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DISCLAIMER
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This book was written and published for educational and entertainment purposes only, and it is not intended to take the place of veterinary care. I recommend consulting your veterinarian for any medical or surgical treatments where necessary. The author and publisher disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use of this book.


I have included information on doses for medications, herbs, and homeopathics only to provide clarification. This is not meant to diagnose or treat disease. My goal is to provide insight into an integrative approach to veterinary medicine.


Every animal, breed, and species is different, and patients require individual assessment for proper treatment. In fact, that is a major theme of this book. I love my profession and my many dedicated veterinary colleagues. Veterinarians are some of the most wonderful people I know. In this book I hope to add to the already impressive array of veterinary treatment options for patients.


Even with animals there are patient-confidentiality issues. Many names, locations, and details have been changed to protect the innocent, the ferocious, the tame, the wild, and their natural habitats. By doing this, I hope the trail leads away from the tracks of the actual animals to protect their destination. All of the animal cases are taken from my actual experiences, some are composites, and all are remembered fondly.


I have issues with the idea of zoos and animals in captivity. But I try to be a realist. Zoos do exist, and improving the health and comfort of the animals there makes sense. People are encroaching on the wild in every part of the world, and anything we can do to improve the life of any animal seems to me to be the right thing to do.


My experiences with zoos and wildlife, while often wonderful, have not been without their share of angst. I hope to further the overall discussion about animals by sharing what I have learned.




To my children, Sean and Sophie—
your wild happiness inspires me.





TERMINOLOGY
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The word patient is used to signify the animals being treated. Clients are the humans who bring patients in to vet clinics—they are also called owners or the mom and dad of the pet. The current trend to denote owner with the word guardian is laudable. While new terms can further the cause of our beloved animals, I do not use the word guardian in this book, for two reasons. First of all, I think it is often the animal that is guarding or being the guardian of the person. Second, I am habituated to the words I use daily in my clinic and want this book to reflect that ease of usage.


I use the term pet to indicate a family member from the animal kingdom.


He and she are used interchangeably to indicate various generic or specific pets.


X-rays are invisible particles that create images that are seen on a radiograph. Even though X-rays cannot be seen and radiographs can, I use both words to signify the same thing. The term X-ray is easily understood and current usage allows it, but I still cringe.


Signs of disease in animals is the term used for what would be symptoms of disease in humans. Symptoms, while a familiar term, involves a description of health problems experienced by a person. Signs are what we observe as health issues in another species. Therefore, where prudent, I have used the preferred veterinary term sign.





PREFACE
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What have we done to undermine the innate health of our pets? Why are the animals in our homes riddled with disease? Why do we have more medicines for them in our cabinets than we do for our aging parents? Why do a record number of dogs suffer from cancer, obesity, diabetes, thyroid disease, and other disorders? Why do we accept this as the norm? Is it logical that a carnivore would be allergic to meat? Should a six-month-old cat be plagued by allergies? Why have we come to expect arthritis in Labradors? Does this abysmally low standard of health make any sense at all? Not in my book.


I have always felt there has to be a better way. This was gradually revealed to me throughout the many years I’ve spent working with wild animals—treating them in zoos and on their own home ground. In the early days of my career, I was oriented toward disease, focusing on what I believed to be the inevitable progression of pathologies and the intricacies of Western medicine’s prescribed treatments. Now, after coming to a better understanding of the way wild animals have evolved to sustain their own well-being in their natural environment, I direct my energy toward thinking about potential. More specifically, the potential for natural health that occurs when an animal’s evolutionary needs are fulfilled.


This is what I call wild health.


We have an incomplete understanding of our pets when we overlook the relevance of their ancestry, just as we have an incomplete understanding of our own health when we overlook our personal and genetic histories. As a result, we make misguided decisions and draw wrong conclusions about our pets’ essential needs. In the case of dogs, for example, their basic needs are not so greatly different from those of a wolf.


You may scoff and say, “Listen, doc, I’ve got a peekapoo at home, not a wolf.” Fair enough, but it’s important to realize that wolf biology has not been fully bred out of dogs—not even in peekapoos. Dogs have undergone a relatively brief period of selective breeding before landing in our living rooms. In fact, wolves and dogs are so genetically similar that when bred together, they can successfully produce fertile puppies. This is a surprising indicator of their great similarity; African and Asian elephants can’t even do that—and they’re both elephants. Likewise, there are more similarities than you might expect between your pouncing housecat and a stalking Bengal tiger.


The point is, the evolutionary biology of your pet is highly relevant to its overall health—and happiness. Applying that knowledge, with a little common sense along the way, will make life with your pets more of a joy and less of a job. It is far, far easier, more pleasant, and less costly to sustain natural health than to fight losing battles with avoidable diseases.


As an integrative veterinarian, I combine the best of ancient practices with cutting-edge modern technology. I am a firm believer in using modern, state-of-the-art, conventional medical treatment where it is appropriate and effective, and I rely on those in my practice every day. The right surgery and the right medication, at the right time, can work miracles. But an overreliance on medications and surgery to eradicate symptoms can sometimes do more harm than good. I have found that a proper diet, natural supplements, physical therapy, and appropriate exercise are often the best means to support an animal’s natural tendency toward balance and vibrant health.


I now consider it my job as a doctor to discern and remove impediments to an animal’s natural state of well-being and make sure it has precisely what it needs to thrive. I’ve seen remarkable recoveries in dogs, cats, rabbits, and other pets because I’ve learned a little secret from wild animals. When the basic evolutionary needs of an ailing pet are fulfilled, its body’s ability to heal and recover is heightened. Recognizing that capacity for wild health is at the core of what I do every day, for every wonderful animal that comes into my practice.


I have learned a great many things from wild animals that relate to the dog in your living room and the cat in your kitchen. However, it is possible to boil it all down to one single principle at the heart of the Royal Treatment. Informed by my experiences working with zoo animals and wildlife—from peregrine falcons to Bactrian camels to silverback gorillas to red pandas—the Royal Treatment works with, not against, nature. It balances the body’s organ systems and enhances the efficiency of an animal’s healing system. The Royal Treatment is not an elitist plan. It is designed for any species of animal and provides them with the care that nature intended. In other words, your pet can attain true health in a faux health world.


Employing the easy actions in this book, you, as a pet owner, can give your pet the Royal Treatment. Jewel, the camel, will show you what to do for your geriatric dog. Songkit, the tiger cub, will provide insight into your frisky tabby. The story of my own dog Tundra may comfort you when you realize that the time has come to end a terminally ill animal’s suffering. Easy-to-follow instructions, tips for everyday care, diet suggestions, and recipes are also included. My clients have found that this prescriptive advice not only improves the lives of their animals, but also saves them time and money. I hope it will do the same for you.





FOREWORD
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Dr. Barbara Royal and I met because I had heard of her reputation to heal very sick or complicated cases, and my beloved dog Duke, a yellow lab/white shepherd mix, was fighting for his life. At only five and a half years old, he was diagnosed with cancer and given a week to live.


Three years earlier, I had rescued Duke after he survived the traumas of being a bait dog in a pit-bull fighting ring, and I witnessed his journey from a dog who was terrified of people to a dog that loved everyone. So when I received the bad news about him, I was devastated. Fortunately Dr. Royal entered the picture. She immediately assessed the situation and guided me to make better decisions, such as discontinuing medications, adding supplements, and improving his diet. Although we were thousands of miles apart—she lives in Chicago and I live in Los Angeles—she took the time to explain her medical protocols via Skype and tirelessly monitored Duke’s progress. Dr. Royal individualized a treatment plan that, along with my cooperation and the help of a new local vet, energized us all, including Duke, and he started walking and enjoying life again. Dr. Royal was able to help him when no one else could.


After we started to get to know each other, Dr. Royal and I discovered we had connected for the right reason: both of our lives have always been about healing animals.


In the twenty-five years that I’ve been working with dogs, I have had the pleasure to meet and coach a wide range of dogs and dog “parents.” I have also become friends with many veterinarians, but I have never met anyone like Dr. Royal. Her vast knowledge of conventional and alternative treatments is matched only by her common sense and compassion for pets and their owners.


Establishing credibility as a pioneer in any field is difficult, but Dr. Royal has done just that. With her unique approach and commitment to the animals in her care, it is no wonder that she inspires such love from her many clients, including me. In her I found a kindred spirit who looks at the totality of an animal and understands that its diet, health, and behavior are interrelated. I encouraged her to write a book because I felt that every dog owner should be as lucky as I was to have the Royal Treatment. I am thrilled that animal lovers everywhere will benefit from her extraordinary expertise, practical advice, and hopeful vision.


—Tamar Geller





INTRODUCTION
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WILD FIRE


I’m crawling on the floor in our burning house. The stench of smoke and melting plastic is overpowering. My hand slides along the baseboard in the pitch black, trying to find the doorway to the bedroom. I know my animals will all be there, together. Except for our timid cat, Face, who likes to hide in the closet, on a pile of my scrubs.


I had left the house twenty minutes earlier, with my five-year-old son, when my neighbor called me on my cell phone.


“Your house just burst into flames,” she said, “and there’s smoke pouring out of your kitchen window.”


That is just not possible, I thought.


While racing home in my car, I feverishly thought through different scenarios. What could have happened? Did the fire start in the kitchen? The living room? I tried to figure out exactly what I’d have to do to get my animals out. How would I find them, and when I did, would I be able to carry them all? The cats could be tucked in a curl of my coat. The dogs would be harder. Maybe I could drape my long-legged soul mate Tundra around my neck, while carrying hefty Jake in my arms.


Fire trucks surrounded my house. I rushed my son to the next-door neighbors, hugged him tight, and told him I’d be right back.


I was halfway across the lawn to my house when Tundra jumped out of the bushes into my arms. I have never been so happy to see her. I scanned her body with my hands. She seemed okay. One out of four. Where were the others?


I asked another neighbor, who had come out to help, to take Tundra to his house. Tundra didn’t like that idea. Always protective of me, she had to be dragged away.


Without thought or hesitation, I darted into my burning house. Now, three steps in, the heat is intense. The ceiling’s on fire and I am already gasping for air. Black clouds of smoke roll at me from the kitchen; eerie flickers of light create quick silhouettes. As I drop to the floor, narrowly avoiding some falling debris, the thought crosses my mind that I might die. But the bedroom where my pets most surely are hiding is only one room away. I have to get there.


I hold my breath. Crouch low. I prepare for one quick dash through the smoke. But there’s someone else in the room with a different idea. I hear his muffled breathing through the firefighter apparatus. Suddenly I’m hauled upward by strong arms.


Many people say they would die for their pets. I don’t doubt it. I’ve been there. It’s a choice we don’t often have to make, but we feel certain we would do it just the same. I’ve also known pets that have sacrificed themselves for their owners. That’s how deep the bond goes.


But are we willing to be proactive and use that loving energy to save our pets’ lives a little bit, every day? An emergency exists now—much less obvious than the threat of a fire—but I see it daily. Increasingly, pets are suffering from the same maladies as humans: thyroid, liver, autoimmune, adrenal, and kidney diseases; arthritis; seizure disorders; and cancer. Because they live the way we live and eat the way we eat in the environment we have created for ourselves, they have inevitably fallen victim to the same illnesses that plague us.


The average Standard American Diet (SAD, an apt acronym) has changed radically in the past twenty-five years, almost entirely for the worse. Processed foods make up the bulk of our national dietary intake, contributing to rampant diabetes, cancer, obesity, and arthritis. Our pets’ diets mirror this trend. Even when owners are careful to buy the most expensive, supposedly healthy pet foods (even prescription foods), they are often poorly suited to an animal’s true nutritional needs. And since many of us have come to believe that these diseases are an inescapable part of modern life, we don’t think it strange that the same fate should befall our pets.


As for the fire that day, it continued to rage. My life was certainly saved by the fireman who half-dragged, half-carried me, protesting, back through the hallway and out the front door. Apparently he had dealt with this kind of lunacy before. With surprising forbearance, he quickly and efficiently propelled me into the cool spring air, where he gently settled me on the front lawn and asked another fireman to watch over me. They were very kind. If I were in his shoes, I would have tossed me out the door, maybe given me a swift boot on the way out, and screamed, “You stupid, stupid woman!”


Sitting there, I stared at what would soon be the burned-out shell of my home, watching flames lick out of the windows as it devoured the floors on which I had been crawling moments before. Unable to stop the tears, I sobbed, not even noticing the crowd that had gathered.


I stood up unsteadily, drawing a suspicious glance from the fireman designated to watch me.


“I can’t just sit here; I have to do something.” I said. “I promise I won’t go back in the house.” There wasn’t much house to go back into anyway.


At the time I could barely come to terms with what was happening. All I could think about was finding my pets. I had already done the few things I could to improve their chances of survival in the event of a household disaster. You can do these things, too:


1. Put an in-case-of-fire sign on windows or doors that tells what pets live with you. Indicate how many and what types of animals they are.


2. Microchip your pets. If your pets escape, an agency that finds them has a better chance of identifying them and contacting you.


Knowing that I had done what I could was some comfort. But most of my animals were still unaccounted for. The uncertainty of their fate was unbearable.


Circling the house, I called their names—“Jake! Fingers! Face!”—not knowing if they were still inside or if they would even recognize my hoarse, shaky voice. When I finally heard Fingers in the alley, her voice echoed mine with a hoarse, shaky meow. She jumped onto my shoulders. This was her signature move. Her white fur was gray with soot and reeked of smoke.


Besides the brave firefighters that day, our neighborhood garbage man was also a hero. He broke down the kitchen door and released both dogs, Tundra and Jake. By good fortune, Fingers had run out with the dogs. But where was my other cat, Face? And where had Jake gone?


3. Be sure to secure the animals that have been rescued so they can’t get back into the burning building.


Jake had been freed, but tragically he’d returned to the house. The firefighters later told me that many dogs, including German shepherds like Jake, often go back inside. It is their instinct to protect.


As I feared, Face had stayed hidden. She never did leave the closet. Jake was found right next to her with a toy in his mouth. My only comfort is that they looked peaceful together—as if they were sleeping.


I need to add one final, cardinal rule here, regarding you, your pets, and fire safety: Never, never go inside a burning building.


Do not attempt to rescue your pets. I never should have done it. But for me, I suppose, it was force of habit. I’m a veterinarian—saving animals is what I do.
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THE PURSUIT OF PET HAPPINESS
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If your dog wags his tail in your house and no one is there to see it, is he still happy?


“I JUST WANT TO KNOW IF DAKOTA IS HAPPY.” I HEAR THIS FROM owners nearly every day.


Are Simba, Diesel, Oscar, Darby, Ladybug, Numbers, Pippin, Isabelle, or Ariadne happy? How can we know?


When we brought animals out of their natural habitats and into our homes, we formed a partnership with them. The original impetus may have been for protection, but I believe that even in the very first human interactions with a cave-pet, there was an element of joy. We hope their domestication has brought them more advantages than disadvantages. Because we are grateful for what our pets offer us, we want to reliably provide what they need. We are advocates for these silent family members.


Nonetheless, they communicate with their language of wagging tails, purring, and head-butting. We’d like to believe that our pets are at least as cheerful as they might be in the wild. In general we do not concern ourselves with the comfort level of wildlife. However, when I worked in wildlife rehabilitation, I was deeply concerned about this, particularly because the animals were under human care. I was certain that once returned to the wild, they would make their own way. While quantifying the contentedness of a wild animal is difficult, I assess the happiness of pets every day.


Owners wonder if any animal can be satisfied living in an apartment, a small ranch house, a mansion, a farmhouse, or a high-rise. They might wonder if the pet that travels the world with my client Oprah Winfrey is happier than the pet living in a city apartment with my client Sondra, who works as a night nurse. Both pets seem content to me.


Pets keep us grounded in the moment. Despite our busy schedules, the pace of a pet remains the same, and we must become part of that pace, if only for a brief part of our day. A fifteen-minute walk with your dog or a quiet moment with your cat is invaluable for both you and your animal.


Pet owners understandably worry about myriad things: whether they provide too few or too many activities for their pets, whether they are feeding them the best food, if current vaccine schedules are safe, and if alternative treatments really work. Finding the right resources and correct answers is fraught with false claims and vested interests.


In response to all of this, I urge pet owners to not overanalyze. A pet should be a joy, not a job.


It is simple. Your pet lives in a safe, secure existence with a loving person. At the same time, understanding the primal imperatives will satisfy the inner wildcat and make the outer housecat purr; it will nourish the inner wolf and allow the outer puppy to grow.


I have noticed clients in my practice becoming more confident about their pet care decisions. They know that the Royal Treatment is not a plan that lavishes pets with unneeded pampering, but a sensible way to treat them. Giving your pet the Royal Treatment can ensure that he or she is not only happy but also wildly healthy. Once I’ve shown you how to do that, the next steps are a walk in the park.




THE PERFECT FIT
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WHY ARE WE SO FASCINATED BY ANIMALS? BECAUSE THEY bring the wild into our living rooms. We want to reconnect with our roots and deepen our sense of where we come from. We reap many rewards from animals crossing our paths. We gain insight into the inexplicable from their truncated lives—insights about joy, love, control, surprise, play, acceptance, giving, letting go, and grief.


Whether they are permanent pets in our homes or brief encounters in nature, animals transport us with their beauty. Many people have fascinating stories about how they found their pets—or more often, how their pets found them. It may feel as if we provide for them, but it may be the other way around. They are more than just a wet nose and some fur. The sheer force of their animal nature can bring out our humanity and, at the same time, preserve a little bit of wildness in us too.




MYTHCONCEPTION
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If you touch a wild baby animal, the mother will reject it.
Not true.
You can return a baby bird to its nest, and the mother will take it back. Don’t worry about leaving your scent on the fledgling. Most birds don’t have a good sense of smell. Feel free to put baby bunnies back, too.





When I worked long hours in a veterinary emergency clinic, our dog, Tundra, got up from wherever she was and ambled over to the door to wait for me—always about twenty minutes before I arrived home. This would be understandable if the time I came home was the same every night. But there were no regular shifts.


It seemed like somehow Tundra always knew when I was on my way. My husband, Matt, and I decided to try an experiment. It took twenty minutes for me to drive home. As I got in the car to start the drive home, I checked my watch. If he happened to notice Tundra going to the front door, he’d check his. These times were always within about two minutes of each other. She knew when the homeward-bound decision had been made. How? I have no idea.


The more I’ve learned about animals, the more I believe we underestimate their ability to interpret and interact with unseen forces in our world. Could Tundra hear my car start from six miles away? Is there some frequency it gave off or that I gave off when I travel? Or could it be a phenomenon that is not yet fully understood by humans?


I don’t know how Tundra knew when I was close to home, but I do know that electro-sensors have been discovered around sharks’ mouths. These electro-sensors detect body electricity from several yards away. They can detect even a five-billionth of a volt. Bats can correctly locate and intercept a moving insect from over ten feet away in the dark. Snakes have sensors tuned for heat that allow them to distinguish changes in temperature as little as 0.01 degree Fahrenheit from a foot away. This allows them to follow the heat trail of passing prey in the dark and find warm places to help regulate their own body temperature. Trees have been documented to communicate with each other over vast distances in response to threats from insects. In fact, all living things—animals, plants, and humans—give and receive cues to help us fit together on this planet.




Pets in our homes can contribute to a better, more balanced life. From fish to felines, from cockatoos to canines, animals give us sight lines back to our evolutionary heritage.





The original reason that people had pets was that they provided us with something we needed and vice versa. The idea was that they seamlessly fit into the lives of humans. Cats lived in a barn because they took care of a rodent problem. Dogs provided a second set of eyes and acute hearing as an early-warning system, and a sharp set of teeth for protection. They lived on a combination of our leftover meat and whatever they could catch on their own. Up until recently, most leftovers were not grain-based.


It’s possible to imagine that, over time, dogs and even cats could evolve to eat as we do, digesting more corn or wheat, or even becoming vegetarians. But that radical a change would require long-term adaptation. An example that illustrates this point is the divergent diet preferences of two animals, both in the bear family, Ursus: the largest terrestrial carnivore, the polar bear, and the diminutive spectacled bear that is the only species of bear found in South America. The former, also known as Ursus maritimus or even Ursus arctos horribilis, is the most carnivorous of the bear family, which is a requirement of its harsh environment, while the latter, also known as Tremarctos ornatus, is primarily an herbivore and only about 5 percent of its diet is meat.


These two bears’ body structure and organ systems have changed significantly, over tens of thousands of years, to accommodate and survive in their distinct and different environments. Polar bears have long, sharp teeth and their claws are short and stocky to dig ice and drag heavy prey. Spectacled bears have long claws that allow them to climb trees, and their molars are large and flat to enable them to chew tough plants. Polar bears require a large amount of calories provided almost exclusively by the high fat content of marine mammals.


Spectacled bears, however, rely primarily on bromeliads, palms, orchids, leaves, shoots, and fruits, supplemented with nuts, eggs, seeds, and occasional small animals or carrion. The polar bear is so adapted to its environment that it cannot survive on terrestrial food sources alone—the few berries and roots they eat are not a significant part of their diet. The opposite is true of the arboreal spectacled bear, which cannot thrive without huge amounts of vegetable matter—the animal protein they ingest is incidental.


It wouldn’t work to suddenly change a polar bear’s diet to all vegetables, just as it wouldn’t be wise to feed a spectacled bear a meat-based diet. Each of them might survive for a while, but they would not be healthy.


For as long as I can remember, animals have been a source of wonder and delight in my life. Growing up as the only nonallergic child in a family of six siblings, I spent years surreptitiously healing injured animals, “hospitalized” under my bed. Thanks to the joy of caring for animals and having my own pets, I am inspired every day to become a more patient and compassionate person.


As humans we can choose to be a part of nature or collide against it. Our pets help us fit in to nature and in turn, we must help them by creating a lifestyle that considers their ancestry.




ZEBRA
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A “zebra” in medical slang is a rare or surprising diagnosis. A vet may say, “It looked like a typical infection, but it turned out to be a zebra.”


BOBBI REMAINED CALM AS I INSERTED A THIRD NEEDLE INTO HER massive striped neck. I was silently elated. Applying the ancient art of acupuncture to zebras had never been done before, so no one, including me, could have predicted how she would tolerate the treatment.


When the zoo veterinarian had called to ask if there was anything I could do for Bobbi’s epilepsy and arthritis, I decided it was worth a try. Acupuncture works well for horses, so I was keen to do it, even though zebras are notoriously high-strung, suspicious, and sharp-hooved, and potentially quite dangerous. After weeks of practice with pretend needles and many rewards for Bobbi, it was time to give the real thing a shot. Bobbi trotted over when she saw I had her favorite brush. Grooming her with my left hand as a distraction, I picked up a needle with my right. This one would be tricky to place—inside her shifting foreleg.


With a quick conspiratorial glance at the zookeeper, I felt for the acupoint. Just where Bobbi’s bristly hair changed to the softer undercoat, my fingers found the divot. I inserted the needle knowing that one powerful kick to my head could be the end of me.


With my hand right on her solid, muscular leg, it was easy to imagine this beautiful Grévy’s zebra running free on the Serengeti Plain. I wondered, would she have developed arthritis and epilepsy if she lived in her natural habitat? Most animals I’ve studied in their natural surroundings are chronically healthy. While walking in a forest teeming with robust species, you’d never see diabetic robins, arthritic squirrels, obese rabbits, or asthmatic deer. Part of this may be because survival of the fittest and predation take the weak and those with endemic, species-specific diseases, but the vibrant health of all remaining animals is significant. There is an innate state of healthful equilibrium in every ecosystem, benefiting creatures great and small.




Nature effortlessly propagates health, but in our civilized world, maintaining health takes effort.





A zebra that is wildly healthy is in a balanced state of well-being. But this can only happen if a zebra’s basic needs are met. When a zebra doesn’t eat zebra food, doesn’t run in a zebra way, doesn’t live in zebra-like environment, that’s when disease can take hold. It’s very telling that the healthiest environment for any zoo animal is one that meticulously mimics its natural habitat. This premise is somewhat obvious for wild animals like zebras, but also must be recognized for our dogs and cats.


For our pets to be truly healthy we must recognize the wild in them, too. It’s okay to call your puggle Mr. Grumpy and dress him in a sailor suit, but his health depends on your awareness of his true nature and your dedication to making sure his basic evolutionary needs are met.


I once treated a male cat named Toast, who had a history of feline lower urinary tract disease (FLUTD). FLUTD is a chronic, potentially life-threatening urinary tract disease that can affect more than 30 percent of all cats. Toast was urinating on his owners’ bed pillows instead of the litter box.


Apparently the female cat in the house felt the need to protect the territory around the litter box. With just a subtle tail flick or a glance—strong language between cats that translates into an aggressive rebuff—she consistently discouraged Toast from using their shared bathroom. As a result, Toast’s bladder was not emptied often enough, and this contributed to his condition.


One way to prevent FLUTD is to provide more litter boxes than the number of cats in the house. Then there will always be one free, unguarded box. This was how Toast was eventually healed. If you live in a studio apartment and have twenty cats, hide your bed pillows.


In the wild, no one guards the litter box, and so Toast wouldn’t have been susceptible to this kind of stress-induced FLUTD. But does it make sense that any cat suffers from chronic, life-threatening urinary tract disease? Particularly since, as far as we know, FLUTD is not seen in wild felines? An animal in a balanced state of wild health will be more adaptable to circumstances that tend to be unnatural for it. In other words, your wildly healthy animal will fit into your non-animal world with fewer health problems if his or her natural constitution is not compromised.


The basic genetics of canine and feline biology has not strayed very far from that of their ancestors. Indeed, part of the allure of having a pet is that they draw us closer to the natural world; so we shouldn’t pull them too far away from it.


Zoos are microcosms of the natural world. Because we’ve removed the animal from the wild, we must reconstruct the wild for each animal in these controlled environments. And it always starts with the fundamentals of a good diet. Zookeepers do their best to avoid feeding animals anything other than what they would eat in their natural habitat. Not surprisingly, the greatest percentage of illness occurs when diets aren’t properly formulated and assiduously followed.


The same is true of our pets. No matter how we train, dress, and pamper them, they are still the product of their genetic past. Countless years of adaptation have turned dogs into carnivore scavengers, which means they need meat, but they’ll take what they can scavenge and make do until meat is on the table again. Cats have adapted into obligate carnivores, which means that they will become very ill without a primarily meat diet—it is a requirement, not an option. It is more than menu preferences. The triggers and mechanisms of behavior and survival are based on those essentials. If we don’t give our pets what they need and they have no other way to get it, they will inevitably grow sick.




Nature never breaks her own rules.
—LEONARDO DA VINCI





The following often underestimated maladies may be a sign that your pet’s natural constitution is unbalanced. The good news is that they may be alleviated or eliminated, by restoring innate balance.


The Royal Treatment Warning System


[image: diagram] Allergies


[image: diagram] Chronic lumps, bumps, and growths


[image: diagram] Arthritis


[image: diagram] Chronic ear infections, skin infections, and eye infections


[image: diagram] Picky eating habits


[image: diagram] Obesity


[image: diagram] Inflammatory bowel disease, chronic pancreatitis, or chronic loose stool


[image: diagram] Kidney disease


[image: diagram] Liver disease


[image: diagram] Hormonal problems (thyroid, adrenal, pituitary)


[image: diagram] Urinary tract disease, urinary “accidents,” urinary infections, stones or crystals in urine


[image: diagram] Neurologic problems, seizures, cognitive disorders


[image: diagram] Dental disease—even dental tartar


The gastrointestinal (GI) tract of carnivores—like lions, wolves, dogs, or cats—has not adapted in a way that allows the systems of these animals to contend with processed grains. Why then are those grains major ingredients in many pet foods? My patients’ conditions dramatically improve when their owners follow my advice to gradually change the pet’s diet to eliminate corn and wheat. It is easy to check whether grains are included in the mix, by reading the tiny print on pet food labels.


Living in a zoo presents dietary limitations that can affect the many species there. Bobbi had been fed a carefully regulated diet but was occasionally given bread rolls as treats, yet no one had thought about the effect of them. You may be shocked to discover that zebras don’t forage for baked goods on the savannas of Kenya. If there is any connection between processed glutens and inflammatory response, it makes sense to eliminate bread rolls from the menu of any arthritic, epileptic animal. Without a good, species-specific diet, no medication can sustain long-term health and even small “treats” can have a very negative impact on health.


Wild health seems a more logical and realistic concept when we’re talking about a wild animal such as a zebra. But when it comes to cats and dogs, people and even some veterinarians seem to accept chronic ailments as the price they pay for fitting into our world as pets. But it shouldn’t be this way.


I’m in favor of whatever method works best to heal a sick animal. And often that means using common sense. When things seem right, but feel wrong, that’s when that internal warning voice pipes up, and I tell my clients to pay attention to that voice. Although the practice of medicine may seem complex and mysterious—especially when delving into the more arcane traditions of Chinese medicine—I encourage my clients to ask questions. When they understand what is happening, we are better able to make a plan that can work to truly benefit their animal, using rational, thoughtful care.


This kind of integrative approach provides me with an array of powerful treatment options—and I need all of them because I deal with so many animals, and different species, each with its own variety of potential ailments.


Wild health is such a powerful concept because it defines the elements that are essential to the way all animals thrive—and illuminates what so often makes them sick.


Mammals breathe in the oxygen that is created by plant life and then breathe out the carbon dioxide that plants need to survive. In this and many other ways, all animals, no matter how evolved, depend on and are sustained by their environment. When an animal is nourished by a natural diet, given a natural amount of exercise, and allowed to behave in a way that is natural to the species, it has a much better chance for health and happiness—the way nature intended.


That does not mean that your pet cannot thrive in your seventeenth-floor apartment. He can, provided you educate yourself on how best to provide for his natural needs and tendencies. Domestication has taken the sting out of leaving nature behind. Being fed and loved is not a bad deal for our house animals. However, don’t throw away the owner’s manual Mother Nature provided. You’ll need it for your pet’s sake.


Genetic variations and innate behaviors serve a purpose. For example, stripes on a zebra may seem like an extravagance, but they camouflage and confuse predators that are trying to pick a spot to attack in a herd.


Because of the need to find food, a hunting lion “exercises” during the search and the chase. If dinner is delivered right to them, their musculature suffers. Foot health in an elephant is dependent on long foraging walks to find their food. Elephants that stay too long in one place are found to have foot problems, which can be quite serious.


Every enduring species finds its place and the food that keeps it healthy. Giraffes got tall while monkeys got small—both to get to the top of trees. Each species has a way of life that supports health and reproduction from every angle. With the loss of just a couple of crucial elements from that way of life, a species can disappear. Rhinos in a shrinking habitat are not reproducing well. The river otter could not tolerate the poor water quality of our polluted rivers, and was lost in many areas. On the hopeful side, as we reconnect animals with what nature can provide for them, we see some species rebounding.
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Here’s a bunny example. Say you have decided to bring home a cute little rabbit for your children. What could go wrong? The guy at the pet store has probably told you to buy a type of hay called timothy, which has the proper balance of minerals for a rabbit (better than alfalfa, for example), and fresh greens and vegetables for your new pet and provide him with a cozy enclosure. You’ve got that covered. However, there is a very real possibility that your new bunny, who is by nature a prey animal, will think he is about to be eaten every time you or one of your kids tries to pick him up—until he becomes used to you. Why is that important? Because stress is bad for health and the rabbit could actually break its own back in a panicked attempt to escape.


We must remember that our pets are animals first and they come hardwired with predispositions, traits, and behaviors. Ignoring these can be dangerous and put the health of your animal at risk.


Prospective bunny owners: take it slow, speak gently, firmly support his back and legs when picking him up, nibble a couple of carrots together, then get cuddly.
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Determining what is essential for health and what is optional is a large part of wildlife and zoo medicine. It is also integral to my practice. There are absolute rules and there are optional considerations that do not necessarily have to become part of your pet’s daily life. Life with a pet should be fun, allow for playful impulses, and encourage healthy randomness.




Nature balances disparate forces. It may be that the struggle itself is what the earth has to offer us—our survival needs and our health may be inextricably entwined.





So, what does wild health look like? You will know it when you see it. A wildly healthy animal looks bright-eyed, bushy-tailed with a lustrous coat, sleek, and vibrant. The mark of well-being is unmistakable. A wildly healthy animal truly does exude vitality.


I have been visited by a fox several times at my home. It is impossible not to notice his sovereign confidence and vigor when he hangs out in my front yard. Certainly, there is no mistaking him for a tame animal. He had no set mealtimes or fleece-lined bed. Even my five-year-old daughter knew he wasn’t a dog. The fluid stride and purposeful gait set him apart. He was unfettered, free, full of life, and wildly healthy.


Bobbi the zebra has since passed away, but I know she benefited from the Royal Treatment. After the fourth acupuncture treatment, I read in the zookeeper’s log: “No seizures for over a month.”




WHEN BEST INTENTIONS DON’T PAVE THE WAY TO HEALTH
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A myriad of troubling signs in an animal can be 80 percent diet-related.


JUST BECAUSE WE CAN USE NEW TECHNOLOGIES DOESN’T MEAN WE should. I know this from years of treating my patients, but it struck home as a result of a personal experience with my own dog, Orion.


Orion was a large white German shepherd/Labrador mix. He looked like a polar bear. Unfortunately, he suffered from hip dysplasia. Before he was even one year old, I had put Orion through three surgeries. At the time, I believed I was doing the best thing for him; after all, I was taking the medical advice from the top veterinarians at my vet school.


Four of the eight puppies in Orion’s litter had bad hips. Although they never underwent hip surgery, Orion’s brother and sisters had fewer joint problems and outlived him. Their owners couldn’t afford the surgeries and treatments. Instead they did what they could to maintain joint health at home—they kept the dogs thin and well exercised.


I, on the other hand, was given a vet student discount for the surgeries. Orion was fed the most current and veterinary recommended commercial dry food. It was very high in carbs in the form of corn and wheat. He received a procedure called a triple pelvic osteotomy, in which both hips were realigned and implanted with metal plates. I made sure he was vaccinated annually for everything. At the time, I didn’t realize that these measures may have been contributing to the inflammation in his joints and actually accelerating their deterioration. Today I would have handled Orion’s treatments differently. In retrospect, I suspect that my medical choices contributed to his early death.


My Orion, the white hunter, died prematurely of bone cancer at the age of eight. Realigning bone and placing metal implants is not a benign procedure. There is evidence that implants in the bone affect circulation and healing and possibly contribute to cancer. Back then, I never thought twice about the surgeries, and never considered a less invasive, nonsurgical approach for his genetically flawed hips. Today I would have a wholly different thought process. I would have managed his vaccines, medications, and joint condition using an integrative approach. If I had done so back then, perhaps Orion might have lived to sixteen years old, as his brother did.


In certain cases, however, surgery may be the only option. A client came to me for a second opinion after seeing several doctors to treat Bella, her seven-month-old puppy, who had a painful injured leg. She told me the diagnosis was a sprain, but somehow it didn’t make sense to her. The dog was in such pain no matter what position she was in—lying down, standing up, limping around—she would shake and flinch if you came near her. Her sweet, happy puppy had changed overnight into this cowering, agonized creature. Sprains can be painful, yes, but not to that degree. The owner’s common sense spoke to her and told her it was something more. Watching a dog in that much pain was unbearable to both of us.




Serious pain requires serious assessment. A high priority in veterinary medicine is alleviating pain.





After multiple radiographs emailed from one specialty clinic to another, all the vets still insisted it was a sprain. But I couldn’t let it go. Despite test results and the best of intentions, this dog was still in tremendous pain. I made one last-ditch effort. I phoned an old orthopedic vet friend and asked him to look at the X-rays. He called back quickly and said, “It’s subtle, but it’s a slipped physis. She’ll need surgery.” I felt a sense of relief. The dog’s traumatic injury had displaced the sensitive growth plate (physis) at the end of the femur bone—which is painful but repairable. I could finally relax, as I was confident that the surgery would be successful. Bella would recover and live a normal life.




When you have exhausted all possibilities, remember this—you haven’t.
—THOMAS EDISON





Exhausting all the wrong possibilities, even with the best intentions, can have a terrible outcome.


The most unnecessarily sick young dog I’ve ever seen was a German shepherd named Moonshine. Her cascade of serious problems seemed impossible, especially in one so young. She was barely a year old the first time I treated her.


Everything about Moonshine was the opposite of what would be expected in a young female German shepherd. She was a great dog with a great name who had great parents. But she was not feeling great in any way. She looked like one of my geriatric patients instead of a puppy. And her wonderful owners were impoverished by her medical bills. After they left my clinic that first day, I had to go into the back room and weep.


I was reminded of my early days as a veterinarian, when I was distressed about a trauma case. Raf, a senior tech, had taken me aside and said, “Barb, you need to get a man-heart!” He had a strong accent and a kind, man-heart himself. He worried about my ability to be dispassionate. I knew what he meant. But in this situation, even a man-heart couldn’t have stopped my tears.


In the exam room, Moonshine had flopped down on the floor like a marionette whose strings had been cut. She didn’t have the energy to be interested in anything, including me. (And most dogs tell me I have a great personality.) The fur on most of Moonshine’s face was missing. Her body’s hair coat was a patchwork of random dry hair, dandruff, and balding areas. She was potbellied and moderately overweight. Cauliflower-like growths covered her tongue and gums and her feet. Fist-sized calcified lumps on her shoulders and hips had recently abscessed. One was draining a foul-smelling thick tan liquid. Her left foot and ankle were swollen and hot. The fur around her rear end smelled like feces. The owners told me that she had never had normal stools.


The owners were a young, hardworking couple named Sara and Paul. Paul was the one who brought her in that first time. His haggard face reflected the pain of Moonshine’s illnesses and his sadness over the fact that he was sure they were losing her. He took a deep breath before starting in on the sad story. They had spent thousands of dollars and seen several doctors, but she was not responding to any treatment. They were thinking seriously about euthanasia when a receptionist at their vet clinic had recommended they come and see me. She had been to one of my lectures and had heard my clients describing how I often helped in situations that seemed hopeless. And Moonshine was the poster dog for difficult cases. “Before you decide,” the receptionist had said, “get a second opinion from Dr. Royal.”


We discussed Moonshine’s medications, including an immunosuppressive medication, steroids, antibiotics, and pain meds. Paul described the taxing schedule of waking up at 4 A.M. every day so that he and his wife could give the drugs to Moonshine according to the prescriptions. Paul, a fireman, and Sara, a radiologist, both worked full days and then struggled to keep up with the care of this dog that they both obviously loved. Many diets and prescription foods had been tried, but Moonshine never responded to them well. She suffered from chronic gastrointestinal distress.


Paul recited a litany of her diseases: MRSA (methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus), osteomyelitis, demodectic mange, inflammatory bowel disease, calcinosis cutis, generalized muscle-wasting, anorexia, arthritis, abscesses, joint malformation, urine and fecal incontinence, and the worst case of viral papilloma anyone had ever seen. This relatively benign virus usually causes small papillomas, or cauliflower-like growths on the gums or tongue, which tend to disappear on their own. In her case, the growths were so numerous that she was having trouble walking. A vet had surgically removed seventeen of them from her feet. Because of the growths on her tongue and lips and the open sores in her mouth, she could barely eat.


MRSA, a frighteningly resistant yet increasingly common bacteria, had led to a serious bone infection in Moonshine’s left rear leg. That was the reason her leg was swelling. A bone infection of this kind can be deadly and was one of the reasons for the several antibiotics she was on. As a matter of fact, when I started seeing Moonshine, she was on fourteen different medications/supplements: chloramphenicol (strong antibiotic), enrofloxacin (antibiotic), metronidazole (gastrointestinal antibiotic), omeprazole (gastric reflux/proton pump inhibitor), mirtazipine (antidepressant, used as appetite stimulant in animals), prednisone (corticosteroid to treat her inflamed bowel), azothioprine (an immunosuppressive drug also used in organ transplants), oxychlorine compound spray (against MRSA infections), omega 3 and 6 fatty acid supplement (antioxidant), tramadol (a narcotic-like pain-reliever), ondansetron (to prevent nausea and vomiting caused by medications or chemo), Mitaban dips (baths to kill mites), vitamins, and probiotic capsules.


There were medicines to help her immune system fight the infections, and some that suppressed her immune system. There were medications to kill mites, and some that caused overgrowth of mites. The medication to help her pain and make it easier to walk also caused her to be nearly completely sedated. The extensive medication chart the owners showed me was like something out of NASA. No wonder pharmaceutical companies are thriving.




Some medical treatments can exacerbate conditions and suppress normal immune response.





Her skin had a condition called demodectic mange, which is hair loss as a result of mites. A normal inhabitant of the skin, demodex mites are kept at bay by a healthy immune system. But sick animals and animals on immunosuppressants such as prednisone can develop demodectic mange. The weekly Mitaban dips, used to treat mange, made Moonshine so ill that she was hospitalized for a few days after each treatment. She had already had four dips and vets said she still needed five more. Paul and Sara were terrified about doing them again.


Although Moonshine was on steroids and a chemo drug to decrease inflammation in her GI tract, she had chronic loose stools. Surgical biopsies of her GI tract had confirmed an inflammatory bowel condition. I could have told them without surgery that her bowel was inflamed.


In addition, the medications made her drink and urinate excessively. Keeping up with her need to go out was difficult; she had many accidents in the house. The steroids had also caused calcinosis cutis, or golf-ball-sized firm, calcified lumps, under the dermal layer on her hips and shoulders. Calcified lumps would appear at the site of any trauma to the skin.




Faulty thinking can compound signs of ill health.





Paul and Sara were exhausted and discouraged. The surgeries, medications, and hospitalization were terribly expensive. And no one knew why she wasn’t responding to all this medical care. They were not sure how much more they could do. I knew the goal was to do less, much less, and let Moonshine’s natural immune system do more. I just had to uncover her immune system.


I went over the multiple diagnoses in my head. It was like recalling a medical textbook. I looked up at them and said gently, “Let’s not forget there’s an animal here—not just those diseases—and her name is Moonshine.” Paul tried to hold back his tears. I felt like crying with him.


We had our work cut out for us. After just a fecal test and an in-house blood test, we uncovered two curable factors contributing to her severe imbalances. We found giardia, a debilitating fecal parasite, in her fecal sample. We also found that her thyroid function was severely low. A comprehensive plan to restore and maintain her health was the next step. And we did have several things in our favor. Youth was on her side, and even in her exhausted state I sensed hidden stores of energy that could be tapped. And we had more tools than the average veterinary clinic.


No amount of antibiotics, hospitalization, or supplements can stop any serious infection if the body’s own immune system can’t pitch in. The body needs soldiers to fight the war. Without a defensive army, there may be plenty of ammunition but no one to guide it. Restoring health requires appropriate nutrition and all systems go—endocrine, circulation, and immune—as well as a working metabolism.


Moonshine may have started out with a bad genetic throw of the dice, but she was also being hobbled by a parasite, and the side effects and secondary diseases from a poor diet and all the medications she was on. In addition, she had none of the advantages of her own natural healing powers because of her undiagnosed, severely low thyroid function. Normal thyroid function would work to help fight these infections and regulate her GI function and development. The side effects from the medications to treat those infections were also taking their toll on her compromised immune system.




Healing is all about timing.





I decided which medicines I could safely wean her off of to improve her immune system. We needed to rebuild this puppy from her scarred toes to her naked nose. Unlike conventional medicine, integrative medicine adroitly manages Western and Eastern supplements to improve the immune system and support innate healing.




Uncovering the onset of disease, instead of naming the disease, is half the battle.





Moonshine’s Royal Treatment


[image: diagram] Diet change—from kibble to pre-prepared raw foods (Stella and Chewy’s and Darwin’s brands)


[image: diagram] Panacur for her giardia parasite


[image: diagram] Bath and sanitary haircut over her rear


[image: diagram] Full Hemopet thyroid panel (Moonshine had never been properly tested) to fully determine her thyroid status


[image: diagram] Acupuncture


[image: diagram] Warm compresses on left rear leg


[image: diagram] Dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) absorbs quickly through the skin and is anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and an analgesic—specifically effective in breaking down calcified lesions


[image: diagram] Discontinue immunosuppressive medication


[image: diagram] Decrease other medications one by one


[image: diagram] Discontinue Mitaban dips


[image: diagram] Add supplements to support immune and liver function, thyroid, skin, and GI health


As it turned out, Moonshine exceeded all my expectations. Literally one week into her new treatment healing regimen, the owners came in with a changed dog. With the new diet of pre-prepared raw food and just a few supplements, she had normal stool. She was much more energetic; she even played with their other dog. And the full thyroid results hadn’t even come back. The owners seemed stunned. They almost couldn’t believe that a noninvasive treatment, involving fewer medications, had caused such a quick, dramatic improvement in Moonshine. For me the transformation was more than what I had hoped for. It was a great sign. Her body was stepping up to the plate, and the plate was filled with what she needed.
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