot cake, Mrs Parry,’ lark.


When a more senior woman verbally manhandled me on the number 23 bus as I made my way into town to meet a friend in 2019, it wasn’t exactly harassment, but it certainly registered high on the invasion-of-personal-space scale.


‘You’re the vet from the surgery on the main road!’ this woman, whom I now identified as a client, semi-shouted at me. Such was her directness and pitch that she drew the attention of the two drunks slumped in front of us.


‘Yes,’ I said, quickly fumbling to put in my earphones and so avoid further engagement, only to remember that my light-fingered twelve-year-old son had taken them out of my coat pocket that morning.


‘You put Ginger to sleep two years ago, just before Christmas,’ she continued at high volume, almost without taking a pause. ‘You were so kind and comforting in his last moments. Dave, you know Dave?’


I nodded ‘Yes’ – but my eyes must have said no.


‘Of course you remember my husband, Dave? Bald, about five-foot-three with a high-pitched voice?’


 Christ, I should know him, he sounded like someone I could not forget, but, alas, I had no memory of him whatsoever.


‘Dave buried Ginger in the garden. We had the whole family there, and it was so sad.’


 ‘Yes, I remember now, it was a very sad time indeed.’


I could have stopped there but this lady was clearly re-­visiting a dark place and if there’s one thing about my job that can’t be taken lightly, it is the support a vet gives to grieving owners. Part of me was thinking, ‘Say no more; don’t over-commit; leave it there and this could and should end well.’ The other part of me, the part filled with the misplaced confidence that comes from being a vet and constantly being told that you are kind and compassionate, was telling me, ‘Go on! Over-commit – say more.’ After all, ­Ginger, on the balance of probability, had to be an elderly, male ginger cat. Wait for it.


‘Ginger was such a lovely old cat, it was such a sad end, yet so peaceful,’ I ventured.


‘Thanks, but you must be thinking of another Ginger. Our Ginger was a five-year-old basset hound who got knocked over by our neighbour’s car.’


Bloody hell, give me a break. Ginger: a basset hound! Who’d have thought it.


‘You told Dave to dig a big hole in the garden to bury Ginger. The ground was so cold but Dave managed it, it seemed like such a big hole at the time,’ Ginger’s owner continued.


‘Better to be safe than sorry, I guess. You can never dig too big a hole,’ I replied, trying to deflect the blame I felt she unnecessarily implied. After all, a vet’s job does not extend to doling out precise instructions on the suitable depth of graves.


‘My mother nipped out for a smoke in the garden and fell into the hole. She broke her ankle and had to spend two weeks in hospital and missed our Christmas dinner,’ the woman confided.


‘I’m so sorry, what a torrid time. This is my stop,’ I blustered, hurriedly reaching for the bell. Then I stumbled off the bus and walked the remaining two miles to town.


Of course, not every random encounter is like this, and to reiterate, I love my job. And, of course, I love animals. ­People, however, the owners of said animals, at times can be the ­challenge. Some owners, unfortunately, love their animal companions too little. And others simply love their animals too much. Some people heap so much adoration on their pets and place them so high in the family pecking-order that they lose sight of what is up and what is down. It’s difficult to tell an owner that loving their pet too much is a bad thing, but there is a responsibility to guide them on appropriate behaviour around animals and to help them understand that allowing their dog to lick their lips after it’s just been licking its arse is less than ideal.


This job can offer you everything you could imagine, everything you’d hoped for and so much more. What is less often talked about in the job description, however, is the grief, the isolation, the stress and the impact our daily work can have on a vet’s mental wellbeing. With the range of roles and ­environments I’ve experienced, I count myself both fortunate and unlucky, with exposure to some profound moments that will live long in the memory. From narrowly missing ­serious injuries from large, powerful and sometimes aggressive ­animals, to making a difference in the lives of cherished pets and their owners. Vets often navigate living in both the eye of the storm and the rewarding peaceful aftermath. It is a role and a way of life that invariably hardens you as you see the very best and worst in people. Inevitably, some of the more extreme ­situations that find their way to the front of my thoughts, often unexpectedly, take a long time to dissipate. Witnessing abuse of the unconditional trust afforded to humans by animals can leave a lifelong impression. For me, the exposure to animal cruelty involving groups of animals was particularly harrowing. I find that I now have to fight the instinct to be cynical about some people’s intention with the animals they keep. I also have a tendency to fall back on black humour in the most desperate of situations. Over halfway through my working life, I understand that such coping mechanisms are necessary for me and, no doubt, for many of my hardened colleagues.


My intention in writing this book was never to shock, scare, or even greatly amaze you. Merely I see it as an opportunity to share some of the highs and lows of my life in the veterinary profession. It is a privilege to be able to record some of the experiences that have shaped and influenced my decisions in becoming a vet and some of the many stand-out memories of doing the job I love.


I’ve seen things and experienced moments that will live with me forever – some I’d not necessarily want to repeat. Nonetheless, these tales of veterinary work might, I hope, provide some confidence in the knowledge that my profession remains dedicated to keeping animals safe and their owners educated. It might also help those thinking about a career in animal care to read that your journey needn’t follow the traditional route; there are a wide range of roles when considering working with animals and a wealth of specialised fields. It is unlikely to be plain sailing all the way, but each role makes a difference.




1


Golden Duck Eggs


SO MANY PEOPLE tell me that being a vet would have been their dream job, and that given half a chance they would have lived the job twenty-four hours a day. So, when I meet new clients, new friends, or strangers at weddings for the first time, and the subject of how I decided on my career comes up, I’m left in no doubt about what I’m expected to say. ‘You must have wanted to be a vet ever since you were young,’ they suggest. Then, ‘Have you always been surrounded by animals?’ the common question follows.


My usual response is to tell people what I think they want to, or expect to, hear: that indeed it was the job of my dreams for as long as I can remember. But such conversations would be dramatically shorter, and a lot less engaging, if I were to admit that ‘the truth is that I kind of fell into it!’ If I were to answer honestly with such a prosaic response, I doubt I’d be given the opportunity to claw back any meaningful opportunity to explain further and to share how much I love my job and that I still get a kick out of it after all these years.


Some while ago at a close friend’s wedding, I did blurt out a more candid admission: ‘I only decided I wanted to be a vet about a month before the deadline for my university applications.’ The well-intended, slightly inebriated wedding guest decided to put me straight. ‘That’s like Neil Armstrong being selected for the moon landing having only been enlisted as a cleaner at NASA three weeks earlier!’ he replied. I tried to unpick the wedding guest’s analogy only to have him press a mayonnaise-smeared finger to my lips to stop me. While a very limited straw poll, I accept, I considered it important feedback nonetheless.


Since then, I’ve often scanned my earlier years, trying to identify any stand-out moments, experiences or influences that might have guided my chosen path.


Scratching around, somewhat desperately, for something that subliminally had an impact on me very early on stirred up a memory of me and my parents disagreeing over a rabbit hutch in the garden of our house in Cardiff, where I spent the first seven years of my life. My dad, Idris, was a doctor at the local hospital and my mother, Lynda, was a speech therapist. There is no contesting that there was a hutch in our garden, only whether there was actually a rabbit in it. My dad recalls using it to store paint, my mum insists the hutch was empty and I have been accused of fabricating a white lop-eared rabbit. Beyond that possibly imagined rabbit, my early childhood was a barren spell, devoid of any real animal contact.


When I was about eight, we upped sticks and moved west into the heart of rural Wales, swapping tall urban buildings for farmyards, dual carriageways for A-roads and scrappy parks for open fields. Our new town, Llandeilo, was located in Carmarthenshire’s beautiful Towy Valley, surrounded by rich agricultural land and countless small villages. With fewer than two thousand inhabitants, near ten pubs, five chapels (not all in use) and three churches, it was a considerable reduction in size compared to the capital, and I loved it. I went from playing in our small, city garden to riding my bike far and wide, spending weekends fishing and exploring.


My dad became a much-loved GP in the local surgery and my two sisters, Sioned and Gwenno, and I were welcomed into the Welsh primary school. From recollection, families in town and the surrounding area were usually a simple dynamic of four: two adults and two children. We hardly constituted an alien species, but the fact that we’d moved from ‘The Big Smoke’ and we were a family of five did generate a lot of interest and some questioning.


The school headmaster had an endearing tradition of ­formally announcing new siblings at morning service: ‘Congratulations to the Thomas family of Cwm Isaf Farm, who have a new addition to the family. Dafydd was born yesterday morning at Glangwili Hospital weighing eight pounds and three ounces. We look forward to welcoming Dafydd to school in a few years.’ The whole concept of a baby’s sudden arrival was peculiar to me, but such was the frequency of the announcements, I became used to it. Soon after joining the school, we too appeared on the headmaster’s roll call when we welcomed my baby brother, Owain, to the world. Within seconds of the announcement, murmurings turned into widespread chat, with a few giggles, as many realised the Rowlands were now four children strong. Indeed, my eldest sister and I, later in life, have convinced ourselves that we actually saw the headmaster mouth, ‘What? Another one?’


When recounting the headmaster’s announcement of the fifth Rowlands child to friends, we’ve also added a bit of extra heft, telling friends that on that momentous occasion, he closed his eyes and shook his head a few times before the big reveal. ‘Congratulations, again, to the Rowlands family. A baby girl, Bethan, was born last night at Glangwili hospital.’ Later that day, two pupils from the year above confronted me, adamantly and incorrectly asserting that I now had six brothers and sisters and that the police would have to take one to even up the numbers. They never came, or, if they did, I didn’t see them.


Our family home was beautifully positioned with a vast, sprawling garden, ideal for five children to hide in, build dens and shoot cans off a fence. Beyond the house, the Welsh countryside became my childhood playground. While it took much longer to get anywhere compared to Cardiff, I thrived on the variety of opportunities that more space and less traffic had to offer. I loved, and still do, being outside and I drank in nature around me.


My first real exposure to animals, with the inevitable responsibility and accountability that comes with them, came via our family dog, a gorgeous Golden Retriever called Del. I was around twelve years old when Del arrived as a young puppy. She was my first family pet and was adored by us all. She had the run of our large garden, growing up to become a big, boisterous dog who buried countless items from the house in the garden, much to my father’s annoyance. We, the children, of course, found it all very amusing, until all our socks started to go missing.


Nevertheless, my father, who in his early childhood grew up around farm animals in North Wales, was very keen to increase the Rowlands family menagerie, particularly after the sibling tap had been turned off. First, he acquired a handful of ducks and enlisted a local contractor to excavate a huge hole in our garden with the aim of creating an expansive duck pond. This was going to be a game changer; I was ecstatic, with grand plans of boating, swimming and fishing in my spare time. I was keenly trying to organise a swap with my friend – my bike for an old kayak of his – when my mother intervened, reminding my father that he had five children, three of whom couldn’t swim. Consequently, the large hole lay unfilled for a few months, apart from when the odd thunderstorm with torrential rain turned it into a muddy puddle, a sorry reminder of my father’s ambitious plans. Ever inventive, I quickly adapted, with the excavation site then becoming my very own BMX adventure trail – until, that is, I found myself in A&E with an injured elbow one Sunday after a dramatic somersault in the dry crater. Days later, the local contractor returned with his digger and the ‘duck pond’ was filled in.


Thankfully, despite the lack of swimming facilities, the ducks hung around, providing me with my first taste of commerce, albeit on a very small scale. Having found a local buyer, the plan, suggested by my mother, was that I should collect the duck eggs and sell them to the nearby post office, just a short bike ride away. The deal with my parents was that I would have to make a contribution to the duck feed, but the rest was to be pure profit. Duck eggs, if you’ve never tried them, are an acquired taste. Having been coerced into trying a boiled one once, as part of my market research, I was struggling with the idea of who would buy them, but this financial endeavour had me out of bed early each morning, eagerly searching through the straw for my oval commod­ities. I relished it. I then packed the eggs in recycled egg boxes and twice a week made the two-mile bike ride to make my trade. It was a tidy earner: from memory, I was soon up by some £3.00 a fortnight. Looking back, I’m not convinced my parents weren’t buying the eggs back from the post office in a bare-faced cover-up, the biggest financial malpractice of the 1980s! Nonetheless, this enterprise gave me the first real taste of looking after animals on my own. They were my responsibility and I took it very seriously.


Some months after the ducks joined us, came the chickens, then the geese and then goats. The goats’ stay at the Rowlands’ homestead was short-lived, however. They ate everything in the garden apart from the grass, including some prized shrubs my mother had planted. Sadly, the chickens, too, were only with us briefly, systematically picked off one by one by the most covert of predators, Mr Fox.


Our livestock was dwindling when, in a last-ditch attempt to retain our smallholder status, my father brought home a clutch, or should I say a ‘confusion’, of guinea fowl. What these birds lacked in allure they made up for in their comical mannerisms. They could be mooching around lower parts of the garden, then for seemingly no reason at all they would suddenly launch themselves across the lawn at breakneck speed. Two of the most confident birds developed a penchant for my father’s car, his much-loved white Saab 900i, an almost prerequisite make of car for the doctors at my dad’s surgery in the 1980s and 90s. After Dad returned from work in the evening, these two guinea fowl would take up position, nestling either on the warm bonnet or up on the sunroof, nonchalantly gazing down at their own reflections.


One Saturday afternoon, Dad returned from a house call, and parked his car in his spot in front of the garage. I watched from the garden as the two Saab-obsessed fowl shot across the garden and hopped up onto the sunroof. Dad stayed in his car and rather than turn the engine off and get out, he took off again, quickly reversing back down the drive. He must have had another call and, given the speed of his manoeuvre, an extremely urgent one at that. As my father reversed the giant-bonneted Saab, one of the guinea fowl had opted to scurry off the car and onto the lawn. The other, from my vantage point, looked as if one of its feet had got stuck in the rubber seal around the sunroof. My father, now turning out onto the narrow country road, was blissfully unaware that he was travelling on his way to town with this native African bird flapping frantically on his roof. I grabbed my rucksack, jumped on my bike and set off in hot pursuit, thankfully catching up with him before he made it to the junction with the major A-road. Guinea fowl saved.


Was this one of those life-defining moments? Was this when I was bitten by the proverbial vocational bug and was driven to become someone who would help animals, someone who could change outcomes for the better?


I can’t honestly say that it was. I don’t recall an overwhelming concern for the bird’s welfare, although I certainly didn’t wish it any harm. In fact, I was probably more mindful of saving my father from the embarrassment of driving through town with a flailing bird stuck to his roof. No, I hadn’t yet found myself drawn to the veterinary profession. Despite the range of animals at home, we’d had no cause to call any vets out, so I was yet to gain an insight into my future life.


Instead, from a very early age I had misguided aspirations of being a professional footballer. Yes, I was in the school team; yes, I could do over forty keepy-uppies; and being already almost six-foot tall by the time I hit puberty, I was pretty handy in the air, but I was deluded. Sitting in my mum’s car in an empty car park in town, waiting for my teammates to turn up for a Saturday mid-morning game, I vividly recall confidently telling her that when I was older I was going to play for Liverpool FC. I admire my mum to this day, on lots of levels, but not least for giving it to me straight. My chances of making it in the top flight of football, she said, were slim and I needed to think of a Plan B. Acknowledging then that football would probably always be just a hobby and not a job, I think I played better that day than I ever played before.


Perhaps like millions of other teenagers in the 1980s, I then set my sights on becoming a fighter pilot. I’d drunk in the protagonists’ heroics in the macho fest that is Top Gun and decided that it was a natural leap for a gangly teenager from Wales who had bought some knock-off Ray-Ban sunglasses and a tight-fitting white T-shirt from Peacocks.


By sixteen, I’d lost confidence in my chances of becoming the next Maverick and pulled down the relevant posters from my bedroom wall. Over the summer holidays that year, I’d developed car sickness on some long journeys and extrapolated that my nausea would increase tenfold from bumpy car journeys to military engagements at breakneck speed in the cockpit of a fighter jet. So, I quietly revised my career plans, thus avoiding the humiliation of being weeded out on the first day of RAF selection.


Balancing A Beige Allegro


My friends and I often reminisce that we all did seemingly well, almost in spite of our secondary school education at Bro Myrddin comprehensive in Carmarthen. On reflection, it had many deficiencies. In fact, there were many things about my school’s facilities that, even in the nineties, were woefully inadequate.


The original school building was Victorian, built at the end of the nineteenth century, and was once a boys grammar school. The school was in desperate need. With a flimsy equipment budget and a sports field that on certain Wednesdays doubled up as surplus grazing for some cattle that had escaped from the nearby livestock market, it was showing its teeth long before I started. With its high-ceilinged corridors and wooden floors throughout the gymnasium, the grand assembly hall, large library and impressive stone school entrance, the old school building had, in parts, some of the decorative credentials of an opulent Oxbridge college. The school was filled with a rich history, stories that bounced and flowed around the cracked walls and cold, poorly lit corridors. There were countless staircases leading to mysterious locked doors, rooms inaccessible for as long as I was there, behind which hid myths generated by countless pupils from years before: scurrilous stories of clandestine meetings between staff or, worse still, of pitiful pupils given time for crimes against education.


 Our nostrils flared at the musty and acrid smells of the old science labs, aromas so pungent they would wake the most heavy-eyed of pupils, even from two classrooms away. By my time, there wasn’t a part of the school’s infrastructure that didn’t record some history of rogue alumni of yesteryear. There were hundreds of obscenities, ex-teachers’ nicknames and the odd comical limerick etched indelibly in the aged desks, some with inkwells, or scrawled on toilet walls. The chemistry lab’s high ceiling was peppered with moistened toilet paper that had become caked and stuck, thrown up, when the teacher’s back was turned, by decades of adventurous students of the past. There was a lot that needed fixing. It was a museum in parts, a vivid archive of past mischief and skulduggery.


Before the school was eventually closed to pupils it had been largely unrecognisable from its original layout. Added to the original building there had been a number of ill-judged extensions and some ailing Portacabins, all barely supported by an archaic heating system that would cough and splutter its way through long winters. By the end, after I’d left and before a new school was eventually built, the whole site somewhat resembled an enormous badger sett, with every nook and cranny occupied by a hive of educational (and extra-­curricular) ­activity. Apparently, even those mysterious locked rooms had been opened up to create more space. I wonder where Mrs Hughes and Mr Skipton met then for their lunchtime ­liaisons?


I would have loved the opportunity to have been at a school with bigger and better everything, but I’m also certain I would have missed out on so many formative experiences. Like the time someone dropped my bag hiding a sewing machine out of a first-storey window, hitting Mr Jenkins’, the deputy head’s, car, or when at a school disco a group of sixth form pupils ­repositioned our French teacher’s, Miss Francis, beige Allegro so that it teetered on the edge of a steep eight-foot grass bank. Or, my least personal favourite: the infamous school assembly recorder episode.


 In our first term, we were all required to buy a recorder: arguably, in the wrong hands, aside from maybe the violin, the most excruciatingly painful instrument to the ear ever designed. Nothing can prepare you for the agonising noises that even the smallest child can make with one of these instruments of torture, if not played correctly. And sadly, recorder playing did not seem to marry well with our school’s demographic. Our school was renowned for having a heavy ­agricultural pupil contingent. Certainly there were no aspiring Mozarts, Bachs or Mendelssohns in my time there. No, it was mostly more a case of enthusiastic John Deere tractor drivers and shepherds. My year, in particular, was not blessed with an overwhelming number of pupils with soft, sensitive and narrow digits, key anatomical requirements to delicately finger the recorder. For most of the boys, and some of the girls, it was quite a challenge. Ds became C flats and Bs were A sharps. Much to my friends’ amusement, however, I was quite handy with the instrument. Sadly for my music teacher, though, I lacked all interest and any real ambition. I was not alone, but as a ­deterrent and punishment for any pupil forgetting their recorder Mr Thomas would make them mime along, using a replacement thirty-centimetre wooden ruler. It was generally considered a mild form of humiliation. For some, however, they were marginally happier blowing on a ruler for some thirty minutes rather than tackle the ebony and ivory pipe of doom. Despite our teacher’s better judgement, or more likely lack of suitable male contenders, one semester I’d been selected to perform a very brief solo within the group’s musical piece at the upcoming Year Four assembly. I would have to play on my own for fifteen seconds in front of the whole year. I’d forecast that this would be a significant opportunity for friends, bullies, and maybe even potential future girlfriends to watch me wilt. Even if I did manage to hit all the correct notes, or even worse, if I fluffed my solo, this could be a potential feeding frenzy. I decided that the lesser of two evils was to practise and to try to make a decent fist of it. Diligently, I managed a few nights of practice at home, including a rehearsal in front of Mum, who was happy to provide some pointers. I was as ready as I would ever be.


It was a Friday in late June. When I arrived at school at 9 a.m., the assembly hall was already half-full and, unusually for Wales at that time of year, the temperature was already in the low twenties. All nine of my co-pupils from music class were lined up at the base of the stage steps, waiting for the nod, instruments at the ready. I reached for my school bag to retrieve my recorder. It was full as we had physical education class that day, and I immediately identified that my recorder was not at the top where I expected it to be. The rest of the group were now alighting the stairs, having been summoned by the deputy head. My music teacher leant over me while I frantically started to unpack the contents of my bag; out came my sports kit, pencil case, some textbooks, a pirate copy of Appetite for Destruction that I had to return to a friend that day and finally my school anorak (which my mum had insisted on me taking despite being in the throes of a Welsh mini heatwave). No recorder. Suddenly the assembly hall became even more stifling. The penalty was calmly whispered in my ear: humiliation on an epic scale. I briefly thought about making a dart for the exit.


Twenty-three seconds into the musical piece, when my moving solo was due, the assembled crowd watched as a beetroot-faced, sweaty teenager performed six bars of ‘Amazing Grace’ sans any actual noise. However hard you blow on a thirty-centimetre ruler, it doesn’t make a note.


Despite this mortifying experience and all the school’s faults, overall, I concede that I was really fortunate to attend Bro Myrddin as my secondary school. Not only were we blessed in having probably the best headmaster and deputy headmaster combo, with their good cop, bad cop routine now having moved from legendary to mythical status, I also had some fantastic and extremely passionate science teachers who were an inspiration. I consequently became really engaged with biology and chemistry, subjects that would certainly be helpful later in life.


When I was sixteen, the school introduced careers advice. Our year was going to be the first to trial it, unwilling guinea pigs if you wish. While the idea had merit and the intention was laudable, thanks largely to the visiting careers teacher, Mr Edwards, the execution was comparable to a death row inmate being forced to hand out leaflets offering advice on care in the community. He was, by all accounts, due to retire at the end of that school year and had reluctantly, we later learnt, agreed to hold on long enough to share his wisdom on how the pupils at the local schools might usefully spend their working lives. No doubt he was also enticed by the prospect of no end of semester pupil reports to complete that year.


After three or four of these career sessions and some general discussion with our less-than-enthused teacher, we were asked to attend a double lesson. An opportunity, we were told, for Mr Edwards to share his thoughts with us all. Apart from one very limited questionnaire, and access to a handful of career pathway leaflets – on becoming a doctor, nurse, teacher, ­engineer, chef and midwife – we were very much in the dark. Also, we only had one chef leaflet between twenty-five of us, because a budding artist had drawn disproportionately large male genitalia on each of the other twenty-four leaflets, which had been consigned to the bin. Looking back, what happened next during our double session was less classroom humiliation and more a life-defining moment.


‘Dafydd, having read your questionnaire and monitored your progress in school, I feel you would be best suited as a farmer,’ Mr Edwards confidently opened the class. You might think this was a remarkable insight considering Dafydd did, in fact, become a farmer. Other folk, by that I mean anybody with a grain of observational skills, could also have confidently ­concluded the same. Here are the facts; Dafydd lived at Nant y Moel Farm, he had been absent for three of the four career lessons as he was cutting and collecting grass to make silage and, the Hercules Poirot sign-off, he would tell anybody that would listen that the day he turned sixteen he would be ­discarding his school clothes for his John Deere boilersuit and wellies. A less than auspicious start to the session.


‘Huw, again based on your questionnaire and my observations, I am confident in suggesting that you explore becoming a chef,’ came Mr Edwards’ next pronouncement. Huw looked partly shocked, but mostly depressed, at the teacher’s projection. This was a time long before the high-profile successful chefs of today. For most of us at that time, our interaction with ­people who cooked included family members and our semi-hostile school catering staff. We all suspected the teacher was pinning the giant male genitalia sketches on Huw, a fair assumption, and so a career in the kitchen making soup was his penance.


Of course, on reflection all this so-called careers advice had little value, but at the time a few of my classmates took their nominated vocations as a decree rather than a choice. All of us, however, were all-too quick to take the mickey if the opportunity arose. Poor Huw, our new school chef, was already receiving some unwanted jibes at the back of the class, typ­ically sexist and largely offensive. Huw, needless to say, did not become a chef. Instead he joined the police.


Huw’s fate was followed by a string of my friends’ planned careers being called out. The careers teacher ran through a list of likely doctors, a dentist, an engineer and a lawyer. I was up next. While I wasn’t, by some way, the class genius, I was holding my own. I’d like to think I’d been fairly frank on my questionnaire and I’d not recalled irking the teacher; in fact, I don’t recall much in the way of any real inter­action with him. As I prepared for the announcement of my predicted career, one thing was worrying me: I’d left the box at the end of the questionnaire, asking for my career choices, blank. All my friends had put a few ideas down. Even the class sex pest, who everyone had already concluded was not destined to amass much in the way of employment post-school, had listed video-shop owner and/or barman as his options. But I hadn’t been able to think of anything concrete. I was in the infancy of considering medicine, but I wasn’t overwhelmed by the notion and so I was certainly not committing to anything at that point. That said, at this stage, I would have happily taken doctor as my proclamation, maybe dentist, lawyer, builder, even a landscape gardener, anything that could save me from the certain habitual piss-takes that would dog me for the rest of the day, the next week or maybe even longer.


‘Siôn, having spent some time listening to you and ­reading your responses to the questionnaire, I feel you would be very well suited to being a male nurse, the first this school has produced, I believe,’ Mr Edwards announced. Now, I have nothing but the highest esteem for the nursing profession, both male and female nurses. As a frequent visitor to NHS establishments over the years, where I have received only excellent care, I am well positioned to acknowledge what an amazing role nurses fulfil. Habitually poorly paid and often under-appreciated, nurses are the very foundation of primary and secondary care services around the UK.


But we were a group of ignorant and arrogant teenagers, and, like so many, we were clumsy and socially awkward with our now outmoded sexist views shaped by misinformed peers who were not qualified, or in a position, to advise. Daily, many of us trod a fine line between being accepted one minute and roundly vilified for the slightest thing that made us stand out from the narrowly accepted norm the next. And so, I knew that being told I would be the school’s first ever male nurse was going to be wonderful ammunition for mockery from anybody and everybody. My friend Rhys’ father worked in the local hospital and, having allegedly questioned him the previous evening, the next day Rhys confidently assured all that would listen that not only would I be the first male nurse to have attended our school, I was going to be the first male nurse working in any capacity anywhere in the entire world. As a crude summary, let’s just say I took a bit of stick.
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Work Experience: Access All Areas


MY FATHER WAS a GP a long time before the European Working Time Directive came into being. A partner in an exceptionally busy medical practice looking after the inhabitants of our large town in the middle of a busy agricultural community, he was a wonderful doctor. He ­dedicated his working life, and a lot of his personal life, to his patients’ physical and mental illnesses and needs. I know that many of his patients still remember his kindness and his willingness to always give up his time, but will they know his sacrifices?


Things are very different now, but for much of my father’s time at the practice he would have to attend emergency house calls at any time of day or night while on duty. In hindsight, while my father and his colleagues provided a wonderfully rewarding service for people in their homes, for the poor doctors it was all-consuming and it certainly took its toll.


Later, when I qualified as a vet, I wasn’t a huge fan of my own on-call working shifts when I did them, but I always reflected on how hard my father’s hours had been in comparison. He was on call every other night and every other weekend. I can’t remember, nor did my father when I asked, if there were many evenings when he didn’t get called out to treat a patient in their home. Long before the convenience of mobile phones, patients would be transferred via the switchboard to our home phone. We had two phone lines in the house, our main line and the on-call phone (the second phone), which had a distinctive ring: I can still hear it to this day.


On call or not, my father would invariably be late coming home from long evening surgeries. He’d often miss evening family meals and my mum, who had also toiled all day, ­looking after and organising five children all with differing needs, would have prepared a wonderful dinner. I knew well those nights my father was on call; no one would have to say anything, we could tell just by looking at him. He’d look more tired than ­normal, often with an air of resignation that the night ahead could be ruined at any second, spoiled by the pernicious ringtone of the second phone. Countless times, just as he was arriving home late at night from an emergency house visit, the dreaded on-call phone would start to ring again, its timing impeccable. From my bedroom I would hear my exhausted mum taking down symptoms from a distressed parent or ­anxious partner, ­scribbling notes and directions for Dad. I’d head to the window and see my father climbing the path to the house only to be met by my mother with a note in her hand. I remember once seeing him collect one such note, then, for what must have been five seconds or so, he stood and stared up at the night sky. I ­wondered what he was thinking, how he felt. I think I know now. Those hours, those endless demands were incredibly impactful on plenty of doctors and their families. I have often thought of the impact these long nights and weekends had on people. I greatly admire my dad for his dedication to his job and his long service to the NHS, and my mum for her support.


Despite the clear and tangible negatives of being a GP, I was now seventeen and, since I had no idea of what I wanted to do when I left school, I passively and unimaginatively decided that following in my father’s footsteps seemed the natural choice. I was also somewhat carried along by the decision of some of my school friends also to become doctors, and felt a strange sense of safety in numbers.


In sixth form, the school encouraged pupils to seek out ­relevant work experience opportunities. Unsurprisingly, I had some good contacts and I spent a few weeks, with a close friend, doing work experience at our local hospital. I had decided, before starting, that I was relatively comfortable with blood, wounds and general human illness and my friend and I both passed the preliminary faint-test, which a nurse in A&E reported was a very early and crude marker that we ‘had what it takes’. Looking back, I’m not sure it would be permitted now, but my friend and I were given an access-all-areas pass at the hospital. This entitled us, with a certain amount of supervision, to go anywhere at any time in the hospital.


On one afternoon we were watching our third surgical procedure of the day – a cataract operation on an elderly woman. The surgeon was only too happy to demonstrate his craft to two prospective juvenile doctors and, like all the operations we’d seen during the experience to date, we were happily allowed to get up and close to the action. We both leant over the patient, no more than a foot away from her head, staring at the surgeon’s meticulous work. The elderly woman lay motionless, anaesthetised we presumed, like all the previous patients that day.


‘Are you okay?’ asked the surgeon politely.


How considerate, we both thought. Before we had a chance to answer, the seemingly unconscious patient replied, ‘Fine thanks, doc.’


My friend let out a high-pitched cry and I jumped back from the head of the operating table, knocking over a machine with leads that had been connected to the patient. (I was later sympathetically told by one of the nurses that the machine I’d knocked over in my state of shock reaction thankfully was not vital to the process.) The patient was not in fact fully anaesthetised, as we’d assumed; instead she had been given a local anaesthetic and was lying perfectly still, that is up until the point we two young idiots had made a scene. The surgeon apologised to the patient on our behalf and the delicate operation recommenced, now with two bumbling would-be doctors, red-faced and at a safe distance.
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What Can You Do With a Brick?


REFLECTION DIDN’T COME naturally to me as a teenager, yet I needed to digest my experiences at the hospital, to balance what I’d seen and felt myself against what I had gleaned from seeing my dad as a doctor. I had certainly enjoyed my work experience, but I also acknowledged that I had not been bitten by some ‘medicine’ bug. Seeing trained hospital staff care for patients was inspiring, but I was not left with a feeling that this was my journey.


I don’t recall ever engaging much with my dad about whether I should follow his path and become a doctor. To his credit, he certainly did not try to talk me out of it, much as he ­probably wanted to. During my first year in sixth form, my mother and father sat me and my eldest sister down and told us that they were going to separate. They had decided to share their challenge with us, their two elder children, hoping perhaps for some leniency and understanding, maybe even support. I can’t remember exactly what they said, or any of the import­ant details, but I registered the headline. I don’t recall being overly surprised or horrified, maybe just a little numb. I had been conscious for some time that my parents had not been particularly close and I’d noted they were sleeping in sep­arate rooms. But, of course, in their ignorant, solipsistic bliss, teenagers are mostly incapable of seeing beyond their own immediate problems and challenges, and so I just hadn’t put the pieces together.


I am proud of both my parents, and have endless love and admiration for them, especially in how they handled their separation. It must have been an incredibly difficult time. During the breakdown of a marriage, the easiest thing is to grow apart at an incredible rate, as many do, and to accumulate an endless list of reasons to hate each other. My parents set about maintaining a façade of normality for some time, all with the view of protecting my three younger siblings who were blissfully unaware of what lay beneath the lie. It must have been crippling for them, but to their credit they set aside their own feelings and thoughts on how to move forward, instead sacrificing so much for us.
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