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Introduction

It is almost twenty years since Max Harrell persuaded me to write the first edition of this book. When the second edition ran out, I wondered if it would ever see the light of day again. As so often happens, there was a sudden surge of afflicted small animals rung in. Dogs with cancer, others bitten by snakes and so it goes on. There was even a sick tortoise once which responded quite magically to an injection of vitamins B12 and C — it’s always worth trying!

I work on the credo that prevention is better than cure, as these days so many ailments are due to improper feeding. The basics apply right across the board, from small pets to large animals — all suffer mineral and vitamin deficiencies, the result of exhausted and maltreated soils. Now we also add chemicals and additives to food, and like humans, small animals develop disease conditions as a result.

The problems with cats and dogs, in particular, cover a wide range, and are mostly conditions that are considered the province of humans. Cats with candida, dogs with arthritis, cancer and bone afflictions — usually for the same reasons that humans get these complaints — yet no-one seems to be able to offer any advice. The fault does not lie with the vets, as is so often averred. I doubt if those somewhat maligned individuals ever dream what some people feed their animals — I certainly did not. The fault almost invariably lies in how much and what the pets are being given to eat, like the wretched Trikki Woo in the Herriott books who was overfed and under-exercised to the maximum.

Many years ago a vet friend said to me, ‘Show me a dog with skin problems and I’ll guarantee it is being fed on tinned food’ (he did actually name a brand). I have found him to be absolutely right. It still took me many years when people phoned in to ask the important question first — ‘What do you feed it on?’

Prior to that, I used to worry about the cure; of course the cause is far more important. It is surprising how many pet owners find that question almost offensive, as though the animal’s diet had nothing to do with its malaise!

Then I started being approached about rabbit problems, and remembered our own cavy troubles. Again, the cause was quite literally malnutrition, bad feeding. So, again this fourth edition of Natural Pet Care – thanks to Hachette Australia’s enthusiasm – is another attempt to persuade people to give their pets a chance to live healthy lives, by feeding and treating them properly.

Again there is much that has to be updated: homeopathics are now used for small animals (and all stock – and humans), many practitioners now use a mix of whatever modality is needed. Homeopathy, herbalism and acupuncture are now accepted and very useful treatments which have been added to our list. Both in the USA and here there is now a reasonable proportion of vets who use vitamins and minerals as well as the abovementioned methods and ‘conventional’ treatments.

As many people will realise, immunisations, vaccinations (not always the same thing) and vermifuges are not the answer to attaining good health – my own animals have not had anything in this line since the very early days. Even then I found it difficult to believe they were unnecessary – in a large angora goat herd whose owner I was helping with the milking goat export trade discovered. We worked pretty hard, checking all the proffered animals, so his own beasts had to take what time was left; and not until we had finished did he realise he had not given his angoras the mandatory vaccinations. Then he also realised that for the first time for many years he had not lost the usual percentage of beasts that followed this operation in previous years. It was not a coincidence that he never vaccinated again.

Now we have only to learn to feed our pets properly so they will enjoy long and trouble-free lives and reduce the participation of the vets to emergencies and prevention!



Pat Coleby

Maldon, Victoria

2009
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1

Dogs and cats in their natural state

Perhaps we should occasionally stop and think how our cats and dogs would have lived in their natural state; the study would provide an explanation for many of our problems with them, both from the angle of health and behaviour. Working dogs used for racing and hunting are not so prone to the troubles that beset our pets, for the very reason that they are exercised in the course of their work. This applies to ‘working’ cats too — their job of keeping sheds, stables and ware houses free of vermin keeps them in good hard condition.

Dog behaviour

Wild dogs, dingoes, wolves, foxes, jackals, coyotes and similar members of the animal family from which many of our dogs descend, lived and still live in situations far removed from their domesticated cousins. They have, for a start, very definite social patterns, according to their lupus (wolf) or jackal forebears, which formed packs or family units respectively. These are understood and accepted by all their members, something which is missing in the lives of most of our pet dogs. This often shows up in behaviour that can be antisocial, dangerous or just plain neurotic. Anyone wishing to have a serious understanding of a dog’s mentality should read Konrad Lorenz’s delightful book Man Meets Dog.


Dog feeding patterns

When wild members of the dog family want to eat meat they have to hunt it down, often running many kilometres for several days to do it. Otherwise they have to catch their prey by stealth like the fox; either way, a considerable expenditure of brainpower and energy is needed. If they are eaters of carrion, they have to follow the killers, usually of the large cat family, and take what they leave — also an uncertain source of supply.

Wolves that follow the moose and caribou on their perennial migrations to and from the arctic circle in Canada and Russia, killing and eating the stragglers of the herds, travel, like their victims, thousands of kilometres in very arduous conditions in their quest for food. Few people seem to realise that this very necessary ecological function keeps the big ruminants from becoming unviable, as the wolves only pull down the ailing animals. This was shown up some years ago by the late Lorne Greene in an excellent wildlife program, and recently I saw it mentioned yet again.

[image: image]

However, meat is not the main part of the diet of wild dogs, whatever the species. Often they have to live on the alternatives: insects, plants, seeds and small rodents. Anyone examining the scats surrounding a fox’s den will see from the faeces that a great part of the diet consists of just those objects.

On the rare occasions when meat is caught, the strongest of the pack will eat the best; the young and aged must eat that which is left, generally bones and shreds of muscle meat. In the case of foxes and wild dogs that live in families, the catch will be shared by all the pack members after the parents have had their share, or the female will see that the cubs have their share separately. When members of the wild dog family do eat meat, the first part consumed has to be the skin — which is the natural roughage or fibre — and it contains most of the minerals they need. Next, the stomach and viscera are the morsels of choice, being high in vitamins and minerals; muscle meat comes way down the list. Often the remnants of the carcass are buried and left to decompose for future consumption. The bones will be eaten last, and being raw (and not previously frozen), they will be totally chewed up without doing any harm to the eaters’ intestines — unlike cooked and, I suspect, pre-frozen bones which splinter and cause many problems, including death.


Cat behaviour

The wild equivalents of our domesticated cats are the big cats such as lions, tigers, leopards, cheetahs and pumas, and the smaller lynxes and real feral cats which often weigh as much as a large dog. There is a wealth of difference between our working cats and our pet cats, perhaps even more than there is between the working dog and the pet one.

Working cats must be tame and easy to handle — if wild, they can cause mayhem with the wrong prey (native birds and animals) so should be reared by the owner and handled as much as possible. It is also very difficult to control the breeding of a wild cat, and with so many native species at risk in modern society it is important that unwanted males be neutered and females spayed, or the numbers cannot be controlled. I like my working cats to spend some time in the house and that is where they are normally fed so they do not hunt for food. They will bring in rabbits and rats. ‘Birding’ seems to run in families and offspring of these should be avoided. The cats and dogs have a cat or dog flap and, although they occasionally sleep in, generally they patrol the sheds and the immediate neighbourhood at night, leaving their catch outside the back door for me to see!
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Cat feeding patterns

Working cats kept for rat and mouse control live fairly near to their natural state. Their meat is caught on the hoof, so to speak, and eaten fresh, skin and bones included, but as mentioned above, I purposely feed them so they are not reduced to eating rats, which are very bitter apparently.

However pet cats, fed on bought cat food, often tinned, are usually given far more food, especially first class protein, than they need. Added to this, nowadays there are many additives which the ‘experts’ seem to think are necessary for cat health and well-being. These include chelated minerals, which are most undesirable, and in some cases artificial colourings, preservatives or even drugs. For this reason, they soon succumb to a list of ailments very similar to those suffered by humans. Their food also tends to contain the same damaging additives!


Teeth — cats and dogs

The teeth of cats and dogs living naturally are kept in good order by having to really chew their food. Teeth degenerate if they are not used, and the food eaten by most domestic pets provides little, if anything, to keep them healthy, as most of it appears to be swallowed whole. Apart from the faulty diet, they generally do not get the bone and tooth-building minerals they need; these are basically calcium, magnesium, copper and boron and will be discussed in Chapters Seven and Eight.

Even more damaging is the fact that many of these proprietary foods have extra calcium added which, without the right amount of magnesium, causes a near-lethal imbalance. Chewing at the bones, skin and sinews of newly-killed prey ensures that the teeth of both species stay healthy, and that they get the minerals they need. In the wild, when the teeth are worn right down it usually spells the end of the animal.

There is an excellent, hard and unadulterated biscuit, available broken, or unbroken as ‘four-by-twos’ — Farrells kibble or Box-One, as used by greyhound trainers — that is always out in my house. Cats and dogs alike eat it. I do not get meat for them (or myself) — Farrells and goats’ milk is the usual fare. Our teeth stay in pretty good order!

Some years ago, lions in the Dublin zoo, which were fed a diet of raw meat carefully prepared and cut up, became very unhealthy. Their coats were falling out and they were not breeding normally. A vet was called in. He ordered whole goat carcasses, freshly killed, to be fed to the lions instead of the raw butchers’ meat. Within a short time, the lions regained their health and started to breed normally again. The reason for the improvement was that they were eating the skin, bones and viscera which were supplying much-needed roughage, minerals and vitamins that they had not been getting from the muscle meat alone. Lions are big cats, but their requirements are the same as those for little cats and dogs.


Exercise — cats and dogs

In their natural environment, working dogs and cats take a lot of exercise in order to eat and exist. Both have their predators, which means they are usually on the move to safer lairs and hunting grounds. Hunting packs of dogs often have to roam large areas to find the type of meat they could catch and eat. Life is hard, wild cats (all sizes) and dogs stay lean and fit, and health problems as we know them are minimal. They are also affected by human demographic pressures, as well as droughts and floods.
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Curiosity!

Pet cats and dogs, apart from being fed a diet which in quantity is far in excess of their requirements, are so limited in their opportunities for exercise that they almost inevitably become obese and unhealthy. So many of the troubles that beset our domesticated pets are caused by bad feeding practice and lack of exercise — regrettably rather like their owners in some cases!


Bad breeding practice

Another factor that helped maintain the health of cats and dogs in the wild was the survival of the fittest. Weak pups and kittens either died when young, or were deserted by their mothers with the same result. In my experience, I have found that in 90% of cases where animals of any kind will not nurse or feed their offspring they seem to know they are not viable.

We, on the other hand, especially if the kittens or pups are valuable breeding or show stock, spend a great deal of time and effort rearing unviable animals. Generally they do not survive without a lot of care and attention, and if they do reach breeding age the females often require caesareans. Thus a whole line of animals unable to breed normally is perpetuated. Oddly enough, runts of litters often survive in spite of setbacks and do become quite strong individuals. A factor that causes a great deal of trouble is a lack of genetic spread in particular breeds. This is covered at length in Chapter Ten.

Another cause of problems is ‘fashions’ in breeding. About forty years ago in the UK, pugs were being bred with flatter and flatter noses. It reached the stage where there was not a pug free of appalling asthma and breathing difficulties. Fortunately, the breed society woke up before the breed was totally ruined, and decreed that there had to be enough (about 2 cm) nose to ensure that the pugs could enjoy a reasonable lifestyle — given half a chance they are most sporting little dogs!
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