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This book is dedicated to you, the reader, who has taken the incentive to read this book. You are a special person who cares about your dog or cat’s well-being. Your pet is lucky to have you.
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An Integrated
Approach to
Pet Care

When an aging Rottweiler called Liberty first walked into my clinic, her tragic past was years behind her. Surgery had helped repair her broken bones so she could live a normal life, and the people who adopted her after she was rescued made her life wonderful. But as she got on in years, arthritis set into her old injuries and she needed additional support that mainstream veterinary medicine could not provide. So her people, Maria and Catherine, brought the valiant old gal to me, hoping I might be able to offer her something more.

Years earlier, when she was three, Liberty had been thrown out of a moving van onto one of the busiest highways in North America. Although she broke a leg in the fall, the young Rottweiler managed to get off the road and run for hours before animal rescue workers finally tracked her down. When they found her, she was exhausted and confused.

According to the people who eventually adopted her, this extraordinarily gentle soul had been a junkyard dog who had been beaten, starved, and shot with a bullet in a futile attempt to make her vicious. Her collar had torn her neck and she had cigarette burns in her mouth. This disturbing story made the front page of a major Toronto newspaper and was picked up by the media across both Canada and the United States. Liberty became a celebrity for Rottweiler rescue and other animal welfare organizations in North America and helped raise a lot of money for dogs in need. Donations also paid for the multiple surgeries she needed to wire together her fractured leg, remove the bullet still lodged in her body, and do emergency repair for the other physical damage she had suffered. When Maria Armstrong and Catherine Fogarty adopted her and took her home to join their other dogs and cats, they were committed to giving her the best life they could.

By the time she was nine, the dog’s old knee injury had become arthritic, and her leg and back were also compromised. “It was something she developed over the years, and we had to take care of her,” Maria says. Her people knew that steroids would ease her pain, but didn’t want to risk that they might also make her need to urinate frequently. “She was a very proud dog. It really bothered her if she had an accident in the house, so we knew that steroids would be stressful for her in that way. Sometimes those things are necessary, but for Liberty we needed an alternative.” That’s when they brought her to me.

When she came in for her first appointment, Liberty held up her left hind leg and had difficulty walking. X-rays showed that she had broken a cruciate ligament in her knee. I had orthopedic surgeons discuss the options with Maria and Catherine, who decided against further surgery because the knee was already arthritic. Liberty was also severely obese, weighing in at 128 pounds, and had a thyroid condition. However, she was psychologically sound, according to Maria and Catherine, who said she was a sweetheart of a dog in spite of her background. My staff and I made it our goal to do everything within our capability to rehabilitate Liberty so that she could live out the rest of her days with the best possible quality of life.

To achieve this, we worked out a plan based on weight control, thyroid control, and joint therapy. We started her on glucosamine, chondroitin sulphate, and MSM (a natural anti-inflammatory) as well as antioxidants and a combination of herbal preparations. We also took over monitoring and fine-tuning her thyroid medications. Maria, Catherine, and I discussed how to improve Liberty’s diet both for her overall wellness and to address her obesity. For the next three years, these measures enabled her to live reasonably well with her compromised knee.

After the old gal turned twelve, she started slowing down and was in obvious pain. Her arthritis was getting worse. So we added chiropractic treatments to the mix. Her mobility was sufficiently restored enough to carry her through comfortably until she passed on with dignity at age thirteen.

Liberty’s story is a great example of how a deserving animal’s life was given back to her by the reconstructive efforts of mainstream medicine, the supportive therapies of the holistic way, and the unfailing dedication of the people who loved her.

As your pet’s human companion, you want to do the best you can for him or her, as do the clients who come to my clinic. This book will offer you better ways to do that. And whether or not you already use a holistic approach, it will give you new tools to ensure that your pet stays as happy and well as possible.

One of this book’s most important tools involves learning a new perspective on health and healing—one that respects the best that natural health care and mainstream medicine have to offer, yet goes beyond the limitations of both. This new way of thinking will take you beyond fixing immediate problems and will give you a fresh and comprehensive take on prevention.

The holistic way of thinking also involves seeing your role and your veterinarian’s role in a different way. Because you are the person closest to your dog or cat, you are in the best position to influence her well-being. You have the primary responsibility for making decisions that affect her quality of life. In my view, a veterinarian is a coach who provides expert opinions, perspectives, and advice about how to support your pet’s wellness. At times, he may point you toward further resources and even toward other types of health care professionals to help you do that. Therefore, the information you find in these pages will also help you support your pet’s wellness by updating your understanding of the relationship between you and your veterinarian in the holistic approach to pet care.

Finally, this book will endorse the value of various additional services that can help your dog or cat. In holistic veterinary care, paramedical services delivered by qualified professional acupuncturists, herbalists, chiropractors, homeopaths, and bioenergetic assessment technicians, to name a few, become a fundamental part of the total approach to maintaining wellness.

The holistic way of thinking that is so important to your pet’s wellness begins with the way we look at health.

Holistic Health Care: More Than a Set of Treatments

Mainstream medicine has significantly influenced how people in the West think about health and healing. But since the 1970s, natural health care methods have steadily gained acceptance as effective, safe, and life-affirming ways to support the wellness of both humans and pets. These natural approaches are often referred to as holistic. In fact, the word holistic has picked up so much cultural momentum that it’s used to sell products and services ranging from pet foods, shampoos, and beds to Sophie’s weekly swim at the neighborhood dog spa. This encouraging sign shows that people want to do the best they can for their pets and the environment. But do all the claims that these products and services are holistic bear out?

For example, even the best foodstuffs can’t be holistic (let alone natural) if most of the life has been cooked, dried, sanitized, and packaged out of them. Neither can a so-called herbal pet shampoo or grooming aid be completely wholesome and safe if it also contains industrial chemicals known to be harmful for a pet.

When it comes to health care, many people believe that a practice is holistic if it uses homeopathy, acupuncture, nutraceuticals, chiropractic, massage, or other natural therapies. But my clinical experience has taught me that no therapeutic remedy, supplement, or system is holistic in itself. The holistic way cannot be defined by its remedies alone. In fact, any therapy can serve either the goals of the holistic way or those of mainstream medicine. And those goals are very different.

WHAT IS THE NEW HOLISTIC WAY?

Based on more than four decades of veterinary practice, I want to take holistic health care into new territory. This is why I call my approach the new holistic way. I don’t claim that all the ideas in this book are new. You will find many of them familiar if you already use modalities that are not part of mainstream medicine. Others have worked hard to promote these approaches, and I acknowledge that I am building on their excellent work. However, in my view many of these methods and concepts remain locked in and shaped by the historical contexts out of which they arose, as does mainstream medicine itself. Although they undoubtedly served well their original times, places, and cultures, today they are thrown together in a new context. As many different approaches to health care intermingle in this context, including traditional, indigenous, energy based, and recent developments in Western science, I see a synergy emerging.

To unleash this synergy, I offer a way of thinking that links the many different approaches to health care with our growing knowledge of how stress affects well-being. This is why I emphasized earlier that the new holistic way is not defined by its remedies alone. Instead, it guides us in choosing and applying whatever therapies or combination of therapies will work to address the health challenges that dogs and cats experience in contemporary life.

This new way of thinking is based on the premise that every expression of health—from wellness to unwellness to illness—emerges from the interaction of two factors. The first factor is the living terrain, which is the body itself, and the second is stress. I am convinced that better pet care will result when pet lovers and veterinarians understand that stress is the underlying cause of every form of health problem a dog or a cat can have.

In modern life, stress challenges the living terrain in infinite ways. Stress and the living terrain take part in a dynamic, never-ending dance from which all health outcomes flow. This book will help you choreograph this dance and lead your pet toward a more vibrant state of wellness.

By focusing on the relationship between stress and the living terrain, the new holistic way strives to achieve the following goals:


	Support the health of the living terrain.


	Free up blocked energy.


	Consider the whole individual.


	Look for the hidden stress factor that’s causing the problem.


	Adjust the environment to better meet the needs of the patient (the pet).


	Use the solution that suits the individual best at the time.


	Favor therapies that work with life’s flow over those that work against it.




You will encounter these goals again and again throughout the pages of this book. In this chapter, we will focus on the first three goals.

The Living Terrain: The Foundation of Wellness

Regardless of what may be the problem, when a client brings a pet into my clinic my aim is to help that animal thrive the way she is meant to. Nothing delights me more than seeing a dog or cat become radiant with enthusiasm for life, with shining eyes, glistening fur, a great appetite, and legs that move effortlessly with synchronicity and grace. My satisfaction as a veterinarian comes from helping my patients go from whatever condition they started with toward the highest degree of wellness they can attain.

The new holistic way begins and ends with supporting the condition of our pets’ bodies—the living terrain.

In holistic thinking, wellness springs from the living terrain. Densely packed and highly complex, the living terrain consists of tissues that are made up of billions of living cells. The cells organize together to form organs, hormones, the nervous system—every part of the body—and from these, all the body’s functions arise. Zooming in even closer for a moment, we can see that every cell is made up of molecules. Molecules are tiny bundles of energy—and energy is a superstar in the holistic view of life. We’ll come back to the great importance of energy in a moment.

The living terrain is dynamic and alive. That’s why I call it the living terrain. It has an integrity—an intelligence, we might say—of its own. It reaches for life just as a flower or tree reaches toward the sun. It constantly affects the environment of which it is a part, and the environment affects it in turn. All of us as individuals—whether canine, feline, or human—express ourselves through, and are one with, our own living terrain.

In a marvelously orchestrated and brilliant way, all aspects of a dog or cat’s living terrain—its molecules, cells, tissues, organs, and systems—communicate and cooperate with each other to allow him to express himself according to his nature as a living being. We refer to this communication and cooperation between all aspects of the living terrain as synergy.

To support the health of the living terrain, the new holistic way focuses on all of these dimensions: the molecules, cells, tissues, organs, and systems; the synergistic communication among them; and the energy that manifests and powers them.

AN ANIMAL’S BODY IS HIS HOME

A helpful way of thinking about the body is to imagine that it’s a little like a house. Of course, a living being can never be reduced to something that is not alive. But the comparison can help make some points.

If we think of a house as something that provides us with shelter and support for our daily lives, we think of more than the building. We also think of the systems and appliances that are included in the building, such as the furnace, oven, fridge, hot water tank, plumbing, washer and dryer, lighting, phones, computers, sound system, TV, and countless more. All of these things working properly and in harmony is what we think of as home—the life-supporting shelter that is much greater than the sum of its parts. This is an example of holistic thinking.

In the new holistic perspective, a truly healthy dog or cat will have all systems fully functioning in the home that is her body—her own living terrain. She will blossom with the fullness of life instead of experiencing pain, disability, or unhappiness. Her body will be in harmony with her surrounding environment, and that environment will be in agreement with what she needs. She will be in a state of homeostasis.

HOMEOSTASIS

Homeostasis means a state of balance or equilibrium. When harmony exists between the inner terrain and the outer environment, the body enjoys an ideal state of wellness. In other words, in holistic health care terms, homeostasis is wellness.

To once again liken the body to a house, a house is in balance when all systems run properly and work together to make everything happen as they’re meant to happen. For example, the energy system powers the fridge, which keeps the food fresh, which nourishes the people who live in the house, who keep the energy system in good repair. This works like a continuous feedback loop. It’s common in holistic thinking to envision a circle that replenishes itself—for better, when all is in harmony, or for worse, when something’s amiss.

The new holistic way is based on the premise that all beings have the ability to heal themselves. This means that the body, or living terrain, of Fido, Fluffy, you, or me always wants to be in homeostasis. When invaders such as viruses, bacteria, or pollutants challenge homeostasis, the living terrain responds to protect itself. This self-protective aspect of the living terrain is what we call the immune system.

As the immune system tries to deal with a threat, it, along with the rest of the living terrain, will end up either stronger or weaker than it was before the threat came along. This outcome, in turn, will depend upon the degree of wellness it had available in the first place from which to respond to the stress. In other words, an immune system can only be as healthy as the body it protects and is a part of.

This is why nourishing and supporting our pets’ living terrains appropriately in everyday life is the single most important thing we can do for their wellness. (See Chapters 3 and 4 for general guidelines on how to do this.) Festus and Samson’s health needs don’t end the moment they leave my clinic. The new holistic way’s number one priority is to keep the living terrain, including the immune system, as well as possible all the time. If Festus and Samson are bursting with wellness when they walk out the door to go home, they won’t sustain that condition unless their people look after them in ways that allow their immune systems to remain strong. I consider it part of my job as a veterinarian to coach my clients about how to do that. You will find the kind of guidance I give in subsequent chapters of this book.

The Vital Importance of Free-Flowing Energy

The health of the immune system, like that of the rest of the living terrain, depends upon how well living energy flows through it. In the new holistic way, all paths lead back to the fundamental importance of energy.

THE WOUND THAT WOULDN’T HEAL

I first became aware of the role of energy flow to the living terrain’s remarkable power to heal itself when I tried to help a German shepherd who had a bad leg wound that would not mend. Before I saw him, the dog had been taken to other clinics and been put through the gamut of mainstream therapies, including many different antibiotics. One dedicated vet even tried to surgically reestablish normal tissue in the area, after which the wound partially healed, but then it broke down and reopened again. When I saw it, it had formed a weeping, seeping, fistulous tract. There was no foreign object in it, no infection, no known reason why it wouldn’t heal. But it would not.

Because I wanted to try stimulating the body’s own ability to heal rather than using methods that acted directly upon the wound, I gave the shepherd an arbitrary dose of homeopathic Silicea tissue salts. Over a short period of time the wound healed up completely. I was thrilled to see a safe, subtle, natural substance such as this work so effectively.

I realized that the wound had not healed previously because the dog had an energy block that affected the area. Neither antibiotics nor surgery had done the trick; the fistula did not resolve until we used a therapy that removed the block on the subtle energy field. If we hadn’t moved out the block, the healing would not have happened. Somehow, the homeopathic tissue salt enabled the healing process by releasing the block so that energy was able to flow freely again.

NOTHING HAPPENS WITHOUT ENERGY

Everything is made of energy, and energy powers everything. Nearly every ancient or traditional healing system has recognized this. Each tradition has its own understanding of where energy comes from and what it means. Whether they use the words chakras, chi, life force, spirit, or electrons, people are talking about energy. Whatever we may call it, free-flowing energy and the crucial role it plays are front and center in the new holistic approach to health care.

Looking through the lens of our Western mind-set, we have been slow to accept energy as a factor in health care. We think that if we can’t see it, it isn’t really there. Yet we accept other powerful forces that we can’t see. For example, when was the last time you saw the wind? But we see and feel its tremendous effects as it bends trees, flaps the laundry on the line, pushes clouds around, or buffets the cars we ride in. It’s the same with gravity. We don’t see it, but we feel it and know it’s really there. It’s the reason we have to be careful climbing stairs and must hold pets or babies securely in our arms. As we age, we experience its effect on our bodies. Like the wind and gravity, the energy that moves us and forms our bodies really exists. We can’t address our health needs if we ignore it or fail to acknowledge it.

Nothing happens without energy. The appliances that make a modern home comfortable depend upon its free and proper flow. When too little electricity flows, appliances slow down and grind to a halt. If too much electricity surges through them or flows in the wrong way, they short-circuit and malfunction or burn out altogether.

Like the electricity that flows through a house, the energy that flows through living beings keeps vital systems functioning at their best. An animal’s health and well-being depend upon her life energy being able to flow as it’s meant to. When her energy doesn’t move well, physical problems begin to develop at the cellular level and interfere with the functions of tissues, organs, glands, and other crucial aspects of the body—as happened with the German shepherd whose wound would not heal. This is why holistic health care focuses on freeing up any blocked energy within a pet’s living terrain.

In dogs, cats, and people, energy expresses itself not only physically but also emotionally and mentally. (The mental aspect is especially developed in humans.) Emotional and mental states affect the living terrain of our bodies, and the terrain, in turn, influences how we feel and think. Again, we see the wonderful synergy that manifests in each living being. When energy flows as it’s meant to, our pets experience the balance of homeostasis. They feel the pleasure of life and the joy of good health. But when something blocks the physical or emotional energy that should flow through their living terrain, their wellness deteriorates. Then, signs and symptoms show up to tell us something is wrong.

But signs and symptoms manifest differently in every individual dog, cat, or human. This brings us to the next goal of the holistic way.

Taking Individuality into Account

Because signs and symptoms present themselves differently in everyone, the holistic way regards each patient as an individual who has a unique response to stressors that may challenge her living terrain.

TWO TERRIERS WITH IDENTICAL SYMPTOMS BUT DIFFERENT ILLNESSES

Sometimes two individuals will have the same illness and will display it in different ways. Other times, they will have different illnesses but show exactly the same symptoms. I had a chance to see this for myself when two dogs, both previously diagnosed with Cushing’s disease, were brought to my clinic within a few weeks of each other.

The first case was that of a wire fox terrier called Casey who had typical signs of Cushing’s and lab results that backed up the diagnosis. Cushing’s disease involves overactivity of the adrenal gland and is often associated with a brain tumor affecting the pituitary gland. It typically reveals itself through excessive eating, drinking, fluid retention, and urination, and the patient becomes weak and lethargic. Because veterinarians don’t yet know how to cure it, we try to control the condition and make the patient more comfortable for the time she has left. This is usually done using invasive pharmaceutical drugs that can have severe side effects.

Casey’s people brought him to me because they’d been told that he had to be put on a drug that would have damaged his adrenal glands, and they didn’t want to go that route. But there is another drug, used for treating Parkinson’s disease in people, that will sometimes control Cushing’s cases. I was hopeful it would work for Casey so we could avoid the other options. To the relief of my clients and me, it did work. With the help of the less risky pharmaceutical we were able to keep Casey going for a couple more years until he passed away.

The second case involved Rosie, an Airedale terrier who had the same symptoms as Casey. Even the lab reports of the two dogs matched. Rosie’s people were aware of the standard Cushing’s drugs and didn’t want to risk her suffering their side effects, so before they agreed to use them they came to me, hoping for an alternative.

My first inclination was to approach Rosie’s case the same way I had approached Casey’s case. But as her people and I discussed her history, important information emerged. This dog was living under tremendous emotional stress. Josie and Rob were working out a marital separation, and they shared custody of Rosie by shifting her back and forth between them. As we talked, we realized that her symptoms became much worse when she stayed with Rob and eased off when she stayed with Josie. Something didn’t add up—a dog would not have classic Cushing’s disease in one environment but not in another. So, given Rosie’s circumstances, I decided to try a different tack: we could experiment to see whether we could improve the dog’s condition by reducing her environmental stress. At the same time, we would aid her living terrain with gentle, supportive remedies.

Josie and Rob agreed to try letting Rosie stay full time with Josie. I supplied them with raw adrenal supplements combined with appropriate herbs, as well as homeopathic and flower remedies. Once all these changes were in place, Rosie’s symptoms completely disappeared.

I was delighted that we were able to solve such a challenging problem by modifying the environment instead of using powerful drugs. And it was evident that although Rosie’s symptoms mimicked Casey’s, she didn’t have Cushing’s at all. Instead, her adrenal glands were under stress induced by an emotional situation. If I’d looked solely at the similar signs and symptoms of the two cases, I would have treated them the same way and unnecessarily subjected Rosie to invasive drugs. The individual characteristics of these two dogs and their underlying circumstances made all the difference in the world.

When a pet’s health deteriorates, the new holistic way guides us to focus on the aspects of her specific case. We consider her genetic background; her physical, environmental, social, and emotional history and present circumstances; and her particular signs or symptoms. Such information provides clues about the underlying cause of the patient’s stress, as it did with Rosie. It also helps us gauge how her immune system has responded to the problem.

For example, your cat may display signs of an upper respiratory infection with a drippy nose and sneezing, in contrast to the cat next door, who responds to the same virus with a few minor sniffles. Your cat’s individual signs reveal a lot, not only about which virus is attacking, but also about the kind of immune response she is able to mount against it. Taking note of each individual’s distinct response also makes it possible to determine what kinds of support will be safe and appropriate for your particular pet at this moment in time.

The New Holistic Way and Mainstream Medicine

Supporting the living terrain, freeing up energy, and taking into account your dog or cat’s individuality so we can see the distinct features of her response are goals of the new holistic way. These goals differ from those of mainstream medicine.

DIFFERENT WAYS TO THINK ABOUT HEALTH

Consider the way you think about health, be it your dog’s, your cat’s, or your own. When you think your pet isn’t feeling well, what do you look for to help you decide what’s wrong? How do you explain to yourself what you have found? How do you think these issues should be dealt with? Finally, what kind of outcome would convince you that you’ve solved your pet’s problem? The way you answer these questions shows how you think about health and how this affects the health care choices you make. Likewise, the ways mainstream veterinarians and holistic vet-erinarians answer the same questions reveal how they think about health.

WHEN ABBOTT HAD EAR MITES

Before she became one of our clients, Jill had an unfortunate experience with Abbott, her mottled brown tabby cat. Abbott started having bouts where he would vomit, go off his food, and appear despondent. At first, Jill thought he might have developed a fur ball or eaten something that didn’t agree with him, especially since he seemed to recover quickly on his own. Several months after these episodes began she noticed that he had ear mites. His fur became dull and greasy, and he began to lose weight. Jill took him to a nearby veterinary clinic.

Jill mentioned the cat’s dull fur and occasional vomiting, but once the vet saw the ear mites he had no interest in these subtle symptoms. He identified the parasites as the problem and prescribed a pesticide-based drug for Abbott.

The ear mites did not go away, and Abbott’s bouts of unwellness came more and more frequently. Jill took the cat to a second clinic, where she received a similar diagnosis and more pesticide-based drugs. This time the ear mites cleared up temporarily, but Abbott kept getting weaker and thinner and he vomited more often. His breath smelled offensive and he was clearly unhappy. He also began to urinate frequently.

Convinced there was something more than ear mites wrong with her cat, Jill sought a third opinion. The new vet noticed the ear mites but wanted to know about Abbott’s history and was concerned to hear that he’d been vomiting, urinating frequently, and losing energy for months. She diagnosed him with chronic interstitial nephritis (chronic kidney inflammation), which she said he’d probably had for some time. Thinking more holistically than had her colleagues, she suggested that Abbott’s long-term kidney problems may have led to the loss of condition that made him so vulnerable to ear mites. To her, persistent parasites were a sign of a more serious underlying problem, whereas Abbott’s previous two vets had seen his stubborn infestation as the sole significant problem and had not considered them as a clue to a deeper illness.

Unfortunately, it was too late for Abbott. Repeated infection had destroyed most of his kidney tissue. Not only that, but pesticides and a questionable diet had handicapped his struggling organs even further. Had Abbott’s subtle signs, symptoms, and history been considered sooner and in a broad and inclusive way, the stress on his kidneys may have been addressed before it led to permanent damage and he could have lived a happier, and probably longer, life.

Abbott’s story illustrates important differences between the way mainstream medicine and the holistic way attempt to find out what’s wrong when a pet is not well. In both approaches the veterinarian’s first task is to look for signs and symptoms of the problem. Mainstream vets look at the pet’s body for indications such as rashes, vomiting, diarrhea, or loss of appetite. They also look for physical changes that standard scientific tests can measure, such as temperature, white blood cell count, or the presence of antibodies. By contrast, holistic vets observe these same signs and physical changes but place them in a much larger framework. And because we consider the animal in the broadest possible context, we also look at physical, emotional, mental, and environmental factors that mainstream medicine has not traditionally taken into account. These include whatever is present for the pet in her current circumstances, including behavior, diet, activity level, mood, sleeping patterns, attitude, history of illnesses, surgeries, drugs or supplements, and recent life changes or tensions.

Once a veterinarian has identified the signs and symptoms of illness, he tries to find an explanation for them. Those guided by the mainstream perspective follow a reductionist way of thinking. That is, they see the part of the patient that shows symptoms as separate from the parts that don’t. They pay attention to each organ, tissue, or cell in isolation, disconnected from the rest—just as Abbott’s first two vets concerned themselves solely with his severely infected ears. Veterinarians who follow reductionist thinking see the patient’s body as independent from his physical and emotional environment. The way all elements work together in synergy receives little, if any, attention. Although they may look for a cause such as a bacteria, gene, or parasite, their search often stops there because they regard the symptom itself—whether it be a rash, fever, tumor, or ear mites, as in Abbott’s case—as the problem that must be solved. To solve these problems, they aim to match the symptoms to one of the disease categories that mainstream medicine has created for this purpose; this is what mainstream medicine means by diagnosis. Once the mainstream vet has matched the symptoms to a disease category, he develops a plan for fighting the disease, which he sees as the enemy.


Fighting Words or Healing Words?

The language that a health care approach uses gives us clues to the way of thinking that shapes it. For example, mainstream medicine uses competitive and military terms such as “fighting disease,” “we’ll beat this thing,” “taking aggressive measures,” “the battle against cancer,” “curing” illness, or “succumbing” to it. It equates being healthy with being “not sick.” In contrast, the holistic way uses terms that speak of harmony and realignment, such as “becoming whole again,” “supporting the terrain,” “freeing the energy,” “restoring balance,” and “encouraging healing.” It equates being healthy with the presence of “wellness.”



In comparison, when searching for an explanation for signs and symptoms, veterinarians of the new holistic way are guided by holism as a way of thinking. Rather than narrowing the search, we widen it to the broadest context. We look for the connections between its many aspects and search through many levels for the underlying cause. For example, if a pet has symptoms of a virus, we consider not only the virus that challenged homeostasis but also the weakness in the living terrain that made her vulnerable to it. As well, we consider whether her environment might be undermining, rather than supporting, that terrain. We don’t try to categorize symptoms into a disease we then have to fight. Instead, we let signs and symptoms point us to aspects of the pet’s living terrain and her environment that might need to be strengthened or changed to support her return to wellness.

This leads us to the striking difference in the ways that mainstream medicine and the holistic approach use signs and symptoms to guide their respective plans of action. Because mainstream medicine sees signs and symptoms as manifestations of a disease that must be fought, the mainstream plan of action will focus on eliminating those signs and symptoms. This helps explain why in Abbott’s case the first two vets focused on his ear mites as the primary problem, and then prescribed an insecticide to destroy them.

In the new holistic way, however, signs and symptoms play a powerful role as guideposts to other things. They draw our attention to a problem and give clues to its underlying cause. For instance, they may point to an energy blockage or a weakened immune system struggling to do its job, or they may tell us that the pet is facing an overwhelming health challenge—such as progressive kidney infection—that she can’t meet without professional assistance. Additionally, signs and symptoms reveal how well the patient can handle the problem and is responding to the support we’re trying to give. Therefore, they guide us in helping her to return to homeostasis—to wellness.

Mainstream medicine and the holistic way also differ in how they relate to natural processes. The mainstream approach to treating health problems tends to interfere with natural processes instead of working with them. Because its plan of action is to attack symptoms, it often shuts down the immune system or damages vital organs as a collateral result. For instance, veterinarians see a lot of animals who are bothered by seasonal allergies. These pets typically present with inflamed and itchy skin. To relieve the animal’s discomfort, mainstream medicine would typically prescribe prednisone, a steroid, to suppress the symptoms. But unfortunately, steroids also weaken the immune system, and a weak immune system can lead to problems far more serious than allergies. For example, a strong immune system controls cancerous and other abnormal cells. When suppressed, it is less able to perform its functions. So while a suppressed immune system doesn’t cause cancer, its compromised ability to deal with abnormal cells allows them to develop more freely.1

Veterinarians also commonly see pets who are diagnosed with cancer. A vet who follows a mainstream approach may administer chemotherapy to kill the malignant cells. But these drugs can also brutally damage the pet’s immune system, which may have already been compromised before her cell growth went out of control. In my experience, chemotherapy is most effective when it is most invasive. Its side effects may cause an animal great suffering, sometimes worse than the cancer itself might cause, and may even kill her. Mainstream medicine’s goals are to save or prolong life whenever possible—sometimes without taking into account whether this is best for the patient. It will find and destroy the culprits that cause disease, but it will also suppress functions that enhance the patient’s enjoyment of life, while hoping that the body will somehow return to normal.

In the holistic way, we approach a health problem by focusing on the patient’s individual combination of symptoms, whether or not they fit into a recognized profile. We pay careful attention to the condition of her living terrain and her environment, and we read her symptoms as clues about the bigger picture to which her living terrain is responding. When we devise a plan to support her healing, or, if she cannot fully recover, a plan of palliative care to ease her suffering, we take into account as many factors as possible. With each new case, the holistic veterinarian investigates what is going on in this individual’s body, environment, and lifestyle. We recognize that the living terrain always seeks homeostasis, and that, given the right assistance, the body will attempt to heal itself not only from cuts and broken bones but also from harder-to-solve conditions such as cancer or arthritis. In the holistic way, we work with the body and its natural processes to solve a problem. And although we try to relieve uncomfortable symptoms, we do not suppress them, because we see signs and symptoms as guideposts: they tell us what’s wrong, whether we’re on the right track, and how well the patient is recovering.

Finally, mainstream medicine and the new holistic way also differ in how they determine that a health problem has been solved. Mainstream medicine considers its job done once signs and symptoms disappear. The new holistic way
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