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  Veterinarians in the family: Dr. Neal C. Brown (standing left), Dr. Bradford B. Brown (right), and Dr. Philip R. Brown (seated), with their mother, Hazel C. Brown. Courtesy of the author.




  
Preface




  This book is about my twenty-three years of veterinary practice, treating animals large and small, in Belfast, Maine, then a town of 5,000 people on Penobscot Bay. In the 1950s and ’60s my brother Phil and I ran a small-animal hospital and made hundreds of farm calls to the dairy herds that dotted the Maine countryside.




  Phil, my oldest brother, had been very generous in helping me financially during my four years at Cornell University College of Veterinary Medicine, and I joined him in 1956, right after graduating. My youngest brother, Neal, who also graduated from Cornell vet school in 1962, joined our Belfast practice briefly, but then left to pursue a Ph.D. in pharmacology at the Yale University School of Medicine. Subsequently, he became professor and founding chair of the Department of Pharmacology at the University of Massachusetts School of Medicine. Phil and I worked together until 1968, when he left the practice. I kept it up on my own for another ten years, running the small-animal hospital and making farm rounds in three counties.




  My days in practice were full of physical and emotional challenges. When I joined Phil, our practice was about 30 percent small animal—the veterinary term for pets, chiefly dogs and cats. The large-animal side—horses, pigs, goats, sheep, and mainly dairy cows, in those days—involved driving to farms within a forty-mile radius of Belfast, and sometimes we’d travel as far as a hundred miles if the vet who served a distant town couldn’t get there.




  My large- and small-animal clients gave me very different experiences. Though farmers can be sentimental about their cows and horses and sheep, more often they treat them as a business commodity. If it’s going to cost $100 to operate on a cow that’s worth $400 as a milker, and the farmer can get $300 for “beefing” her—selling her for meat—he doesn’t have much use for your scalpel.




  Pet owners, of course, viewed their animals as beloved companions. Here I had the chance to practice medicine much the way human physicians do, with many more choices about treatment. People with a sick dog or cat would, I found, often spend their last dime to save the animal. I certainly never exploited that, but I mention it because it meant that I was able to exercise some of my skills, such as some fairly complicated surgery, and explore treatment options that the frugal farmers of that time and place could rarely afford.




  This book focuses on the farm side of my practice. The farmers in coastal Maine at the time were conservative, pragmatic, and frugal. While some were well educated, many were not, and they remained suspicious of new people, new methods, and new technology. Often they had grown up without ever leaving their ancestral homestead, repeating the generational struggle against the two most unpredictable forces in the natural world: weather, and flesh and blood. Most of them tried to eke a living out of small-to-middling-size dairy herds, Holsteins for the most part, because the notoriously stony soil along the coast gave them few options to grow cash crops. Any open farmland was used to grow hay and corn silage for cattle feed.




  I understood that well enough. Along with four brothers and a sister, I grew up in the 1930s and ’40s on a farm in Vassalboro, Maine. A rural village of pastures and farmsteads in the Kennebec River Valley, Vassalboro was then no more than a speck on the map between Augusta and Waterville. Some people recall that it’s the town mentioned in the “Bert and I” joke, when the city fella drives up to a farmer and asks how to get to Vassalboro. “Don’t you move a goddamned inch,” the farmer replies.




  On our farm, we kept dairy cows, pigs, sheep, chickens, and horses, not to mention assorted dogs and cats. (I have no doubt that growing up in the company of so many animals was the reason why two of my brothers and I—three out of six children—went on to study veterinary medicine.) The only cash crop we raised was dry beans. The proceeds were used to pay real-estate taxes and other absolute necessities. Other cash was scarce, as my father made it clear one day when he gathered the four of us boys into the living room of our farmhouse. Our ages spanned seven to eleven, and we were somber. What had we done now? My father didn’t mince words. “To get through this life, to feed yourself and make a living, either you’re born rich, or you’re going to have to work,” he began. “I thought at this point in your lives I’d better give you the news: you weren’t born rich.”




  That was surely true, but we had what we needed, even in the depths of the Great Depression. We lived off the land. From the ages of five to ten, I did many tasks, mostly menial, on the farm. We would still have to do all the chores, which included the milking of course, and all the chores related to the well-being of cattle and workhorses. Before the farm was electrified in 1937, my brothers and I had to haul water from the brook, a quarter-mile south of the barn. This was labor-intensive in winter, especially during a storm. We had a wooden pung—a sled made of oak with large runners, pulled by two horses—with planks placed across it to hold six fifty-gallon drums. After drilling holes in the ice, we had to fill each of those by dropping twenty-quart pails into the brook. It seemed like the six barrels would never fill, but at least the horses were getting rest before hauling those barrels straight up the bank of the brook. In a blizzard they were completely covered with snow, as were we. We hauled pail after pail, hoping there would be enough water to go around that evening so we would not have to return to the brook that night. Back in the barn, we watered and groomed the workhorses, brought fresh timothy hay from the mow and apportioned it to the cattle and forked out a generous amount to the horses. My job then was to extinguish all the lanterns in the stable and wait five minutes to make sure they were completely out. During that time of darkness I felt completely at peace with the world. The barn was warm, the cattle enjoying their hay, and all was well. At last I opened the door and ran through the blizzard to the house and a sumptuous supper prepared from 100 percent homegrown ingredients. Looking back, such experiences reinforced my belief that farming and nature are one.




  When I reached age eleven I learned to harness the workhorses by myself and set about doing an adult’s work, which I found greatly satisfying. Now I was able to join the older boys and men doing field work—plowing, planting, mowing hay, haying, and all manner of related chores.




  Doing a man’s work at eleven made my chest swell a bit, as I perceived I was treated more fairly by the adults in my life. But that was also a sad year for our family. My father, who experienced episodic depressions, committed suicide. That put an end to working on my father’s farm. My brother Phil was sixteen then, and he finished his third year at Kent’s Hill preparatory school. My mother, an ardent believer in education to its highest level, made a deal with the headmaster to enable my brother to finish his fourth year by assuming two or three more student jobs. He was among the youngest valedictorians to have graduated from that school at the time. He could have been accepted to any college, but he chose the University of Maine at Orono, the parent of the state university system. The scholarships they awarded him made it the least expensive way to pursue premedical studies.




  Meanwhile, my two other brothers, my sister, and I, through my mother’s efforts, attended Higgins Classical Institute, a preparatory school for children of lesser means in the little town of Charleston, about twenty miles north of Bangor. As there was then no public transportation to high school in Vassalboro, students who had to travel to school from distant farms tended to drop out, as few rural families had cars then. My mother didn’t want that temptation anywhere near us. So she sent us off to Higgins, one by one, and the farm basically ceased operating.




  During the summers, we all started working off the farm. I took jobs with the railroad, the state highway crew, and other physical labor. None of these employments paid more than thirty-seven and a half cents an hour. But it beat working on the farm, where a week’s pay came to a dollar plus room and board.




  Higgins was very strong academically. For every nickel we spent on our schooling there, we got back countless dollars in the future. One brother went on to Colby, and my sister went on to Massachusetts General Hospital School of Nursing. I followed my older brother to the University of Maine at Orono, taking premedical studies in the school of agriculture. Neal, like Phil at Kent’s Hill, was one of the youngest-ever valedictorians to have graduated from Higgins at that time. He also went on to the University of Maine for premedical studies. While attending college, all of us worked at least two jobs all the time. I delivered milk and worked at the ag school farm and in the pathology lab.




  One of my biggest supporters in my undergraduate years was the university president, Dr. Arthur Hauck, who took a personal interest in our family. Perhaps everyone felt that way about him. He knew most of the students by name. Every semester he personally sleuthed around to see that I received all available scholarship money. Many years later, when I was practicing on my own in Belfast, Dr. Hauck appeared in my waiting room with his dog. I had the unexpected pleasure of caring for his dogs and enjoying many conversations with him during his retirement.




  At Cornell, Phil graduated second in his vet school class of 1946, topped by Neal, who led his Cornell class of 1962. As for myself, I graduated near the center of my class, although I was near the top in the clinical part of our training. At my tenth vet school reunion I was walking down a long corridor when I met a former professor who had taught all three of us. He asked how I was and turned to leave. Then he stopped abruptly.




  “Dr. Brown, may I ask you a personal question?”




  “Certainly,” I said.




  “Did you and Neal and Philip all have the same parents?”




  I was a little taken aback, but I knew why he was asking. “Believe it or not, we did,” I replied. “But remember, Doctor: the best part of a sandwich is in the middle.”




  He burst out laughing. “Score one for you, Brown.” He continued down the hall and I could hear him chuckling into the next corridor.




  After coming up the hard way, I could hardly blame the Maine farmers who finagled to save a nickel on any service provided to them, including veterinary treatment. Many of them were scraping the poverty line and sometimes dipping below it. Their frugal modus operandi is the reason I’ve chosen the title While You’re Here, Doc.




  Let’s say Farmer Smith, who lived about twenty-five miles from my hospital in Belfast, needed me to tend to a sick cow. Because I charged by the mile, one-way, for my farm calls, Smith knew he could divide the cost of the mileage by as many farmers as he could round up in his area. So he called all the surrounding farms to see if anyone else needed my services that day. Only then would he call and ask me to drive out to his place. Suffice to say I’d be the last person to know about the full agenda until I drove into Farmer Smith’s yard, usually about twenty-four hours behind in the cases demanding my attention. Then, after the perfunctory chat about the day’s weather or the low price of milk, Smith would shuffle his feet a bit and say, “While you’re here, I’d like to have ya check over Mary’s foot, and Jo’s udder seems to be goin’ sour in two quarters. I got six cows I need checked for pregnancy, and maybe you can dehorn those three calves I got tied up in the shed.”




  After taking care of all these extra matters, I’d be washing up when Smith would start scratching his head. “Hey, Doc, I almost forgot—Mildred says the dogs need their rabies shots. I’ll try to round ’em up for ya.”




  Less often, Smith would end our visit with the announcement, “While you’re in the neighborhood, Doc, Eli Dow needs ya, Hershel Peavey wants you to stop by for a sec, and Orville Colby says one of his cows is off her feed.” To top off this list, my office would have invariably called to leave a message with him about an emergency forty miles in the opposite direction.




  After Phil left the practice, I continued alone in the business we’d built together, working eighteen hours a day on average. I would tend to the dogs and cats for eight or nine hours, then, in late afternoon and evening, I’d depart for farm calls, returning home at two or three in the morning. This went on six days a week most of the time, and it wasn’t uncommon for me to work the seventh day as well. The workload and the pace of this life became unsustainable. I left the raising of our three children largely to my ex-wife, who also suffered as a result of my continual absences. The exhaustion and stress of constant physical work also took its toll on my body. In 1977 my doctors advised me to slow down if I wanted to see age fifty. But I knew myself too well; slowing down wasn’t an option when the phone just kept on ringing. Instead I sold the practice to two well-qualified vets.




  Despite the toll it took on my health and family life, my work gave me many moments of joy and satisfaction. I enjoyed the rural people of Maine, the animals, and the many adventures on which they both took me. I hope you do, too.




  Bradford B. Brown, DVM




  Vassalboro, Maine
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  Stormy




  It was about twenty below zero and snowing heavily at 4:00 A.M. as my car struggled to get to Herford Hutchins’s farm. By the time I entered the driveway, at least 10 inches of snow covered the ground and the radio forecaster was predicting another six inches by mid-morning.




  Herford had called a few hours earlier to say that his new stallion had caught his ear on a spike in the stall sometime during the night, and the ear was hanging by a flap. Finally I reached his farm and struggled up the unplowed driveway, parking as close to the barn as I could. Bundled in a green-plaid wool jacket, Herford came out of the barn to greet me. “Doc, if this keeps up we’ll get that storm they’re talking about,” he said.




  “Looks like it,” I said.




  Herford was in his mid-thirties, an exceptionally quiet person. On the rare occasions when he did speak, it was very softly, and he barely parted his lips in order to keep his snuff tucked under his lower lip. Though only five feet seven inches tall, he was as rugged as a wrestler and hadn’t an ounce of fat on him. He kept a few dairy cows and worked in the woods every day. Some people said he was half-horse, such was Herford’s love for the animals. The problem was, he tended to collect “outlaw horses”—those with high tempers and bad habits, such as biting and kicking people. Especially me.




  “He woke me up,” Herford said, as I popped my trunk and pulled together the things I’d need to sew up the horse’s ear. “I thought the barn was coming down, the way he was thrashing and pounding. Stormy, he’s got a terrible mean streak in him. He’s man-shy and hard to handle, too.”




  Many a horse owner had told me similar things over the years, and often the animals turned out to be manageable if handled with care. But the same words coming from Herford meant our work was going to be hazardous at best. “Stormy, eh?” I said. “Well, he sure picked the right night to get into trouble.”




  We trudged through the snow to the barn. Stormy stood facing the wall of his stall, which had a door made of wooden slats. He wore a rope halter that was tethered to a hook on the left wall. Smelling and hearing us, the horse snorted and stamped his feet.




  I stood at the closed door of his stall and shined a flashlight on the right side of his head. The beam revealed a bloody mess. The skin covering the right ear was hanging by a thread, and the ear cartilage was ripped along its entire length—a painful injury. To compound his problem, the poor beast had ripped his right upper eyelid on the spike, and it had dropped below the bloody surface of the right eye, which meant he couldn’t see out of that eye at the moment. If we were going to treat him, I needed to get at his head.




  “What do you think, Herford? Can you get him out of the stall?”




  Herford considered this for a moment. “Well, I can’t use a bridle on him ’cause of that torn ear, and he’s gonna be extra hard to handle on account of he can’t see out of that right eye. Best not to go in the stall with him. He’s a crowder and a biter, and he strikes fierce with his front feet. I only just got so I could do a little somethin’ with him. It’s a damned shame he’s gone and done this.”




  This wasn’t the answer I was hoping for. “Well, Herford, we have to give him a shot to knock him out, so we’ve got to get him out onto the floor somehow.”




  Herford nodded and reached through the slats. After several tries, he managed to free the horse’s halter rope from the hook and swung the stall door open. Stormy backed out like he was shot out of a cannon. Herford and I retreated, pronto. Even so, we were all but annihilated before I caught Stormy’s dangling halter rope. Then the panicked horse snaked me this way and that until Herford secured another rope onto the halter ring. The the three of us did a scuffling dance out onto the barn floor. Our plan was to use the two ropes to control him by hand, allowing us more freedom of movement, rather than to tether him to a post or a hook.




  After leaving the office I had taken what medicine I had anticipated I would be needing and placed it on the heater vents of my car to prevent it from freezing. Before entering the barn I had stuffed every bit of medication into my pockets, including syringes filled with tranquilizer and local anesthesia, hoping to avoid having to use a general anesthetic. With an outside temperature of twenty-five degrees below zero, the air in the unheated barn would be well below zero, making it a poor operating room. Even hot water freezes in a matter of minutes, as do most liquid medications, to say nothing of my bare hands. Herford had brought a pail of hot water into the barn as he waited for my arrival, but it had started to crust over with ice. I picked up the syringe filled with tranquilizer and started to inject the fluid into Stormy, but the fluid froze the second it entered the metal needle and never made it into the horse. The pinch of the needle didn’t do much for Stormy’s mood. I sent Herford into the house for more hot water as I struggled to control the hysterical stallion. Herford returned in about five minutes, saying it was a mite colder out now and still snowing.




  I dipped the tranquilizer syringe into the hot water until I could squeeze a test drop out of the needle. After another big struggle, we finally managed to get some tranquilizer into Stormy’s neck muscle. Hoping it would calm him down long enough to inject a general anesthetic, we continued our tussle. Our luck ran out completely though when he met the barn door with his buttocks. His twelve hundred pounds split the door, throwing Herford and I violently to the floor. Stormy found himself free in the snowy barnyard and took off at a gallop into the swirling blizzard. We struggled to our feet and ran after him.




  By now, a foot of snow had accumulated. It was nearly impossible to hold our heads up and face directly into the lashing wind. Even if it had been daylight, we couldn’t have seen more than ten feet ahead. The subzero wind chill factor didn’t help our search. Blowing snow covered our tracks as soon as we took the next step, and had also erased our fugitive’s trail. We both had flashlights, and when we reached the road—the horse’s logical escape route because the snow wasn’t as deep—we decided that Herford would go down the road in one direction and I’d go the opposite way, hoping that maybe one of us would get lucky. Before leaving, I grabbed a bottle of anesthesia and a syringe, just in case the tranquilizer had caught up with Stormy.




  Arriving at the nearest house, I noticed a porch light glowing dimly through the snow. As I knocked on the door, I saw Spurl Parker in the kitchen, pulling on his boots to head out to the barn for morning chores. I knew Spurl from many calls to his farm.




  “For God’s sake, Doc, what are you doing here—come on in and get warm,” he said. I entered after brushing the snow from my clothes. “It’s a mite balmy out there, isn’t it?” the farmer said.




  “Sure is, Spurl.” I quickly explained the situation, and he offered to join the search.




  “Y’know, Doc, when I flipped on that outside porch light about ten minutes ago, I thought I saw a moose headin’ towards the village,” Spurl said. “Now I know it wasn’t a moose. Let me see if my old Jeep will start. Maybe we can plow our way up to the village.”




  Spurl went into his garage through the side door, and after a few tries was able to get his vehicle started while I shoveled snow away from the garage door so he could back out. Even with four-wheel drive we had a hard time reaching the village, sliding into snow-drifts as the intense cold and wind turned the falling snow into instant concrete. As we passed the general store, which was illuminated by a light from a neighboring yard, I noticed that the big front window had been shattered.




  “Pull her over, Spurl,” I cried. “The store window’s been smashed.”




  He slowly turned into the parking lot. “Probably a branch got flyin’ around in the wind,” he speculated. “I’ll keep ’er running and you go ahead and take a look.”




  Wading through the knee-deep snow, I reached the broken window and cast my flashlight beam into the store. Lo and behold, there was my patient, eating peanuts from the barrel down at the far end of the aisle. From the glazed look in his good eye, it was apparent the tranquilizer was taking effect; but meanwhile, young Stormy had had some fun. Canned goods were scattered all over the floor, and food racks had tipped over, leaving debris and broken bottles everywhere. A hand grenade couldn’t have done more damage. Luckily, his motor was now running down and he seemed not to care that his pursuer had caught up with him. After a looped glance in my direction, he snorted once and plunged his muzzle back into the peanut barrel.




  I flashed my light on and off into Spurl’s Jeep window. Leaving the engine running, he slogged over to where I stood in front of the window. I shined my light down the aisle. “For God’s sake, Doc—who’d a believed it!” he exclaimed. “What do you s’pose we ought to do?”




  “Got a rope in that Jeep?” I asked, shouting against the wind.




  He nodded and retreated toward the vehicle, returning a few moments later. Working quickly, we entered through the smashed window, barricaded the opening with shelves, and fashioned a crude lasso out of Spurl’s rope. After several futile tosses, Spurl finally got it over Stormy’s neck and secured the other end to the chimney, which gave me time to draw a syringe full of anesthetic. Thanks to the tranquilizer, the horse allowed me to get the injection into his jugular vein. Seconds later, he keeled over onto the littered floor. The quarters suddenly became very cramped, as Stormy sprawled all over the available floor space.




  “God, Doc,” Spurl muttered. “Never s’posed I’d see a sight like that. He went down like he was poleaxed.”




  “Spurl, we’ve gotta hurry,” I said. “See if you can get down to Herford’s and bring the two black grips out of my car, and grab a horse blanket out of the barn. Keep an eye out for Herford—he was walking in the other direction, but he might have gone back to the house.”




  Spurl waded back to the Jeep and spun away into the blizzard. Minutes later, the storekeeper, Harley Hartland, came into the store. He lived only a couple of hundred yards away and had walked over to open for business, as usual.




  “Holy cow—I mean holy horse! What in hell happened? Did you ride that fella in here, Doc?” he exclaimed. Then his eyes took in the full extent of the damage. His face sank, and a long sigh escaped. “Well,” he said, “I guess it could be worse—I coulda been robbed.”




  I hastily told Harley the story, stressing that time was of the essence.




  He nodded grimly. “I’ll see if I can get something to tack up over that broken window. It’s gettin’ colder than the hinges of a Siberian door in here.”




  I monitored the horse’s vital signs and grew increasingly anxious as more than thirty minutes passed. The temperature rose to about zero, thanks to Harley nailing a couple of old army blankets over the window and firing up the wood stove. I began to wonder if Spurl had made it to Herford’s, which in good weather would have been less than a five-minute drive. Just as the stallion began to stir—a sign that the anesthesia was wearing off—Spurl and Herford showed up with my grips.




  Herford spoke first. “I hadn’t intended to do it tonight, but while you’re here and got him under, why don’t you cut him? Might make him more sensible.”




  He was asking me to castrate the stallion, and I agreed that it might make the horse less feisty. “Sure,” I replied, “but we have to move fast. I only have a little anesthesia left, and I’m not sure it’ll be enough to keep him under.”




  After asking Harley to run a clean bucket of hot water for me, I injected more anesthesia, and Stormy slipped back into deep unconsciousness.




  Harley returned shortly with a metal pail full of snow. “Pipes are froze, but I fetched this and we can heat ’er on the woodstove,” he said.




  “Good enough,” I said.




  A few minutes later I poured some disinfectant into the tepid water, dropped my scalpel, needle, and suture material into it, and daubed the horse’s scrotum with isopropyl alcohol—the best surgical prep I could do under the circumstances. Meanwhile, the men cleared the pickle and sauerkraut barrels and a dozen other items out of the way to make room for surgery.




  I set to work on Stormy. After an hour or so, I had reconstructed his torn ear and eyelid and removed his testicles, with Spurl and Herford assisting and Harley peering over their shoulders.




  After I had stitched up Stormy, I noticed Spurl staring down at the testicles. “What makes one so much bigger than the other?” he inquired. Sure enough, one was almost twice as large as its companion. I had scarcely noticed in my concentration.




  “It’s not unusual for two testicles to be slightly different in size,” I said, “although I admit there’s an exceptional difference in this case. Now that you mention it, it’s got me curious, Spurl.”




  I placed the larger testicle on top of a barrel of sauerkraut and sliced it into fifty or more pieces, searching for such abnormalities as tumors or cysts that might account for the gross difference in size.




  “Maybe he drew on that one less, and it just stayed fuller,” Herford suggested.




  “Heh,” I chuckled. “That’s not quite how it works, Herford. But I don’t see anything abnormal that would explain it. Probably just a hereditary oddity.”




  Harley, who had been restacking the canned goods, asked what we were up to, and Herford told him. Harley gazed at the neatly sliced testicle and asked, “Can you eat that?”




  “What!?” Herford and Spurl cried in unison. “For Chrissake, Harley, what a question.”




  “Actually, it’s a good question,” I said. “In the West, Rocky Mountain ‘oysters’ are a delicacy, and they’re really sheep testicles.”




  “Yuck,” Spurl said with a grimace.




  I straightened up from the barrel and gazed down at the sleeping horse. Pretty soon he would be coming to. “Well, boys, how are we going to get this fella home?”




  They tossed out a few ideas, and in the end, we had to accept the reality that even if we could get our hands on a vehicle large enough to haul him, we’d bog down on the snow-covered road. At last Herford said, “By God, Doc, if he walked up here in the damned blizzard he can walk back in the damned blizzard.”




  Meanwhile, Harley had phoned the town plow driver, whose wife reported that he’d broken down shortly after midnight and had no idea when he’d get the road cleared. She thought he’d have to hire larger equipment, because this storm was too testy for his plow. This was not good news for our heroes.




  About that time Penson Pearson came wandering into the store. Pense was the town drunk in about three different towns. The last person to see him sober was the jailer in the next town over, which had the nicest jail—Pense’s home away from home. Today he looked like he’d been on a bender for a month, and I know we were all thinking the same thought: How in hell did he get here? But Pense had a knack for being where the action was.




  “Gimme a six-pack of beer and one of them whoopie pies, Harley,” he brayed.




  Harley handed him the goods, shaking his head. “Now, listen, Pense, you can’t—” Harley started to say.




  Pense popped open a can. After hogging down the whoopie pie in one gulp, he tipped back his head and poured the beer down after it.




  “—drink that beer in my store,” Harley finished. Pense belched and crumpled the empty can in his fist. “Goddamn it, Pense, it’s a state law.”




  “Hell, Harley, ain’t no liquor inspector gonna be in here on a day like this.”




  Harley sighed. The horse began to stir, and our attention shifted back to him. Only then did Pense seem to notice the animal stretched out in front of him. He jumped back, stumbling. “Whoa—what the hell’s goin’ on? There’s an elephant in here!”
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