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To all of the animals and humans who have inspired me, loved me and been my friends.
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List Illustrations

As a one year old baby with my sister Mary. She looked after me like a mother in my early years.

On the day of my First Holy Communion in my very first suit, Ballyfin Parish Church, with my Mammy looking on approvingly in the background.

The two most important people in my life. Mammy and Daddy playing cards in front of the fireplace in our farmhouse, Christmas 1982.

Daddy loved the sheep, the cattle and the land. The fair in Mountrath was his favourite spot to orchestrate the ‘sweet deal’ and his favourite place in the entire world was The Glebe, where he is seen here herding sheep.

With Seamus, my good friend from university, in 1988. Seamus and I connected over our shared background, growing up on farms in Ireland, and we had many a laugh together through the years.

My resourceful, loving and caring Mammy, in the kitchen of our farmhouse by the Rayburn cooker explaining to my dear friend Rick how she could mend any hole in any sock – she was the queen of making the very best of what she had.

Nobody in the world deserved an award for outstanding contribution more than my Mammy, who I bestowed it upon, having received it at a ceremony in University College Dublin, November 2014. The woman who gave me the freedom and encouragement to follow my dreams.

I’m so thankful that Mammy got to see the opening of Fitzpatrick Referrals Oncology and Soft Tissue Referral Centre in Guildford, September 2015. I just wish that Daddy had been by her side.

With Uncle Paul, aged ten or eleven. He is leaning on my head, no doubt unloading his wooden leg – the same leg that I knocked over the side of the boat during our fateful fishing trip on the river Shannon. Seeing the pain and distress the ill-fitting socket caused to his stump made me determined that one day I would discover how to fit a bionic leg to both animal and man.

As an altar boy at Liam and Frances’ wedding. Liam has fantastic hair and my brother John on the left is sporting a fine moustache.

With my older sister Frances in 1984. As a schoolteacher herself, she has immeasurably encouraged, supported, informed and believed in my academic progress and my dreams throughout my life.

The entire Fitzpatrick family at Mammy and Daddy’s 45th wedding anniversary. From left to right, Josephine, Grace, John, Mary, Noel and Frances.

In my childhood bedroom in our farmhouse in Ballyfin, the place where I dreamed of Vetman and spent many long hours studying in order to realise my dream of going to veterinary school.

The chestnut tree in the orchard out the back of our house, from where I dreamed that Vetman would fly off with Mr Robin to fix all of the injured and sick animals in the world, with magic bionic dust that had fallen from the stars.

Pursuing my vocation to become a vet – in training to stomach-tube a cow on a farm visit in third year of veterinary school at University College Dublin.

The beginning of One Medicine for me. I didn’t want to dissect frogs in order to study their nervous system, and I didn’t see the point in killing more of them every year to do the same experiment over and over again for students, so I made a frog puppet in the anatomy lab and demonstrated each of the nerve reflexes in turn.

Attempting my best James Bond impression for the graduation ball after finally finishing secondary school, 1985. Sadly, I lacked any ‘game’ whatsoever in the romance department.

On my scholarship to America in 1987, where my horizons were broadened, at The White House and getting on my soapbox in Philadelphia.

With Rick, my dearest friend for more than 25 years, on my penultimate holiday with him in Brazil 1999 (before our final Hurrah in Australia a year later). After that, building the dream began and holidays ceased to exist.

Day of graduation from vet school: Daddy in his lovely suit, Mammy with her lovely dress and me in the most awful dicky bow tie ever created. I love this photo because it was the first time I knew Daddy was proud, even though he only said it with his eyes.

The inimitable Malcolm Drury (above) and Philip Gilbert (right) – my two great friends and mentors who believed in me, even when I didn’t believe in myself. They inspired my ‘field of dreams’ and sustained me with encouragement and support at every turn. I look out from my office window at the cherry blossom and chestnut trees which I planted in their honour and miss them both very much every day.

‘Chase your dream – as long as you’re doing the right thing – even when nobody is watching . . .’ ‘All you need is a reason big enough . . .’

Thanks to Philip and Malcolm, I got to realise my secret dream of becoming an actor. Here I am on the set of Heartbeat with Bill Maynard (left) and David Lonsdale (right) – and a very pink sheep!

The hut in the woods near Tilford – with an MRI truck parked outside – where Fitzpatrick Referrals took shape. I once scanned twenty-one animals and operated on nine patients in one weekend within those tiny four walls.

I ran out of money more than once during construction of the new site at Eashing, and at one point the builders were going to pull off site – but I knew I had to keep going to realise my dream of a state-of-the-art practice with extraordinary capability.

The old hay barn at the back of our farmhouse at home in Ballyfin, where Daddy inspired and educated me with his wise words . When I saw the old hay barn at Eashing some thirty years later, I knew in an instant that this would be my new home. Within the top corner of the old broken-down hay barn I would build a beautiful lecture theatre in honour of Daddy where I could impart knowledge to the next generation too.

All of the effort was worth it to build my ‘field of dreams’ – the derelict farm in Eashing that would provide a home for Fitzpatrick Referrals Orthopaedics and Neurology Referral Center, where The Supervet has been filmed.

Just a few of the animals I have listened to over the course of my career, and who have taught me so much.

Belgian shepherd dog, Storm, on whom I fitted the first ever canine skeletally-anchored bionic limb of its kind in 2007.

Five-month old Staffy-cross, Winston (above), for whom I fashioned Wolverine-style claws after his horrific accident in 2005, and built a ‘distraction-compression’ external skeletal fixator (inset) that would allow me to transplant his tail vertebrae and parts of his pelvis to grow him new hands and wrists. The fishing line nylon in the picture is stretching the skin gradually to cover his sheared-off paw.

Following a partial limb amputation to remove a tumour, I implanted Coal (left) with a bionic leg. His dad Reg has since become a good friend. We are both very grateful to have had Coal’s love in our lives. Both his and Storm’s legacy is that other animals and humans will benefit from similar technology in the future.

German Shepherd Enzo (right) in the hydrotherapy pool with Chris Evans by his side. I shall remain forever grateful to that wilful, joyous, brave fluff-ball of wagging tail and gnawing teeth for introducing me to Chris, my greatest and most wise companion on life’s journey.

Oscar (left) with eight of his lives still intact. He was the first patient in the world, human or animal, to have two simultaneous skeletally-anchored bionic endoprostheses fitted, and that heralded a new era of possibility for both animal and man.

White German shepherd dog Mitzi (right), sprinting happily on her bionic leg in 2010. She would reignite my passion by helping me to rediscover the chestnut tree that I had planted for my dear friend Philip, and which I thought had died. Love and hope lived on.

Tiger (above), whose life I quite literally held in my hands, when I restarted his heart, and who helped to open the door for the commissioning of The Supervet’s very first episode.

With Keira, my beloved Border terrier, the love of my life. She has been by my side every step of the way and not a day passes without her bringing a smile to my face.

Avengers Assemble! My incredible colleagues in the Fitzpatrick Referrals Orthopaedics and Neurology Team – FRONT (top) – and Oncology and Soft Tissue Team – FROST (below). They are the extended Fitz-family, without whom none of what we do would be possible. I am incredibly proud to stand by their side, as we try every day to bring hope and healing into the world, for every animal entrusted to our care, and for those that love them.

Operating with my wonderful surgical resident Padraig Egan. He emailed me after watching The Bionic Vet, and I hired him a week later. He and others like him are the future of veterinary medicine and I am honoured to have played some small part in their education and inspiration.

The opening of Fitzpatrick Referrals Oncology and Soft Tissue Centre, 23 September 2015. I was grateful that my dear friend Chris Evans, who had helped to put us on the map with The Bionic Vet, cut the ribbon while standing beside another man, remarkably of the same name, Sir Professor Chris Evans. Sir Chris is a global luminary in human cancer research, with whom I hope to travel some of the road toward One Medicine.

I was honoured to meet the Queen and explain bionic limbs and the potential for One Medicine to her, when she came to officially open the University of Surrey School of Veterinary Medicine in October 2015.

Lev wearing my stethoscope, with his beloved Willow by his side four years after the fateful night she broke her neck. If The Supervet inspires just one child like him to overcome adversity, and to follow their dreams, bringing light to the world, then it will all be worth it.

The double rainbow that appeared on the day I planted a cherry blossom for Malcolm right beside the chestnut tree I had planted for Philip. One rainbow is over the cherry blossom, the other over the chestnut tree – an incredible moment – my very own treasures at the ends of the rainbows, giving me love and hope every day of my life.





CHAPTER ONE

The Lamb

The Birth of The Supervet

The mackerel stripes of a brightly freezing moon grabbed at the clouds and crept through my ice-scribbled bedroom window. My small white rickety bed had a very thin mattress on even thinner springs that squeaked with every movement, so I tried my best to remain still. My bedroom was one of five in an old stone farmhouse, and, being furthest from the chimney breast, was so cold that you could write your name on the frosted windowpane. If your leg fell out of bed in the middle of the night, when you woke up you’d think that someone had chopped it off. It was still warmer than outside, though. A family of mice had set up house behind the skirting board and had gnawed a big hole in the flowery wallpaper. Mammy had put out the mousetrap but because I couldn’t bear to wake up and find one dead in it, I kept covering it up with a T-shirt.

I wasn’t long in bed, it seemed, when the alarm went off. It was a big old green-and-white metal alarm clock with a tick-tock that I hated, and I still hate that noise to this day. Another trusty T-shirt was used to muffle the sound, but this didn’t stop the ferocious clang of the two bells and the little hammer at the top of it. It was time to get up and check on the sheep. It was 1978 and I was ten years old. During lambing season throughout spring, Daddy always did the morning shift and I always did the night shift at one or two o’clock in the morning, which probably goes some way to explain why I’m a night owl. One thing is for sure: I am not a morning person.

In 1970s Ballyfin, in County Laois in the Republic of Ireland, lambing was generally an outdoors pursuit. Well, it certainly was on the farm of Sean Fitzpatrick, my father. There wasn’t enough shed space to house the ewes before they lambed. Only once they had lambed or if you thought they were going to have a lamb imminently could they be brought in out of the cold. Of course, this was frequently misjudged, and they lambed in the field.

I plunged from the snug, squeaky bed into the cold darkness, the wisps of moonlight like freezing icicles jabbing my feet. It was so cold I layered up quickly, pulling an old jumper over my checked pyjamas, then my padded green jacket, a woolly hood over my tousled mop of hair, and trousers that were too big for me by virtue of being handed down from my older brother. I often had an image of being frozen to the spot like someone petrified by very cold lava from a frozen volcano. Stumbling through the yellow door of my bedroom, which to this day is still adorned with a very small china plaque saying ‘Private’, I knocked two of the key rings I collected off the nails on the wall, one a small soldier. That’s what I felt like: a small lambing soldier. Downstairs by the door of our back kitchen, I pulled oversized wellies onto my skinny little legs and marched out into the black night.

February frost had starched the fields in silent rigidity, and only the muffled bleating of sheep in various states of restless awakening and the quiet sounds of lambs slipping on the grass or eagerly nuzzling the udders of their mothers were palpable through the half-moonlight. I did the head-count: fifty-seven. Where was number fifty-eight? Fecking hell, I’d have to tour the ditches. Being surrounded by deep drains along the hedgerows, the fields at home were woefully equipped to deal with lambing, but that was just the way it was. It wasn’t until much later that most of the lambing was done in a shed bedded with straw. Oh, the luxury!

About twenty minutes into my sub-arctic trek I found her, half-drowned at the bottom of one of the deep drainage ditches, struggling to keep her head above the freezing surface, half-dead with exhaustion yet half-alive in the throes of labour. Even at that age, I had a couple of years’ experience of lambing sheep, and my wee hands worked in my favour. There was no way that I was going to be able to haul the ewe up the sloping bank and out of the ditch which was about four or five feet deep, so I slid down on the frosty mud alongside her. Her rear end was submerged so I rolled up my sleeve and delved through the freezing water, putting my small hand into the ewe’s birth canal. It was the weirdest combination of biting cold and kind-of-warm moist birth passage. The lamb was stuck, head down in front of the pelvic inlet with one leg facing my hand. Shit. Bollocks. In doing so much forbidden cursing in my head, at least I wouldn’t have to sin by inventing non-existent sins in next Friday’s confessional: I’d actually have something to confess!

I was not good at many things at that age; in fact, I’d say I was good at absolutely nothing at all, except lambing sheep. I pushed on the lamb’s head until it was back further into the womb, which wasn’t that hard because by now the mother was hardly pushing at all. Then I pushed the leading leg in after it beyond the pelvis. That is the trick; you’d never get the other front leg up and into the pelvis and the birth canal unless you got the leading leg and the head back in first. Then my small hand ran from the one leg to the other over the breast bone until two little claweens popped up – upsy-daisy, there we go, get the nose up between the front legs, steady the head between the knuckles of the front feet, keep both legs moving out of the birth canal by holding onto the knuckles, with a second hand holding the skull in place by the eye sockets – and pull, baby, pull. And I did, with such ferocity that I was flung back on my arse into the sub-zero ditchwater with a tiny female lamb on my chest.

I clawed back up the bank, a damp slimy urchin, and tried to pump the lamb’s chest. I swung the little girl back and forth by the back legs, slapping the chest on each swing. I’d done this many times before and had seen Daddy do it for as long as I could remember. I got some reeds and poked the nostrils trying to evoke a snort. I put my mouth down over her nose and I sucked out the mucus and spat it on the grass. I sucked and I blew, I poked reeds and I slapped that little chest but nary a splutter. She was dead. ‘Bollocks.’ Now I had at least two sins for First Friday mass night, plus I was an abject failure. ‘Damn. Bollocks.’

I kneeled there on the grass, looking at the dead lamb on one side and the gasping ewe on the other, lying still on the slippery bank of the ditch, knackered. The expectation of impending admonishment from Daddy resonated like thunder in my head. It was definitely my fault. All my fault. I momentarily pulled myself together and tried to encourage the poor ewe out of the ditch. She was exhausted and having none of it. As I pulled on her head and her front legs, she moved not an inch. So I had to slide back down the slimy ditch bank a second time. I tried to push her rear to encourage her to clamber out, and it was as if she was pushing against me. Pushing against me, that was it! Damn, there could be another one in there! I put my hand into the birth passage again and there he or she was, arse first, tail hanging out. I’d have to perform a complete rotation under the icy water or deliver it breach.

I pushed the lamb’s backside back in and both back legs immediately popped up. Right, breach it is then! I pulled like mad and out came a male lamb in one smooth tug. Up we launched onto the bank, and this time I would not be beaten. Same thing all over again – pummelling, swinging, prodding, sucking, blowing. A gasp, a splutter. Yes! Alive! C’mon baby, c’mon baby lamb, let’s go, let’s go. A few more swings and there he was – at least a few breaths. Better still, the ewe was struggling to get out of the drain. I slid back down a third time and gave her a push and up she clambered, with the drive only a mother wanting desperately to lick her newborn lamb could have. And so she did. But it was freezing there, absolutely brass-knacker freezing, so I scooped up the lamb and trudged on back towards the relative comfort of a shed near our house. ‘C’mon Mrs, C’mon Mrs! Gin, gin gin gin . . . C’mon.’ By the way, I don’t know to this day why throughout my entire youth we called sheep with the phrase ‘gin gin’. I guess it’s some kind of ancient sheep language handed down through the shepherding ages.

I was about halfway back up the field when my feet failed me. I slipped on the grass and my little lamb was flung out in front of me, with the mother frantically nuzzling him. I was no more than a foot away from him when one last small, warm sigh blurred into my foggy eyes and he breathed his last. No, no, no, no, no, no! Please, God, no, I screamed inside.

The lamb was dead. The mum looked up at me with big confused eyes. She looked back at the lamb and tried forlornly to lick a breath back into him. I was trembling with helplessness, abject desolation and dread, hunched down and rocking back and forth holding my knees as I watched her desperately trying to lick the life back into the slimy, limp little body, growing colder by the second.

I rolled over on my back. The fog-frosted dew closed around me on the grass, the ice-cold air ripping my thumping heart out of my chest. I looked up at all the stars in the firmament, tears streaming from my eyes and freezing on my cheeks as they fell. I just stared up at the enormity of it all, still, utterly alone and wretched, and the big yellow moon stared back down at me. The entire universe was witness to my pitiful, utter uselessness. I remember it vividly as if it were yesterday, and I have remembered it many times since – screaming at the sky, one long guttural anguished cry. The poor sheep lay down beside me and gave up too. I found the brightest star in heaven and wished on it with all of my heart that I might be strong enough, brave enough, clever enough, skilled enough and powerful enough. I was none of these things. I felt totally worthless and pathetic.

As it turned out I would feel this way many times in the future when I had tried my best and still lost a life. I’d spend the rest of my life trying not to be useless, trying to save animals, trying against all of the odds to cheat death and keep light in the world, trying to be better than I feel I can ever be, trying to be better than I dream that I could ever be. I have never made it. I still feel like I am never good enough, strong enough, clever enough.

In my work as a veterinary surgeon, I try to inspire light in others – vets that I mentor, kids that I try to influence for good, cynical and jaded people who lie down and give up. I try to get them to listen to the animals – and listen to each other. I believe we are all stars in the firmament and, in my heart of hearts, I am ten years of age forever, wishing that one day, maybe if everyone tried to shine a little light, then the world might be a better place – for us and for all of the animals.

I got the exhausted mother, now without any lambs, back to the safety of the straw shed and trudged back to bed. I crept upstairs hoping not to wake Daddy: I’d leave the explanation for the next day. Rustling around till I found some dry socks and another jumper, I climbed back into bed and huddled under the covers, rubbing my feet to pull some blood back into them after the cold of the drain. My breath painting small clouds of mist on the silent air, I had a sense of the enormity of the challenge ahead crush down upon me like some giant hand of God, so I could barely breathe. Not just the challenge of what I was going to tell Daddy tomorrow, but also the challenge that would face all of my tomorrows. I never wanted to feel that worthless again. I desperately wanted to be strong and clever.

I couldn’t sleep. In that lonely blackness I reached for my companion of the night-time; an old Sony transistor radio scavenged some months earlier from a scrap heap and for which I had made an aerial from a coat hanger. I turned it on and lay in the dark with the radio to my ear and started to tune it. I was looking for anything to distract me from the helpless solitude. Hiss, crackle, pop and hiss again, as I slowly turned the black plastic dial. Then all of a sudden the dark bedroom was bathed in the auditory glow of Led Zeppelin’s ‘Stairway to Heaven’. I’d chanced upon Radio Luxembourg, the now-defunct pirate radio station. I’d never heard anything like it before or since, and the ethereal song exploded in my mind with infinite possibility. I finally fell asleep building my very own stairway to the stars.

Thank you the Lamb With No Name for allowing me a glimpse of the brightest star in heaven: in listening to you I might one day realise my place among it all. The lamb unsurprisingly did not have a name, but undoubtedly has given me mine. On that fateful night that defined the course of my entire life, you taught me to have humility as well as the highest possible aspirations.
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