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PROLOGUE

All buttoned up

It was one of those spring mornings in Ireland where your breath hung in front of you like smoke. As I pulled the calving jack out of the boot of my rusty, but trusty, Mazda 323 in the freezing drizzle, the metal of its long shaft felt like an icicle. A bleary sun blinked through banks of grey clouds above. It being not long into the morning, after a late night before, I was somewhat bleary myself.

I heard the sound of wellingtons sploshing in muddy puddles and looked up and as I did so I bashed my head on the boot of the car.

‘Ye’d be better wearing yer cap now then, wouldn’t ye?’ said a man dressed in muck-caked green overalls who was sauntering across the yard with the unmistakable air of someone who had been left in charge while the man and woman of the house had gone off to Mass on a Sunday morning. I’d actually bought a tweed cap with a view to making me look wiser than my twenty-three years, because generally when a farmer has a serious problem with one of their animals, they’d rather have an experienced old hand on the scene, not the new kid on the block. But my boss had despatched me, so here I was.

I could tell straight away he enjoyed the thought of having someone else to boss around.

‘Oh, ya won’t be needing that now,’ he muttered, gesturing to the calving jack in my hand. The ‘jack’ is a T-shaped device constituting a long shaft rail with three hooks which are attached to the legs and head of the emerging calf with ropes, and moved using a ratchet handle down the rail. The short saddle part at the top of the T is braced up against the buttocks of the cow, thus ‘jacking’ the calf out of the mother. Think of it as like pulling a cork.

I didn’t understand what he meant until I looked beyond the gate, half its green paint flaked away, into the yard beyond. When the call came in, I’d been told only that it was a cow in trouble calving. But now the nature of the problem became clear. She was down in the corner of the yard, lying in a splattering of muck, and groaning from her difficult labour. The most the farmhand had been able to do was let the other cows out of the yard, so at least she wasn’t being bothered by the throng. Already beside this particular cow, there was a calf trying to nuzzle for milk, still matted with some birth fluids. It had found its feet well, and so I guessed it had been out in the world for a while.

‘Oh, sure she’s calved a few hours now …’ my companion confirmed. ‘We didn’t see this one comin’.’

I quickly donned my flat tweed cap and squelched over to her side. ‘This one comin’’ was a uterine prolapse. The poor cow probably had a rough time forcing the calf out and continued to push thereafter.

I must have muttered something sympathetic under my breath, but the farmhand didn’t seem all that concerned.

‘Ah, yeah, ’twas a rough ride for the wee lao … poor crater,’ he said, as he stood there doing exactly nothing. Lao is ‘calf’ in Gaelic and I understood it must have been a difficult calving, only achieved with some considerable brute force a few hours earlier.

Uterine prolapse is not an uncommon complication of calving, and I’d seen more than my fair share. When a cow is straining to deliver a big calf for some time, particularly if mum has a lack of calcium, the womb and foetal membranes can follow the calf.

There are basically two ways to try to get a prolapsed uterus back in when a cow is down. Most people nowadays try to put the cow in the ‘New Zealand’ position, which is her lying on her chest, with legs splayed out behind like a frog. However, the poor cow was down and out, exhausted from straining, and it was by no means clear how I might get the uterus back in again.

I took control immediately as only a supremely over-confident young veterinary graduate can, asking him to go to the main house and bring supplies: a couple of sheets, some kind of blanket, a towel, and two buckets of warm water.

‘… Oh, and a big bale of straw. And some sugar.’

He made one final unhelpful remark: ‘Well, there’ll be sugar but no straw in the house, yer’ll find,’ and then turned on his mucky heels before he could miss my dirty look. When he returned after a few minutes, without the straw, he had more details on what had happened.

‘Ah, sure meself and the boss man were pullin’ before dawn … taut we’d never get ’im out … head down … big fella he is … sure what can ya do? …’ He trailed off, lost in his own thoughts.

I snapped him out of it pronto and beckoned him to help. This would be at least a two-person job. We tried for several minutes, from several positions, and failed. The cow was in no mood to help. I like to think, as we fell back sweating, that my new friend and I had found some mutual respect in the endeavour.

He found some straw in a shed nearby and we set about spreading it around her, to try to at least soak up some of the muck and give us a kind of bedding to roll the cow onto. I spread the rug he’d brought out on the straw and then put one of the sheets over it.

I carefully pulled the foetal membranes and most of the muck off the uterus and then washed, disinfected and doused it with sugar, which is hypertonic, and as such helps to reduce the oedema or swelling of the womb. Then I used a blade to shave some hair off the rump above the base of the tail.

‘Are ye gonna chop it off with the blade, den?’ asked my helper.

No, I most certainly wasn’t. That would be a very last resort.

I drew up lidocaine into a syringe and administered the anaesthetic into the lower spine (an epidural).

Having failed with ‘New Zealand’ positioning, I decided to attempt the old ‘roly poly Irish special’, as I called it – which requires a team of three strong men at the best of times. No matter, two blokes of mediocre strength, but with great willingness, would have to do. We were in the middle of nowhere, so getting more help quickly wasn’t possible and anyways, the nearest neighbour was probably at Mass too. So we decided we’d give it our best try on our own.

Now, I’d grown up on a farm in Ballyfin, in County Laois in the Republic of Ireland, so I’d seen it all before since I was knee-high to a grasshopper. I’d had my first hand inside a sheep aged eight and I’d lost count of the number of animals since. I knew the score. It certainly wasn’t the first or last time I would have birth fluid, blood and shite all over me. I had experienced the excreta of calving many times in my life, but this was next level. Grunts emanated from the farm helper, who’d rolled up his sleeves to hoist the legs of the cow up onto a large bale of straw. His heavy breathing mingled with my own, and drifted in vapour trails from the yard where we toiled and over the ragged stone walls of the farmyard. We spoke in grunts and curses, with the odd instruction thrown in.

‘Hold her! Hold that leg. For God’s sake, hold on … Don’t let her fall now.’

We grunted and groaned, huffed and puffed, slid and slipped, until we finally got her back end rolled up a ramp of straw onto a bigger bale, so that her back legs were in the air, with her on her back, and my new pal precariously perched on the precipice, holding her legs with the ropes normally used for pulling the calf out. But as I tried to push the uterus back where it belonged, I found I simply didn’t have enough limbs to hold one section in while moving to the next. My accomplice did his part, gripping the legs, but I just couldn’t maintain the pressure needed with only two hands.

So I did what anyone in my situation would have done and used my head. Literally. I was thankful I’d worn the hat.

It didn’t escape me how weird this actually was, or how ironic. Just three years earlier to make a bit of extra cash in vet school, I’d modelled some knitwear and some tweed. I was the proud face of Kilcarra wool knitting patterns and I’m quite sure there’s a picture of me somewhere, with a beaming smile, proudly wearing a very fashionable tweed flat cap. Well, I wasn’t smiling now. After much heave-ho-ing, things were finally looking good and my friend let out a huge sigh of relief and let a rope go. As one of the legs hit me straight in the forehead, I yelped and then quick as a flash, probably with my own sigh of relief, blurted, ‘Well my hat didn’t save me from that one, now, did it!’

We both laughed. But too soon. The cow heaved again and I had to push again. ‘Grab those legs,’ I shouted, as I got wrist-deep, then elbow-deep, then near shoulder-deep. I was wearing waterproofs, but at this point, all concerns for clothing were out of the window.

‘Do you think you could get me a wine bottle?’ I asked.

‘Are ye out o’ yer mind? … There’s no wine drinkin’ ’round here.’

‘No, no, no – for pushing the last bit!’

He gently lowered the legs this time, as I kept my right arm shoulder-deep inside her. She lay there panting but otherwise motionless. My friend trotted off to the farmhouse and before long returned with a bottle of whiskey and a jug. He took off the cap and poured the whiskey into the jug, as if showing me the lengths he was prepared to go to to help me and the cow in our moment of need. Then he proudly screwed the cap back on and handed me the empty bottle.

I got him to lather it in disinfectant, then held it by the neck and used it to return the uterine horn to where it belonged. And so, it was done. My friend stood back, but I kept my arm in place, just in case she felt the urge to push again.

I was still in that position when, shortly after, we heard the sound of a car pulling into the yard beside the farmhouse. The farmer and his wife were back from Mass. They rounded the corner on foot in their Sunday finest and he leaned on the gate. ‘All right, lads?’ he called over. ‘Are ya here, veterinary? Sure, I calved her hours ago.’

As if to hammer home the obvious, he nodded to the calf, which was now gambolling around the yard, no doubt somewhat confused in her search for her mother, who was still incapacitated.

‘Yeah, I am,’ I replied, from my compromised position shoulder-deep in the cow. The farmer’s eyes passed over the scene and settled on his helper, looking on with the jug of whiskey in his hand. He spoke before I had a chance to say any more, stammering, ‘A prolapse … She only went and had a prolapse, didn’t she.’ He looked at me for some kind of reassurance. I nodded, as I somewhat self-consciously withdrew my arm from the poor cow and stood up from my crouched position, whiskey bottle in hand.

There followed a moment of what, looking back, must have been comical silence, which I’m quite sure the cow didn’t find funny at all as she lay there somewhat forlorn and still panting from the effort. Then the woman of the house just mumbled, ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake … What are yous like?’ I walked to the gate and handed her the whiskey bottle. My friend sheepishly did the same with the jug. Not a word more was said.

We turned to try to haul the poor cow into some kind of an easier position for her, but it was clear that between us we didn’t have the manpower. The farmer took off his Sunday coat and hung it on the gatepost. ‘Ah, me bloody shoes,’ he muttered, as he hightailed it to the small outhouse by the back door and promptly returned with overalls and wellingtons on. He marched into the yard. ‘What a palaver! What a thing now.’

All three of us rolled the cow up a bit so she was a little more comfortable. I still had a close eye on her. It’s a bit controversial nowadays whether you use stitches, but back then that was how I was taught to do it, and it’s still often done today. So, I just said out loud, as the thought came to mind, ‘Do you have any big buttons?’

I could see the farmer’s wife washing the whiskey bottle under the outside tap by the back door of the house. She heard me and shouted back, ‘Just a minute.’ We all turned around to see her take the top off the bottle and pour the whiskey from the jug back into it again, then lift the bottle to her eyeline and check the whiskey was all there, before heading back into the house, screwing the cap back on as she went.

Less than a minute later she trundled back out again, skirt billowing over her newly donned boots, with a big pair of what looked like blade shears for shearing sheep in her hand. These were like giant scissors that I recognised well from wielding them myself, very ineffectively it must be said, whilst the shearer on the farm I grew up on tried and failed to impart the skill to me. Our shearing scissors had been rusty and a bit blunt in spite of regular rubbing of the edges with a sharpening stone, but these looked well maintained, with shiny silver bows and rivets at the handle end. I had no idea why she’d brought them out though.

‘Where’s yer coat?’ she asked her husband. ‘Der’s no big buttons in da house.’

A peculiar look of resignation and consternation washed across the poor farmer’s face. He darted a look towards where his coat was hanging on the gatepost.

‘Ah, now … sure dat’s me Mass coat,’ he protested, in a rather plaintive tone which was more of an acquiescence to the inevitability of what was about to happen than an actual objection. But his wife was a formidable woman – and clearly not to be argued with. Sure enough, she ignored him, grabbed his coat, then turned with a squelch of her big boots and marched back across the yard. With a sharp flick of the shears, she made short work of snipping four very large black buttons out of each side of the double-breasted coat, eight in all.

My ‘Thanks’ must have sounded like a meek whimper as I instinctively held out my hand and she placed the buttons in my palm, one by one.

‘Der ya go now … on wit ya,’ she announced with another rapid twirl of the floral skirt and off she tromped, coat in hand, back into the house. I looked at the buttons, then up at the face of the farmer which by now was a curious mixture of bewilderment and just a little trickle of intrigue. I walked over to the gate, climbed over it yet again and fumbled in the boot of my hatchback. Finally, I found it – a big spool of nylon that I used for stitching up cow Caesareans.

I pulled the sheet out a bit from the straw and knelt on it. The poor cow was calmer now, just taking long breaths and beginning to notice that she had just brought life into the world, her head twitching towards her calf. The anaesthe­tic I’d previously injected would be sufficient to reduce any pain. As I picked up the giant curved stainless-steel needle in my right hand, her calf gave her a gentle tap on the nose with his, as if to say, ‘Thanks, Mum, for bringing me into the world – I’m sorry for all the hassle …’

The farmer, our helper and I stood back and admired the four rectangles of heavy-duty nylon I had placed through eight large black buttons, four on each side, sealing the aperture in an effort to prevent further prolapse. I jabbed her with a broad-spectrum antibiotic and an anti-inflammatory painkiller, then we rolled her up onto her haunches. I raised the jugular vein in her neck with my fist until it was bulging, then instructed the farmhand to keep it up with pressure, held the tip of a large sharp needle over the skin with the finger and thumb of my left hand and then rammed it in with the palm of my right. Blood spurted out and I rapidly attached an orange tube ‘flutter valve’, connected to a big brown bottle of calcium, which I trickled into her bloodstream, since it may well have been this deficiency that had predisposed her to the prolapse in the first place.

Then we helped her up to her hooves. Unsteady as she was at first, she had her newborn to keep her preoccupied. I marvelled, not for the first time, and certainly far from the last, at how much I have to learn from cows about resilience, and even love, as she propped herself up against the wall of the yard, legs close to buckling as her calf gratefully suckled.

Thirty years later and 400 miles east across the Irish Sea, I again used the button mattress technique, but this time to help one of the great loves of my life – Ricochet, a black Maine Coon cat who allows me to be in his life and brings me an indescribable amount of love on a daily basis. He’s my greatest animal friend in the world today, roaming around my office and jumping up on my knee, flinging his big panda paws around my neck to pull my head closer, so he can press his muzzle into my chin and eye socket. It’s his way of telling me about his day, and empathising with mine. I can’t even describe in words how much I adore him. He smells of sunshine, albeit with an undertone of ‘poo-foot’ (from fastidious scooping in the litter tray), or fresh rain on grass, depending on the day.

As a kitten, he had a big polyp which grew from the membrane on the inside of his inner ear. We drilled into the base of his skull and pulled out this chunk of tissue with tentacles which was growing up behind his nose and through his eardrum into his ear canal. After removing it, he was fine for a while until he got an infection in his ear canal, a common occurrence thereafter. He’s a secretive bugger though and clearly didn’t let me see him scratching his ear at all until I awoke one morning to his nose in my eye socket and a giant swollen earflap bashing my forehead. He’d scratched and shaken his head to the point that he had ruptured the small blood vessels between the skin and the thin cartilage of his ear flap.

Ricochet has such amazingly beautiful ears, with spiky hair that sticks bolt upright from his lion-tufted head, as if permanently struck by lightning. He always looks startled because he has a squinty eye, which can happen when the nerves are affected by the polyp and surgery.

Now, though, his magnificent ear flap was bloated with blood. I jumped out of bed and took a closer look. I’m a vet – how could I not have noticed he had an ear canal infection? My bedroom is four feet from my bathroom, and ten feet through a door to my desk. I rang the team … ‘Ricochet has an aural haematoma – we cut after consults.’ The operation would be very simple by comparison with the other procedures that we normally perform, but everyone was on tenterhooks, because this was the boss’s baby.

With slightly more trepidation than normal, I held my boy whilst the intravenous line was put in place, and I kissed his forehead as the general anaesthesia kicked in. I had performed surgery on aural haematomas many times in my early career – but that was more than twenty years previously and my expertise lay in a different area now. For more than two decades, the tools of my trade had been drill, saw, hammer and screws. I studied my arse off to earn my degrees, but I’ve only ever seen the exams and coursework as hoops of fire that have to be jumped through in order to get the real juice that fuels a good clinician and surgeon – experience. My degree certificates don’t hang on my wall, but rather a sign that says ‘Always be yourself unless you can be Batman, in which case always be Batman.’ Mammy always said, ‘Pride takes a fall,’ and my daddy, ‘You’re only as good as your next job.’

Now, I’m a neuro-orthopaedic specialist, or so the pieces of paper say. That means I know nothing at all about diarrhoea or kidney or liver problems, no matter how many queries I get on such things. To the average person – and I can’t blame them – I’m a vet. But the day Ricochet needed his surgery, I needed to revert to being a general vet again, because I wasn’t ready to trust anyone else. It was time to delve back into my twenties to resurrect the old button technique.

Following induction of general anaesthesia, I cleaned Ricochet’s ear flap with disinfectant, and then sliced the skin open on the inside of the thin ear cartilage. The blood came gushing out. To stop the many tiny blood vessels bleeding, I’d need to stitch the skin back on to the cartilage flap. But here’s the kicker – I’d have to squish the skin down at multiple spots using some kind of pressure pads. You can buy such things from medical suppliers, but there’s nothing wrong with the tried-and-tested button method.

I could have asked a nurse to brave rooting through the cupboards in my office, but there was another more readily available source – the clothes rack that stands in the small kitchen next to my office bedroom. I found a scruffy old shirt that I really didn’t mind losing and with a few snips collected eight buttons in total, just like for the prolapsing cow thirty years earlier. This particular operation was supervised by the other Maine Coon cat I’m lucky enough to have in my life, Excalibur, who lives with me at the practice when I'm there (which is most of the time). Excalibur is a glorious giant silver tabby and Ricochet’s best friend. He smells permanently of fresh linen and so it was appropriate that he sat on my stripy Paul Smith shirt and held it still for the delicate button-snipping procedure.

I placed one sterilised button on each side of the cartilage of the ear flap, outside and inside, and stitched them with nylon suture in a mattress fashion, pulling them down tight against the skin, and thus distributing the force at four separate points – a button sandwich, just as I had done for the cow many years earlier. Then we cleaned out poor Ricochet’s ear canal and stuck a needle through his eardrum, which had already been significantly damaged by the previous polyp, to flush and suck infection from what was left of his inner ear.

Perhaps Paul Smith himself would have been proud of my sartorial creation, but the patient wasn’t best pleased. Few animals like the cone of shame, and Ricochet proceeded to hiss and spit at Dada as I carried him back to the wards. I was shocked and just slightly amused, as I’d never seen his temper before. It has to be said that he looked embarrassed after each hiss-spit, and with time just cuddled into me and fell asleep. Eventually I had to move my hands because they were needed for the next patient in the operating theatre. But when I finished work at 2 a.m., I curled up for a while with Ricochet in the wards, before trudging down the corridor to my own bed.

He was fine for a few days and then disaster struck – more bleeding. It seemed Mr Smith’s buttons were too small for the task, and there was breakthrough bleeding on the top and bottom ends of the slash – the ear flap was filling again. It was time to call in the big guns.

Fortunately, my colleague, nurse Carly, who helps run my surgical theatres, once had a very promising career in teddy-bear making, and it turns out that teddy-bear button eyes are the absolutely perfect tension absorbers of appropriate size for Maine Coon ear flaps. I sat down and gingerly poured all of the multi-coloured buttons onto the table, carefully selecting the right diameter, and those that had a flat, rather than convex or concave surface that wouldn’t distribute the load equally; and of course – most important of all – the right colour scheme. Ricochet couldn’t be doing with garish, mismatched button pairs. With the complex button triage selection process complete, I set about our business again. Poor Ricochet! This time he had five pairs of buttons equally distributed around the periphery of the slash wound, in fetching blue and yellow pairs.

I was taking no chances this time and left the buttons in for four weeks, after which I removed them a pair at a time over five days. He sat on my knee, prodded my eye socket with his muzzle, talking to me in miffed and impatient throaty purrs, until finally it was done. Ricochet’s celebrations at being button-free involved his favourite game of running from office to bedroom to kitchen feverishly, knocking over as many things as possible. I could hardly blame him. He looked even more cute, with his squinty eye and his slightly scrunched up bent right ear – one ear pointing up, the other slightly wilted.

I thought back to how, thirty years before, I had returned to the yard with the ragged stone walls. This time the muck was covered with a thin layer of crispy ice. I had crunched my way over to the cow, now looking much healthier and munching on a bag of hay held by the same farmhand, whilst the ‘boss man’ himself held the halter on her head. They were happy to see me and the calf was skidding around happily, clearly full of nutritious milk. All was well. I donned a long plastic glove, lifted the tail, scraped the shite off the buttons and then plucked the stitches out one by one with a blade.

As I removed the buttons, the farmer’s wife’s bare and hard-worked hand was held out beside me, gratefully receiving each one, like a cashier counting change. When I’d finished, she clenched all eight tightly in her fist and muttered, ‘Waste not want not,’ as she sauntered back to the farmhouse.

A few weeks later, the helper reliably informed me that the buttons ‘scrubbed up fine’ and were stitched firmly back into the farmer’s Sunday coat in two nice rows of four.

As I put the teddy bear eye buttons into a little plastic bag in my office cupboard, I thought about those two sets of buttons, and about the thirty years in between. I could see that I had carried the farmer’s wife’s message through to my present world (to the chagrin of anyone who has ever tried to tidy my office). I have collected tons of junk, aka ‘potentially very useful items’ over the years in two cupboards which are always in danger of overflowing into my office. These treasure troves are affectionately known by my team and me as ‘Narnia’. Like that thrifty farmer’s wife, I waste little, because you never know when something might come in handy. Should I need a piece of titanium mesh to fix a hole in bone, some high-density foam to build a support bandage for a dog, an old plastic shoe to put on the bottom of an external skeletal fixator – whatever it might be, there’s a decent chance it can be found in the ‘organised chaos’ of Narnia. I still have the small green pouch of surgical instruments from my time in vet school. My father was the same, so my instinct to hoard might be a genetically inherited Irish farmer’s trait. My daddy held up his trousers with the same bit of baler twine for months, and when it wouldn’t tie his pants any more, he used it to tie a gate closed. But it’s not just useful objects; I have also collected experiences and knowledge along the way too in the cupboards of my mind, to be pulled out when needed.

My career in large animal practice in Ireland had ended one night whilst I was paring a cow’s hooves by the lights of a Massey Ferguson tractor and she shat on my head. As it poured down my hair and into my ears, I figured that life just wasn’t for me. But those days showed me what hard work really was and what resourcefulness and tenacity looks like – experiences I have drawn on time and again in later life.

I could see that the desire to do whatever it took to alleviate the suffering of an animal was a thread that stretched unbroken from then to now. Through all those years of studying, training, exams and qualifications, building two large veterinary referral centres and starting filming The Supervet, I’d been guided and driven on the journey by a single simple idea – unconditional love.

I thought of the thousands of animals I had attended and the humans who loved them and relied on them. I thought of how much I had learned about failure and what it had taught me about success. And I thought of the calf nuzzling its mother, of Ricochet nuzzling his head against mine, of how love really is absolutely everything that’s important in the world.

I set out to change the world through this love, one animal at a time. But sadly for me, the world was about to shit on my head. Just as I thought I had it ‘all buttoned up’, the fabric of my world was about to unravel in ways I could never have imagined.

A wise person once said, ‘Be the person your dog thinks you are.’ And of course it doesn’t just apply to dogs. I’ll bet that the animal you love thinks you are the best human in the world … because you are. You just maybe don’t believe it.

Our animal companions are there for us through thick and thin, through the death of our loved ones, through divorce, losing a job, illness and accidents. They share every tragedy and epiphany with us. They are molten reservoirs of love, bathing us in the warmth of unconditional affection wherever they go.

Imagine for a minute how irritated you are with your puppy for chewing your favourite socks, when just a minute later, he is forgiven and cuddled. Could you do this with your neighbour who keeps parking across your drive? Your co-worker who annoys you? Your friend who was a total arse last week? This book is my attempt to translate the love I have shared with animals and humans over the past thirty years into a currency for compassion for the world. If we felt the same about each other as our animal friend does about us, we would be awesome humans. Do you ever feel anxious, uncertain, inadequate, misunderstood, mistreated or lonely? Are you running away from fear, corruption, discrimination or persecution? Are you running towards something that you never quite reach in the sense of emotional, spiritual or deep inner fulfilment?

I have been running all of my life, and I’ve met others who sublimate whatever pain they carry with something or other – alcohol, drugs, sex, material stuff. I’m particularly lucky because my primary addiction is work. Otherwise, I’d have been hooked to one of those other things or I’d be dead. I have had issues, which I’ve been open about. Nobody’s life is ever really as it appears on the outside, if they’re honest. But I do think when we tear aside the masks we put on to meet the world – be they virtual, on social media, or the facades we wear in the flesh – then it rapidly becomes apparent the reason why we love an animal so deeply is that they give us sanctuary, a place of peace where we can truly be ourselves. The story we tell the world is rarely who we really are. Our animal friends give us permission to give a more honest account – to ourselves and to others.

I have seen this miracle many times: how the love of a dog has deterred a boy from a life of peer pressure and knife crime; how a cat has rescued a heroin addict from the depths of a life-crushing habit. I have seen the love of some chickens make criminals in jail want to be better people when they get out. I have seen a horse help a girl to overcome the trauma of sexual assault, I have seen the love of a rabbit give solace in the aftermath of an abusive relationship, and the love of a tortoise comfort a woman who worked in a hospital cancer ward for terminally ill patients. For decades I have witnessed first-hand how the love of an animal makes us the best we can be and heard it from others many times. My dream is to translate these small miracles into a kind of love that might just change the world for the better.

Our animal friends do not judge us; they accept us for who we are. Most of the dogs and cats I know prefer it when I haven’t shaved my chin for weeks, and when I am sweaty or smelly. They do not care where we’re from or the colour of our skin. This is all completely irrelevant to them, for unconditional love transcends all boundaries. What they mean to us becomes apparent when, inevitably, they die all too soon. The price we pay for that intense love is intense pain, a tragedy I have seen more times than I can count. When the companion animal we love might not pull through, all the things we think are so important fade to insignificance and the things we didn’t even realise about ourselves suddenly come into sharp focus. The power of truly unconditional love is impossible to understand or believe in unless you’ve been lucky enough to feel it. As the guardian of a puppy said to me recently, ‘He has unlocked a little bit of my heart I didn’t know I had.’

I really want to find a way to be a messenger for the love that I see for an animal in my consulting room into an expression of love for animals on the planet generally. I wish there was a greater sense of responsibility for wild animals across the world, from the humble hedgehog to the mighty rhinoceros. Could we become the guardians and advocates for animals that are not part of our family? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we saw the whole world as our house and all animals as our companions? During my fifty-something years to date, 50 per cent of all vertebrate species on planet earth have become extinct. Our world as we have come to know it will not be here in one lifetime from now unless we get better – better as humans, better as guardians, better as custodians of the planet. Our children will not forgive us if we get the next bit wrong.

Will humanity survive? Only if animals do.

The animals I have been blessed to know have tried to make me the best I can be too. Sometimes I falter and sometimes I fail. This book is a story of how repeated failure leads to success, and the thirteen traits that I feel were most important in helping me on that journey. I hope they might help you too. I call them the ‘thirteen traits of triumph’. Thirteen because Border terrier Keira, the love of my life, lived to her thirteenth year. Thirteen, because I was born on 13 December 1967.

Five months before my birth, John Lennon and Paul McCartney, two of my heroes, had written ‘All You Need is Love’. They were so right. About 400 million people watched The Beatles sing those five words on the very first live global television link, Our World. Four satellites beamed four lads from Liverpool into living rooms in twenty-five countries across the globe. These lyrics have been written in big capitals on the wall behind my desk for years. John Lennon said, ‘My art is dedicated to change.’ So is mine. But I can’t sing, I can’t write a tune and I can’t broadcast to 400 million people. My mission is to bring the medicine of unconditional love as a beacon of hope to the world. Maybe I don’t have to sing in tune with the rest of the world or even the rest of my profession; in fact, maybe it’s better if I’m not in tune at all.

The dog or cat on our sofa is trying to tell us, just as John and Paul did, that love really is all you need. I hold their life and death in my hands daily, and to those who don’t know them, they might be ‘only a dog’ or ‘only a cat’; but to me and to the family who put their trust in me, it’s the unconditional love shared with this animal that can make us most human.

Other than music and medicine, I also love comic books. Captain Marvel was born the same as me in December 1967. My favourite Captain Marvel quote comes from an issue where he’s telepathically explaining to an alien that ‘Before you can change, you must wish to do so. You must see why there must be a change for the good of the entire galaxy.’ Like John Lennon, his life was also dedicated to change and he followed this brilliantly insightful observation with another gem: ‘Look once again into your soul’s eye and see that which no mortal has ever been privileged to witness.’ I think that’s the molten core of love inside all of us, for which animals are a direct conduit. If we allow them to, the animals we passionately care about can conduct this love like vibrant electricity to everyone around us. All I ever wanted to do was to get animals out of pain and in so doing to show the very best that humanity can be, freeing ourselves from pain too. The love of a companion animal plugs directly into what makes us human at all – our ability to feel, care and love deeply.

Man’s inhumanity to animals on this planet is dwarfed only by our inhumanity to ourselves. The central tenet of my big dream is to somehow translate the love I see between a human and an animal into a currency of ‘oneness’ to make humanity kinder to each other.

As long as mankind has existed, there has always been war – for money, greed, power – and fuelled by discrimination and prejudice. Right now, there is still war all over the globe, and amidst those conflicts, acts so heinous that it’s unbearable to think of. We can all feel like a tiny speck in the enormity of it all. Yet I really do believe that if each and every one of us could radiate the connected love of ‘oneness’ that we feel for our companion animal friends out into the world, we really can change the world for the better – for all the innocents – and animals can show us the way.

If I’ve still not convinced you of the power of love, let me take you back to June 2017 when I was standing in a field of dogs for DogFest, an event I founded. I had wanted to build a community of compassion through the same kind of love I felt as a boy, hiding in a cowshed and hugging our farm dog Pirate during difficult times. The young girl who approached me that day had just listened to a talk I had given about my dream – to make us better custodians of the planet for animals and ourselves and to make us strive for peace and not war by becoming better people. She was holding her dog very tightly, tears streaming down her face. She had been at a concert in Manchester Arena, where the singer Ariana Grande was performing, when a suicide bomber killed several young people. Stammering more than a little, she thanked me for my talk and asked me if I could try hard to ‘talk to the people who do bad things … and show them how much I love Rupert’. Then she and her dog were gone in the blink of an eye with someone pulling her away one way and my team pulling me another. 	

This might seem impossible, but is it really? Should we not try? There was a time it would have been thought impossible to give a cat two bionic legs. Someone who suggested it would have sounded quite mad. But I tried, and I will continue to do so at each new frontier. I might fail. Failure in surgery is woven inexorably and inevitably into each and every day of my existence. I have been both the one to tell someone the news they were desperate to hear and the very worst thing they could hear in that moment.

It weighs heavily on my shoulders.

On an average day, entirely by choice, I roll out of bed in the room that adjoins my office, having finished too late the night before to drive home. I play with the cats Ricochet and Excalibur for a few minutes, usually while they try to stop me putting on trousers and shoes by grabbing the legs or chewing on my laces. I drink a coffee while Ricochet dunks his head under the dribbling tap – we call it a ‘drink-shower’. I consult with clients until about 1 p.m. I answer emails and phone queries as I grab something to eat and change into scrubs. I operate from about 2 p.m. until whenever we finish, interspersed with emails and phone calls and meetings about all kinds of matters, be they clinical management, financial, implant design, academic projects, media endeavours or whatever. Often I don’t have time to eat. Sometimes I don’t even have time to send a text. Weeks go by and I haven’t acknowledged the message of a good friend. I often finish operating late, though late nowadays is between 8 p.m. and 9 p.m., when in the good old days it used to be one or two in the morning. Working hours regulations quite rightly stipulate what can be expected of my colleagues, who are on shift patterns, and I am deeply grateful to all of them, but there are no such limits on my labour, just like there weren’t for my father on the farm. I emphasise that all of this is entirely my choice. The only reason I describe my day is to explain that I am doing this for a big reason, which I think is incredibly important, and I hope you will too.

Afterwards, I have client phone calls, queries to answer, implant design to consider for new patients, and then hours of reviewing all the radiographs, CT scans and MRI scans of that day, integrating them with clinical histories from other vets that can be many pages long. I’ll dictate a report for my long-suffering secretary Emma to type up the following day, which will need to be read and corrected for legal due diligence.

Three nights a week I try to go to the gym or for a run between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m. Weekends I do more paperwork, management, seeing outpatients operated on that week, changing bandages, answering phone and email queries, doing more implant design, writing academic papers and lectures and dealing with all of the things I didn’t get round to during the week, including writing this book. I have serious envy for professional authors who have time set aside to write. I have to squeeze it in between midnight and 4 a.m. For a very long time I thought all of this was a price worth paying, but I’m beginning to reassess in the light of everything you’re about to read, and that’s why I’ve titled this book Beyond Supervet. If I live until I am eighty-two like my father, I have roughly 1,450 weeks left – and that’s if I’m lucky. So, I need to decide what is worth fighting for in that time – and what isn’t.

So that is the purpose of this book – to look backwards at the journey so far, but only so I can chart the future. I want to change how business is done in medicine and how that impacts animals, our families and our planet. I want to alter government policy, to expose complacency, apathy and vested interest. I want a world which is fair for animals through a philosophy called ‘One Medicine’ and through conservation of species – and a world which is fair for humans too, where we realise our potential for ‘One Love’. I have written scores of scientific papers about success and failure over twenty years that hasn’t changed anything tangibly very much at all. I care deeply about my profession, and the animals I signed up to protect and advocate for – both in our homes and in their homes on Planet Earth. I care about the human families, who love their animal friends very much. However, none of these may be much better off when I die than when I started unless we all consider our future in a radically different way. That is why I have written this book – for the innocents.

The dream I have outlined are the reasons I exist. I am going to be brutally candid in these pages about things I have never talked about before. I’m aware that this could place me directly in the cross-hairs of some who may wish to pull the trigger. I suppose if someone, somewhere, isn’t upset, I’m probably not trying hard enough. Since my mother and my dog Keira died and I myself am getting on in years, I have nothing to lose if I tell the truth, but a great deal to lose if I don’t – my soul.

Give me a few hours of your time and I promise you’ll be entertained and maybe gain a few insights too. I do not take one second of your light or your love for granted. Long may you shine.

Let’s go.
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