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To all the creatures I’ve treated.









In Spite of their diversities
 And perversities
 Both zoological
 And ideological,
 They all gathered together
 One day, when the weather
 Was especially frightful, and decided
 It wasn’t safe to stay divided
 Any longer, and that they should,
 For their common good,
 (Rather than risk another calamity)
 Try Amity.
 And that’s the day there began to dawn a
 Plan they christened UNITED FAUNA


Melville Cane










Introduction


Happy animals are all alike, although each type in its own way. A Cocker Spaniel will constantly wag his tail as he dashes about on his morning walk, sniffing and investigating. He’s permanently happy, like a child who never stops smiling. The cows in the field next to the spaniel’s walk are ruminating placidly, as they digest the last remnants of goodness from the autumn grass. They are not so animated, but are quietly content in their own way. One might make a mooing noise, seeking reassurance from her herd-mates that everything is okay and that is about as excited as a grazing bovine gets, but contentment is the key.


Of course, we don’t know what is going on in their heads, because these creatures cannot talk, but maybe they don’t need to. Watching a gang of two-week-old piglets play hide-and-seek around the sow as she languishes in the straw, it is impossible not to believe that they are having a lot of fun. Lambs will skip and gambol, with all the energy of youth, in the warmth of late-spring sunshine. It is safe to assume they are happy creatures. A fuzzy kitten, with a stumpy tail pointing skywards, cautiously explores her new surroundings with trepidation but surely also a smile inside. You can almost hear her thoughts: ‘Hmm, what’s going on over here?’


And a dog, grateful for his veterinary care, lifts his front leg for yet another blood sample. He knows I’m trying to help him and happy feelings flood through my veins while I’m extracting blood from his. The gentle noises and openly curious facial expressions of alpacas or llamas lift the spirits and could warm even the coldest of hearts. A baby donkey nuzzles its keeper, or the lucky vet who happens to arrive to check its health soon after it has been born. Joy spreads infectiously to everyone nearby. The unswerving and unconditional happiness of animals is contagious and it makes us humans feel better. 


And that is what this book is about. It tells stories of each of the species that I have had the good fortune to look after to try to maintain their happiness. Yes, they are definitely all different, but happy animals are most certainly all alike. And so are we, because happiness is all. I hope you enjoy it.












1. Cows


Cows are curious creatures, gentle and placid. The matriarchal hierarchy by which the herd is organised lends itself to a calm social situation. Watching cows in a grassy field or straw-filled fold yard, surrounded by their herd-mates, is a relaxing experience. They graze quietly and methodically, gently chewing the cud, or flicking at a fly with their tail. It is no coincidence that the term ‘to ruminate’ suggests a slow pondering. A calm cow is a peaceful thing.


The first time I had the chance to observe these creatures closely was high up in the Swiss Alps, during the summer of 1993, exactly halfway through studying my veterinary degree at university. I was camping with some friends in a beautiful alpine meadow, which we used as a base for climbing the huge mountains nearby – the Täschhorn, Weisshorn, Monte Rosa and Matterhorn. The scene could have been straight from an episode of Heidi – the grass was scattered with hundreds of jewel-like flowers and each of the brown and white cows had a huge, clanking bell round its neck. The continuous low clopping of the bells alerted the herdsman to the location of the cows so they didn’t get lost. It also alerted the four young climbers from Yorkshire to their proximity. Over the few weeks that we were camping in their meadow, we got to know the cows quite well. In fact, we practically became a part of their herd. It turned out that they were just as interested in us as we were in them, and they would often stick their heads into the unzipped mouths of our tents to wake us up on a morning or just to investigate.


While I loved the herd of which we had become a part, Dave, one of my climbing-mates, developed a correspondingly vigorous hatred of the creatures, quickly dubbing them ‘cow bastards’. There was some justification for this hatred, because their behaviour could sometimes be irksome. On one occasion, they ate his entire supply of porridge oats, so breakfasts became a shadow of their former selves. On another, with very different consequences, they ate his spare underpants. The climbers and the cows eventually managed a peaceful coexistence, once Dave had managed to rig up a defence system of climbing rope around the camp. The cattle thought it was an electric fence and from then on kept their distance. What remained of our breakfast ingredients was safe and so were our remaining pants. Human ingenuity had saved the day.


Since those halcyon alpine days and qualifying as a fully fledged vet, I have obviously become more closely connected with cows. I have seen them practically every day and had my hands and arms in almost every part of their capacious anatomy. I’ve studied them when healthy and when sick, I’ve removed nails from their rumens, rubber rings from their feet, and tumours from their teats and even (on a few occasions) their diseased eyeballs. I’ve lost count of the number of calves I have delivered, on windswept moors and in freezing barns, with drizzle spraying between the gaps in the Yorkshire boarding of the cowshed. I’ve also lost count of the number of shirts I’ve ruined with bloody obstetrical fluids spilling down the front, or whose rolled-up sleeves have taken on an indelible brownish-green stain after a day of arm-numbing pregnancy testing. I can recollect, in clear detail, the well-aimed kicks – from not-so-benign bovines – and exactly which part of my anatomy they connected with. While I am not, technically, a veterinary expert on cows, I am (or at least have been) a cow-vet. I reflect back on those huge and gentle, doe-eyed Swiss brown cows, because they were the start of a long and intimate relationship with this amazing species.


Nowadays though, in this climate of global warming, cows often get a bad press. It is a complex situation and one that is way beyond the scope of this book. I am not an atmospheric chemist (though I have two good friends who are, and it is a topic that frequently crops up after dinner or over a glass of wine), nor am I a ruminant nutritionist. I do know that cows produce methane during the process of rumination. Methane is a potent greenhouse gas, much more potent than carbon dioxide. However, as every chemistry student knows, methane is very reactive and therefore lasts in the atmosphere for a relatively short period of time. This is in contrast with carbon dioxide, which – unless it happens to come into contact with a molecule of chlorophyll, a molecule of water and a photon of light, whereupon it is turned into part of a plant – hangs around for ages and is a major player in the greenhouse effect, trapping heat in the atmosphere and thereby causing the Earth to warm. Too many greenhouse gases resulting in too much warmth is an inescapable truism. The part played by cows in this is less clear, but nevertheless they are having a bad time of it and could do with a new team of publicists. Like I say, it is complicated.


What is also complicated is getting any nutritional benefit from grass. Plant cell walls are made of cellulose, which cannot be digested by mammals. Cows and other ruminants manage not just to survive, but to thrive on this basic diet by making use of a whole smorgasbord of symbiotic bugs to do the job that the mammalian digestive system cannot, thereby releasing all the nutrients the grass has to offer. If you live on grass and don’t have a rumen – if you’re a horse or a rabbit, for example – your intestines have to be enormously long to digest the cellulose and those vital microbes are right at the end (which is why rabbits pass all their food through their digestive system twice). Cows use their rumen for this job. It is a huge vat of fermenting herbage. The grass is chewed to break the cell walls, swallowed, churned in the rumen so the microbes can do their work, then brought back up into the mouth and partly digested for a second chew. Nothing is rushed if you’re a cow and it is this melancholic ruminating that makes a cow so endearing, whether she’s digesting hay, grass, silage or underpants. 


In the words of an old farmer whom I have known for many years: ‘You can’t beat a good old cow!’


And even though they breathe out methane and eat underpants, she’s not far wrong!












Slow Fever and a Journey in the Fog


The miserable November weather was gnawing away at my spirit but, despite the cold and damp, I enjoyed the visit to see Mr Newbold at Apple Tree Farm. The farmer always made me smile, with his funny stories and his slightly alternative view of the farming world. One day, for example, while we were discussing the perilous financial situation of the dairy industry, he commented: ‘It’s the big boys in this business that I feel sorry for; all that cost. It must be hard to make ends meet.’ In a time when it was only possible to make a living milking cows by applying the of economies of scale, he had delightfully missed the point. 


Mr Newbold’s small farm was situated about half a mile from the practice. It was not the closest to the practice – that privilege belonged to the farm just over the road, where it was almost quicker to walk there than to drive, provided you could stuff your pockets with everything you might need. But it only took a couple of minutes to get to Apple Tree Farm, where Mr Newbold kept a handful of old-fashioned, black-and-white dairy cows, all with horns, fastened up side by side in a byre, where they would munch on hay throughout the long winter months. In summer, they grazed in a small paddock next to the main road into Thirsk. Apple trees and a hawthorn hedge lined the paddock and, as I drove to work each morning, I could catch glimpses of the cows and heifers through the gaps in the trees and the holes in the hedge. I always tried to see what they were up to because, to Mr Newbold, the behaviour of his cows was an accurate predictor of what the weather might have in store. Whether his cows were standing up or lying down and in which direction their bodies were pointing was, in his opinion, as good as the Met Office for a weather forecast. He used other natural clues too, to prognosticate about the harshness of the winter ahead, the persistence of the latest wet period or even the conditions five miles away, at the top of Sutton Bank. Elevated three hundred metres above the Vale of York where Mr Newbold’s farm was situated, it could be a completely different world at the top of Sutton Bank. There could be snow when there was rain in Thirsk; there could be fog when it was simply cloudy and overcast below; and, on the odd occasion, when there was thick fog lingering along the Vale, a drive up the steep road could bring you popping out above the clouds, just like a ride in an aeroplane!


Even when Mr Newbold called the vet for help, he always had his own diagnosis. His bovine diagnosis was always followed by a meteorogical prediction about how the weather would unfold during the week. Rumour had it that Mr Newbold learnt his tricks from Thirsk’s famous amateur weather forecaster, Bill Foggitt.


Bill was born in Thirsk in 1913, the latest in a long line of local weather forecasters. He had lived not far away from Apple Tree Farm – hence the assumption that this was where he’d acquired his skills. His family had run a chemist’s shop in the marketplace for many generations. In 1771 the area was hit by a great flood, during which part of North Yorkshire’s most northerly town, Yarm, was washed away by the swollen River Tees. Bill’s ancestors were both horrified and intrigued and began to make meticulous observations of anything from the unseasonal arrival of a flock of waxwings, or the erratic behaviour of sheep, to the habits of moles, to try to find patterns that might allow them to predict and prepare for future extreme events. The rate of desiccation or otherwise of certain types of seaweed was a favourite tool. This knowledge and insight was passed down through the generations, conferring upon the family the status of some sort of Yorkshire soothsayer, but without the sacrifice or the entrails.


I’m sure Mr Newbold had developed and built upon the Foggitt theories, adding cows to the formulary and working on refining and improving the accuracy. I was certain that my visit to see his poorly cow on this November afternoon would also afford me a weather forecast.


‘Ah! Now then, thanks for coming,’ he bellowed, even though he was standing right next to the open window of the driver’s-side door of my car as I pulled up in the yard. He was always anxious to crack on, ready and waiting when the vet arrived. For this, I am always grateful. One of the deep frustrations of being a large animal vet is when, on a tight schedule, you get to a farm to find no sign of the farmer or the patient and have to set about searching sheds and outbuildings for one, the other or both.


‘I have a cow with slow fever,’ Mr Newbold went on, as I climbed out of the car. ‘It is slow fever, I know that, because I can smell it,’ he added with certainty, before marching off in the direction of his cowshed. He wasn’t a young man, but he retained a youthful supply of energy and always seemed to be starting one job before he’d finished the last.


There was a reasonable chance he was right with his diagnosis. That it is possible to detect slow fever in a cow by smell does have a basis in fact – probably more so than using the flowering of coltsfoot to predict the weather. Slow fever, contrary to the suggestion in its name, does not mean the herd ambles around at half speed. It is a metabolic disorder that can affect recently calved cows. It is characterised by an energy deficiency, triggered by the sudden demand for an udder full of lactose-rich milk. To make milk, glucose is taken from the blood and other body tissues and, if sufficient food is not eaten to replace this crucial energy source, the blood glucose levels plummet. 


There are reasons why a cow might not eat sufficient food: she might be poorly after calving and therefore not feel like eating; she could be too fat, so that her appetite is insufficient; or she might not have access to enough food. In each of these cases, the body tries to use its supplies of body fat to correct the energy gap. This works quite well for a short time, but the prolonged metabolism of body fat leads to a build-up of ketones in the blood and this causes something called ketosis. The presence of ketones in the bloodstream has a suppressive effect on the appetite, exacerbating the problem further and creating a vicious circle of energy depletion and ever-increasing levels of ketones. Slow fever’s proper name is acetonaemia, which describes this unhealthy build-up of ketones in the blood. Some people can smell ketones on a cow’s breath – they have the aroma of pear drops – and this makes a diagnosis simple. Apparently this ability is a genetic trait, impossible to learn; you can either smell the ketones or you can’t. But, while being able to make a diagnosis by smell is useful, there is still the issue of finding a reason for the reduced appetite, and treating the signs. That is where the vet comes in, and where a stethoscope, thermometer, rectal glove and so on come into play. 


I put on my wellies and grabbed each of these bits of kit, along with my little pot of magic diagnostic powder, and followed Mr Newbold into the cowshed.


He was already in position, hand on the withers of his cow, inhaling her pear-scented breath by the lungful.


‘Yep, it’s definitely slow fever! Her milk’s dropped and look, smell her!’ he instructed, pushing the cow’s mouth towards me. I smiled slightly at the idea of looking at a smell. There was always something to amuse me on a visit to Apple Tree Farm. I enjoy a pear drop and I can fully appreciate the chemistry-lab aroma, but I have never been convinced I can actually make a diagnosis of acetonaemia with my nose. (There is a renowned cattle veterinary book that contains the classic line ‘some practitioners can smell salmonellosis’, as if to add weight to the power of the nose when it comes to making a thorough clinical examination.) This was where my magic powder came in. Of course, it wasn’t actually magic, but the result of mixing it with the milk or urine of a ketotic cow had a magical effect on many a sceptical farmer. In my opinion, it is an underused technique; and the younger generation of vets seem completely unaware of its existence. Presumably the veterinary specialists advise blood sampling to get a full profile of the energy status. This is just as helpful but more time-consuming and more costly. My powder is called Rothera’s reagent and provides an immediate diagnosis, as the cream-coloured powder turns a regal purple in the presence of ketones. I always use it when I see a cow that has stopped eating.


Usually an examination follows a prescribed pattern. In a dog, I usually start at the head and work backward, culminating in the taking of the temperature. With a lame leg, I start at the bottom, wiggling each toe, squeezing each pad and examining each interdigital space in turn. Working up the leg, I manipulate each joint and check along the limb until I’ve found the source of pain: dogs can’t say ‘It hurts just here,’ so vets need to rely on eliciting some sort of reaction. When the dog winces, then I know for certain where it hurts.


But with cows, my examination varies depending on which bit is the most likely to be causing the problem and which bits are the most easily accessible. In this case, the cows were all lined up, fastened, in an old-fashioned byre, waiting to be milked. Several rear ends were facing me, so it was easiest to do all the stuff at the back end first – temperature measurement and then internal examination. Next came the udder, to feel its consistency, to check for mastitis and to take a sample of milk to mix with the Rothera’s reagent. Sure enough, just as we’d both expected, the off-white powder in its little pot turned first pink, then deep purple, confirming to diagnosis of acetonaemia. 


‘Look at that!’ I called to Mr Newbold, holding the purple vial high in the air. Even though I’ve done this test many times, I’m always impressed by a chemical reaction that elicits such a dramatic colour change. I will always be a chemist at heart!


The rest of my examination did not uncover any other health issues, so it was a simple fix. Steroids work brilliantly for slow fever, almost as magically as the Rothera’s powder does to provide a diagnosis. In severe cases, where the cow has become delirious as a result of the high level of ketones in the blood (nervous acetonaemia), the animal will go bonkers, charging around wildly and manically licking anything in front of them, especially metal bars. Their ears flick relentlessly as if they are picking up strange sounds or voices in their heads, and their eyeballs bulge with surprise and confusion. These cases need more vigorous treatment. Intravenous glucose injections and oral supplementation work well, just as jelly babies help a hypoglycaemic diabetic patient. 


Mr Newbold’s cow was not that bad. He’d spotted it early. I was as certain that my treatment would be effective as we both were about the diagnosis. Mr Newbold held the sweet-smelling cow by her head so I could perform an intravenous injection. The jugular vein of a cow is large and prominent, and it is a straightforward job to identify the target and inject the medicine. Even if it is not possible to see the vein, by tapping the area with the middle finger you can locate it, as it vibrates, while placing the hand not holding the syringe on the side of the neck, pressing across the vein, to make the jugular, as big as a hosepipe, bulge. The partial and temporary obstruction to blood flow in the vein makes it distend and its feeling is unmistakable. You can literally feel the fluidity of the blood, standing in a column an inch and a half across. The needle went in, spilling crimson venous blood all over my fingers. It is always messy, but I prefer to insert the needle before it is attached to the syringe. It is a safe way to ensure that the injection goes into exactly the right place.


Once I was all done, I rinsed my bloody hands and washed my wellies. Mr Newbold and I chatted for a while, as we always did after treating a patient, and he showed me some of his cattle, like a proud parent at sports day or after receiving a glowing school report. He introduced each one – ‘look at this for a calf!’ – before giving me all the details of its delivery, the age of its mum along with any relevant (or irrelevant) facts about her health and history. Even though his herd was small, this seemed to take for ever, so I was glad when my phone rang. It was the practice, sending me off on another call. I nodded and made some notes on the back of my hand about where it was and the nature of the problem. The farm was one I hadn’t been to before. It was called Dry Rigg Farm and it was up at the top of Sutton Bank. I scribbled directions, which I knew would not be adequate. Apparently, the farm was deep inside a thick forest. It sounded as if I would be looking for Hansel and Gretel’s cottage and I’d need to lay a trail of crumbs to avoid being lost for ever. The instructions were vague. I was to turn left off the so-called main road (it was anything but main) to Sproxton, onto a forest track, then bear right at the second fork in the track, after which time it became a bit rough, apparently. I had to look out for a small, wooden signpost with the words Dry Rigg inscribed. I didn’t fancy my chances, especially as it was already foggy and would be getting dark soon.


Mr Newbold asked, with genuine interest, what I had to do next.


‘It’s a calf that’s sick,’ I explained. ‘But it’s at the top of Sutton Bank, in the middle of the forest.’ 


‘Ah! That’ll be pneumonia, that will,’ he prognosticated. ‘A cold and damp evening like this, all the wetness and chill in the air. As sure as eggs are eggs that calf will have pneumonia.’


Pneumonia is a common ailment for cattle, especially in the dank days of November when the chill and damp air allows a dangerous concoction of viruses, bacteria and other microbes to thrive. We always treat these cases with utmost urgency, because the lung damage can be so sudden and so severe that an animal can deteriorate rapidly and die within a day. Mr Newbold was probably right, but I smiled at the certainty of his diagnosis, made without his trusty nose and without even laying eyes on the little calf.


‘And it’ll be a bad place to be,’ he added, without even turning to his cows for a prediction. ‘It’s going to be thick fog up there on a night like this. It’ll be pitch black and you’ll not be able to see your hand in front of your face. It’s sure to be a proper pea-souper!’ 


He was sure to be right on this point, too. It didn’t take a master weather forecaster to tell me that; I’d spent enough time at the top of Sutton Bank, after dark and in the grim depths of winter, to know that I would be in for a long and slow journey, nothing like the three-minute trip I’d just done, with a simple treatment and a guaranteed cure. I braced myself for yet another challenge.










Cast Your Bread


It was a busy day. The morning had been jam-packed with small animal consultations – a cat with a sore eye, a couple of limping dogs, post-op checks, inflamed ears and dodgy bowels. The list was already full, but extras kept appearing. Given my increasing tendency to chat at length to clients, sometimes about their pets but often about something completely different, I was running late, overstretched and slightly stressed. My final patients came in all together: a family of rabbits, all in need of vaccination. Their owners had rescued a number rabbits over recent months, out of kindness and an interest in this curious species. But a shortage of hutch space for the newly rescued rabbits, along with the problems for a rabbit novice inherent with sexing youngsters, had resulted in a population explosion in an otherwise tranquil garden in North Yorkshire. It was just five to vaccinate this time – a lot of rabbits to see at once, but fewer than at their previous visit. One of them was a baby giant rabbit, whose ears were bigger than his body.


At last the waiting room was empty. I wiped the table and slumped into a chair to write up my notes. Should I grab a coffee or get some food? It was a perennial question for a busy vet, yet another lunchtime had been swallowed up by the urgent needs of my patients.


In the end, it was neither. The boss was playing golf, we had an influx of new clients, all of whom, apparently, needed their animals seeing immediately, and one vet was on a well-earned half-day, so the afternoon looked as if it was going to be as busy as the morning. But it was full of a different kind of work, out and about, in the fields and on the farms of North Yorkshire. It was lucky that a change is (apparently) as good as a rest. I headed straight out to see Mr Morris and his cow.


The message in the daybook told some of the story. Mr Morris had a cow down, recumbent and unable to stand. Downer cows such as this could be challenging to deal with, in part because there are several conditions all of which might result in the same problem for the cow. When I was a young, recently qualified vet, I would spend the drive to the farm running through in my mind all the possible diagnoses and the ways of distinguishing one from another; could it be one of the many mineral deficiencies that cows are prone to? Would I need to take some blood to check these levels? It could be toxaemia from an infection in the udder or uterus, in which case I would need antibiotics and anti-inflammatories rather than big bottles of mineral solution; maybe it was something physical – a damaged pelvis as a result of a difficult calving, or maybe just impingement on a nerve, giving a bad case of sciatica – a common sequel to a tricky delivery. Nowadays, this list is thoroughly ingrained in my subconscious, and I just wait to see what I find when I get there.


Mr Morris was waiting anxiously in the yard when I arrived. His farm, perched high on the hill, was straight out of a James Herriot book, with ancient, sagging gates patched up with baler twine and rustic wooden feed troughs spilling over with hay and silage. He ushered me into the building where my patient was lying, not looking particularly poorly but clearly making no attempt to get to her feet.


I set about my examination, as I had done so many times before. The first step was to take the animal’s temperature, so I rummaged in my box for a thermometer. 


‘Is that a glass thermometer?’ the elderly farmer asked, obviously delighted by this equally old piece of equipment. Alongside his ancient buildings, the glass and mercury device was not out of place.


‘It is.’ I nodded. ‘You don’t see many around these days.’ 


‘I can’t get used to these modern, beeping ones,’ Mr Morris complained. ‘I can’t read ’em. They never seem to get the right temperature and then they run out of batteries.’ 


I withdrew the slim glass instrument from the cow’s rectum, and he came round to peer at it. He was more animated than I’d ever seen him, and there was real envy in his eyes.


‘Where do you get them from?’ he asked longingly.


‘Well, you can’t buy them any more,’ I explained, ‘but I have a secret stash of a few that were given to me by a retired nurse. Each one comes with its own little metal case. They are really nice things and just as accurate as the modern ones.’


As I worked my way through the examination, listening to the stomach and the lungs, checking the udder, manipulating the limbs and performing an internal examination, I could see Mr Morris out of the corner of my eye. Normally, the farmer watches closely, anxiously waiting to hear the verdict on his animal. But I could tell Mr Morris was more interested in the ancient (but still very accurate) thermometer, which I had now replaced carefully in its metal case.


I came to a diagnosis of post-partum obturator neuritis, which is inflammation of one of the nerves that has been squashed by the calf squeezing through the pelvic canal. These cases usually respond quite well to injections of anti-inflammatories, so I went back to the car to make up a syringe for injection. While I was there, I had another idea. I checked my supply of thermometers. These slivers of glass and mercury are ephemeral things, prone to immediate breakage if they come into contact with anything hard. Even if they don’t come into contact with anything hard they tend to vanish. Once at vet school, a friend was taking the temperature of a young foal that was suffering from a joint infection. The foal contracted his anus at exactly the wrong moment and the thermometer disappeared, as did the foal, careering off across the paddock. We spent hours searching through the grass and scrutinising foal-sized faeces in the hope of finding the missing object. It never reappeared.


Anyway, I returned to the cow to give the all-important injection. Then, I reached into my pocket and presented Mr Morris with my spare metal-case-clad, glass-and-mercury thermometer. 


‘And this is for you,’ I said. ‘Don’t lose it and don’t drop it. As you know, you can’t get them any more.’


The effect on the farmer was more dramatic than the effect of my treatment on the cow. A huge beam spread across his wrinkled face. I have rarely seen a farmer so happy.


As I drove off I caught a glimpse of Mr Morris in my rear-view mirror. He was still lovingly clutching his gift. I was glad to have been able to cheer him up. As my mum used to say, ‘It’s nice to be important, but it’s more important to be nice.’


The day continued in its busy vein and it wasn’t long before I was out on the road again. Another cow – this one struggling to calve – and another old, traditional Yorkshire farmer. 


I arrived to see the Friesian already standing in the cattle crush, with the enormous, crossed-over feet of a huge calf protruding. It didn’t need a vet to diagnose that this calf was way too big to be born naturally and would need a Caesarean section.


Everything went super-smoothly. The patient was impeccably behaved and I had lots of helpers – it was a large family and brothers, cousins and uncles were all on hand. Some were taking photographs, while others prepared syringes for me, filled buckets with warm water or fetched and carried. I also had a table on which to place all my equipment, so it was altogether a perfect set-up and the mood was upbeat. I soon had the calf out. It was enormous but fit and healthy. Two of the three brothers lifted it into a wheelbarrow to move it onto to a safe and clean straw bed, while I sutured everything back together. 


‘Would yer look at that!’ exclaimed Derek, the other brother. ‘T’old girl is actually chewing her cud, right while yer stitching her back together! Chewing her cud – you can’t get a more contented cow than that!’


I was finished before long and cleaned off and packed up, but before I returned to my car Derek said, ‘Julian, you’ve done a fantastic job this evening. We were worried, but it was the best thing to do. So, ’ave some eggs and these little onions. As a bit of a thank-you like!’


He held out a tray of thirty eggs and four of the biggest onions I’d ever seen, almost as big as footballs!


When I was a young boy, my gran used to give me wise advice. We were close and she was knowledgeable about lots of things. I am glad to have inherited some of her attributes – optimism, enthusiasm, stoicism and just a little bit of her stubbornness. One of her favourite sayings was based on a passage from the New Testament, which advises people to ‘cast their bread on the water’. The rest of the story goes on to suggest that by doing this, an act of generosity, rather than just keeping your bread and eating it, you reap greater rewards – happiness, inner contentment and so on. My gran paraphrased this epistle by saying, ‘cast your bread on the water and it will come back as ham sandwiches.’


It was good advice. Today I had cast my metaphorical bread in the shape of a vintage thermometer. Instead of coming back as ham sandwiches, it had come back as massive onions. My gran would have been proud.










Maurice and the Milk Fever


It was the Friday night before two weeks off work – a holiday at last, in the peace and sparkling clean air of the French Alps. Anne and the boys were already there, but it was my weekend on call and no one had been able to swap so, instead of Friday night being the start of the holiday, I faced the prospect of two more days at the mercy of my pager. I hoped it would be quiet, because I still had plenty to do – the camper van needed careful packing for the long journey and it wouldn’t do it on its own! But my hopes were dashed by a call late in the evening. It had been a pleasant day and it was still warm and light. Only just light – dusk was fast approaching as I arrived at the farm to meet Maurice, the farmer – the epitome of Yorkshire tradition – waiting at the rickety gate, leaning on his pickup. 


‘Have we got problems?’ I asked. I was aware from the message on my beeper that there was a cow struggling and I knew he’d requested an urgent visit, but the details were sketchy.


‘Yes, we have,’ he muttered gruffly. ‘It’s a cow. She completely conked out, like. She’s not even here, she’s away in a field so you’ll have to follow me.’


He hopped into his vehicle, switched on the lights and disappeared down the track. I followed, as swiftly as was safe and as my recently acquired extra speeding points would allow.I could see Maurice’s rear lights disappearing into the distance ahead of me, but luckily this was one of the uber-straight roads along which hundreds of Roman soldiers would have marched as they conquered the north of Britain, about two thousand years ago. I kept the vehicle in sight, until it turned down a narrow and by now quite dark lane. Luckily Maurice paused to wait for me, because what followed was a series of lefts and rights into what seemed like absolutely nowhere. Already I was beginning to worry about my return journey once I had fixed the ‘conked-out’ cow, and I started to make mental notes of trees and corners and gates so that I could retrace my steps.


Eventually Maurice pulled over onto a verge and came round to talk to me, through my open window.


‘She’s in there, like,’ he said, nodding towards a wooden, five-bar gate that had seen better days. It was not so much a gate as a collection of planks of wood connected together by bits of baler twine. But this was not the next problem.


‘It’s a field of rigs and furrows, so you might struggle in your car. Do you want to have a lift, bring your stuff with you, like? She’s down – completely conked out,’ he reiterated, before continuing, ‘I think it might be magnesium deficiency. Or calcium. Or mastitis. She just calved the other day, yer see.’


I asked a few more questions, trying to glean enough information to give me an idea of why she might have ‘conked out’.


‘She looked a bit wobbly at six, when I came to check ’em,’ Maurice explained, ‘so I went to fetch some gates to make a pen. And then I’d made a pen but when I came back she’d gone flat out and couldn’t get up, like. And that’s when I thought I’d call you. I thought she might be dead by morning, otherwise.’


This gave me a clear image of the cow and her problem, and I gathered what I’d need – calcium solution, magnesium solution, an orange tube called a flutter valve to run the appropriate solution into the cow’s vein, a halter to catch her with and, of course, some wide-bore needles so the liquid would run in smoothly. I grabbed a few in case any got lost in the dark, or bent – I didn’t want to have to come back to my car. There is nothing worse, in the middle of a field in the dark, than the mineral solution running in too slowly because the needle has blocked or is too narrow. I had some new ones with clear plastic ends and a green case that would be ideal. They had superseded the old style fourteen-gauge needles, which came in an orange needle case. I stuffed three into my pocket and jumped into the pickup alongside Maurice, who set off across the bumpy and rutted field. Even though my own Subaru was a 4x4 and adept off-road, the tussocky nature of the grass and the large furrows and ‘rigs’ (ridges) would have risked the health of my exhaust pipe. The other cows in the field would present a further hazard, as they would be sure to come over to investigate the excitement. I’d had many near misses with wing mirrors in the past and, at the very least, the licking tongues of curious cows leave a windscreen smeared with tenacious gloop. I was happy to leave my car outside the gate. After all, I had everything I would need.


We made slow progress through the lumpy field, but eventually we spotted the patient lying comfortably amongst her friends, who were all standing up. From a distance, in the headlights of Maurice’s vehicle and surrounded by her herd-mates, she didn’t look too bad.


‘Oh, heck. Don’t say she’s better already!’ exclaimed Maurice. 


It seemed that she did not look as bad now as she had an hour earlier (she had, after all, been completely conked out), but as I got out of the passenger seat and went to investigate, the poor cow struggled to her feet and wobbled and tottered her way off into the darkness, looking extremely poorly. With the help of Maurice’s headlights and my trusty head-torch, I managed to get the halter round her head before she disappeared into the night. That was the first hurdle negotiated. The burst of effort had been too much for the stricken animal and she flopped to the ground. Maurice leant on her neck so she wouldn’t move. I fitted the bottle of mineral mixture onto my flutter valve. The mixture contained all the important things for a cow like this: calcium, magnesium, phosphate and glucose. A deficiency in the blood levels of any or all of these things is quite common in cows shortly after they’ve given birth. The sudden demand for milk in the udder to feed the newborn calf puts an enormous strain on the system. The result is a wobbly cow, or worse one that cannot stand up.


Now, all I needed to do was attach the orange tube to a needle placed in the jugular vein. I pulled one of my needles from my pocket and snapped off the case. What appeared from within made my heart sink. It was a slender nineteen-gauge needle, and not the fourteen-gauge one I’d expected. Fourteen-gauge needles are wide and suitable for administering an injection fast into a large vein. Nineteen-gauge ones are narrow and only suitable for injecting small volumes from a small syringe. I cursed under my breath, both at myself for not double-checking my equipment, and at whichever marketing department had thought it would be a good idea to change the packaging of the needles. They clearly had not tried finding kit in a hurry in the dark. I was faced with two options – go back to the car for the bigger needles, or use the ones I had, which would mean the liquid trickling in very slowly, over about ten or fifteen minutes per bottle, rather than quickly over about two. It was a long way back to the car and we had already caught the cow. It seemed silly to retrace our bumpy journey. Besides, it was a warm evening and standing in a dark field, surrounded by curious cows, might even be seen by some as a form of meditative retreat. I’d heard stories of people doing yoga with goats – maybe ‘tantric cow infusions’ would catch on as a way of unwinding on a Friday night? 


By the look of the cow, she was going to need three bottles of calcium, which would take at least half an hour, but I decided to take the slow option. It wouldn’t do any harm. It might even do me good – it was being in a rush that had caused the problem in the first place. ‘Blooming newfangled packaging!’, I thought to myself.


Slow as the progress was, it was still progress. The cow was on her side, as Maurice had pinned her down and was keeping her halter tight, while the telltale burping that started shortly after the mineral mix began to trickle into her blood was a sure sign that her low calcium levels were rising. Calcium is crucial for muscle contraction, and some of the weakness associated with the condition of milk fever is quickly corrected as the levels revert to normal.* The burping is the result of the rumen kicking back into life. This means that, even without the benefit of a blood sample, a clinician can easily tell if the bovine patient is responding to treatment.


But as the cow’s problems started to resolve, another problem developed. Maurice had put two large bags of tasty cow-cake in the back of his pickup, to tempt the herd into his recently constructed pen. The animals had discovered this and were trying to climb into the back of the vehicle to eat it.


‘Here, hold this,’ he said, giving me the halter rope to hold with my free hand, while in the other one I held the calcium bottle as high as I could to get it to run in more quickly, ‘They’re all eating my food and I’m worried about my truck.’


As Maurice slackened his hold on her, the cow spotted her chance to escape and leapt to her feet. The needle came out of her vein, I lost control of the halter and the cow, still wobbly, careered off across the field like a drunk at a party. Luckily, because she was still confused, Maurice quite quickly managed to recapture her and fasten the rope to the tow-bracket of the pickup. Normal service was resumed and I reached for a second bottle.


‘That was a near miss,’ I said, as I lifted my head-torch to check his wing mirrors. They were all intact.


‘Once I was doing this with a vet,’ recalled the farmer, ‘and the cow stood up, ran off and ran straight into the vet’s car! She ended up sitting on the bonnet!’


I’d seen similar things happen before. At the very start of my veterinary career, I worked in the far north of Scotland. During that halcyon summer I treated cows with almost every condition imaginable, including many cases of milk fever (calcium deficiency) and grass staggers (magnesium deficiency). Most of them were out in fields, so the first problem was coping with the midges; the second was retrieving a lost halter when, the minute she felt even slightly better, the wild beast jumped to her feet and crazily charged off over the horizon. I lost a lot of halters that summer!


The second bottle trickled into the cow even more slowly than the first. I’d opted to use a double-strength bottle of 40 per cent solution this time. It must have been more thick and syrupy – my index and middle fingers had actually stuck together because of the extra sugar in the second bottle. It was a bit like injecting treacle.


But then another problem presented itself.


‘I’m just a bit worried about my battery,’ Maurice admitted. ‘I’ll hold your bottle if you can go and switch off the headlights. If the battery runs out we really are stuck.’


So, we swapped roles again and I clambered into the driver’s side of the vehicle to find the light switch. Certainly, the lights had dimmed considerably. This was another problem I had experienced before, while calving a cow in a dark field. I was smugly enjoying the most brightly illuminated nocturnal calving ever until the moment I tried to drive off, and found I had a completely dead car! This would be a major headache tonight in this rutted field, surrounded by cows, in the pitch black save for the cone of light from my head-torch – I dared not contemplate its battery life at this point.


Without the headlights it was very dark and the patient, feeling stronger by the minute, was making more and more frequent attempts to escape. With the second bottle nearly empty, a final swing of her back end signified that she had had enough – both literally and figuratively. She had had sufficient calcium solution and she was fed up with being restrained. I pulled out the needle and wiped my sticky hands on the damp, dewy grass. Maurice, meanwhile, fumbled to unfasten the halter, which by now had become tightly wrapped around the tow-bracket of his vehicle. 


Eventually, the cow was free and my hands were marginally less sticky. We watched her trot off into the night, looking for her calf. It hadn’t been the most straightforward of evenings, but at least she was over the worst of it. We climbed into the truck and looked at each other anxiously as Maurice turned the key. A flicker of life, but no engine noise. He tried again. This time, to our relief, the rusty pickup lurched into some sort of life and we set off to make the slow, bumpy journey back to where I’d left my car. An awful thought came to me as we trundled across the rutted fields – had I switched off my own car headlights?


The rest of the weekend progressed in a similar vein, so to speak. A young feral cat, who had made herself a new home with a local family, had started giving birth. The first kitten was born at 9 p.m., but no more had appeared and by three in the morning the adopted owners were worried. So, there was not much sleep during the small hours. I’d just got back into bed when the phone rang again. This time, it was a dairy cow that had tried to jump a barbed wire fence. The result was a large wound under her tummy. She was at one of our furthest farms and, according to the farmer, blood was spurting everywhere, so there was no time even for a cup of coffee before heading out to start Saturday morning. The camper van was no closer to being packed, although the holiday was approaching fast. I couldn’t wait. It would be a relaxing and a much-needed break – at least it would once the seventeen-hour drive had been completed. I hoped it wouldn’t be me that conked out before I got there!










Death at Embleton’s


To paraphrase Robbie Burns, ‘The best laid plans of mice and men often go awry’. It’s a phrase that can be applied to most days as a veterinary surgeon in mixed practice. Obviously, mice don’t make very many plans, let alone ones that have been laid well, but certainly the best-laid plans of vets seem to be thwarted fairly regularly. And so it was on this particular morning.


My best-laid plan was to visit an elderly gentleman and his young dog. I’d operated on the dog a couple of weeks before and it was time for his sutures to be removed. The gentleman had been in hospital too, so I had arranged to call in to save him struggling to the surgery. He lived close to the practice so I planned to go on my way into work, before the vagaries of the day and its emergencies presented themselves. All I needed to do was set off from home ten minutes earlier than usual. It would be a good use of time. Or so I thought.


But, just as I set off, my mobile phone rang. It was my boss with another call for me.


‘Julian. Alan here,’ came the voice from the car speakers. 


‘Can you call and see Mr Embleton on your way?’ he continued, ‘It’s quite urgent and I have to go to do a whole load of pregnancy scans over near Nidderdale. It’s fixed up for nine and I can’t be late. He’s worried about this cow – she’s about a week off calving and is down. It doesn’t sound good. You know what he’s like, he only wants you or me to go.’ 


‘Yep, that’s fine,’ I replied, ‘I was on my way to see Henry the German Shepherd to take out his sutures – his owner can’t leave the house ’cos he’s just had an operation too – but I expect that can wait. I don’t have his number, but if someone at the practice could call him to let him know I’ll be late, that would be good.’ 


Alan agreed to get the message to Henry’s owner while I worked out the best way of getting to Mr Embleton’s farm. I had been a couple of times before but, on both occasions, I had gone directly from the practice. This time I would have to take the back roads, as I was approaching from a different direction. By the sounds of it, time was very much of the essence. As I wound my way along the twisting lanes of North Yorkshire, some of which I hadn’t been along before, I racked my brains for a reason that Mr Embleton’s cow might be down before calving. He had a decent-sized dairy herd, over a hundred cows, and it was pretty well run, although quite old-fashioned and traditional. His cows enjoyed sunshine on their backs and grass in their bellies during the summer months, and were generally healthy and happy. For a cow to be recumbent and very poorly before she had calved signified something very seriously wrong. The common complaints affecting dairy cows usually develop after calving – milk fever, mastitis, nerve damage from a difficult calving, metritis, displaced stomach or slow fever (ketosis), for example. 


When examining a sick cow, the first thing to do is to ask the farmer when she calved. The second thing is to ask if she ate her breakfast and the third thing is to ask how much milk she gave that morning. Armed with these three bits of information, a veterinary surgeon already has some important clues, even before reaching for a stethoscope or inserting a thermometer. But all these questions relate to a cow that has already calved. In truth, there were not many illnesses that would make a dry cow (one who hasn’t yet calved) so sick that she couldn’t rise. Equally, there were very few conditions that would make Mr Embleton so worried that he would call a vet out with such urgency.


It wasn’t just that he was tight with his money, or no more so than many Yorkshire farmers. He never seemed to have much faith in our ability to cure his cows. He would try all his own remedies first before going to the expense of calling a vet. It is a self-fulfilling prophesy that I have seen many times before: ‘I’ll try not to get the vet out; it’ll save me a few bob,’ is the common thought process. By the time the vet is finally called, after the cow, sheep or pig has failed to respond to the full repertoire of home treatments, it has often deteriorated to a point that there is no hope of a cure. The despondent vet injects several syringes full of drugs in the hope that at least one of them will help. The result is an expensive bill (we used three syringes, you see) and an animal that doesn’t respond to treatment. It confirms what the farmer thought in the first place – ‘what a waste of time calling that vet out. I’ll not waste me money next time!’ And the cycle continues.


But this was not the case today. The patient had been normal the previous evening (apparently) but, overnight, had become extremely ill. I rushed as much as the roads would allow, cautiously making my way up a lane carrying a warning sign about a severe gradient and unsuitability for coaches. It was steep, winding and narrow, with overhanging bracken and brambles on both sides making the lane narrower now, in summer, than they were in winter, but at least there was no ice to contend with. Despite the urgency of the call, I couldn’t help but enjoy the drive. With the sun burning off the early-morning mist, flocks of lapwings with their haphazard flight and their strange peeping noise and little rabbits scurrying in front of the car to squeeze under gates into the dew-covered fields beyond, it was not a bad journey to work.


Finally, down another steep hill, across a ford and then up another steep climb, and I arrived at Mr Embleton’s farm. He was there, waiting at the gate, waving me to another entrance.


‘Go in the next one,’ he called. ‘She’s out in the field.’ 


I followed his directions round a sharp bend and up another track into the yard. I drove in slowly – the surface was uneven and full of potholes and when I pulled up in approximately the right place, the hobbling and slightly stooped farmer had beaten me to it. He was pointing at a wooden and five-bar gate, optimistically held together with faded orange baler twine and reclining at a gentle angle. 


‘Can I drive into the field?’ I asked. I love to drive into a field, partly because it makes it easier to get to all my equipment without walking back and forth and carrying it all, but mostly because it is a great adventure to negotiate ruts, mud and cows.


‘Aye, yer should be alreet,’ said the dour old farmer. He was always dour, rarely raising a smile. This is not an uncommon trait in farmers. When I was a veterinary student, encountering farmers for the first time, I used to think their surly, uncommunicative nature was because they were inherently rude, maybe disapproving of a youngster from a town intruding into their own, insular world. I now know that this is not necessarily the case. It is usually because they bear the weight of responsibility for the health and productivity of all their animals, alongside the financial pressures of running a business where the returns are often out of their control. Mr Embleton, for example, could do nothing to control the price he got for the milk he produced. Farmers often work alone, unable to share these pressures with anyone. In the case of dairy farmers in particular, they usually have to get out of bed at half past four in the morning so they are chronically exhausted into the bargain. I could often sympathise.
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