
About the Author

Julian has spent most of his working life as a veterinary surgeon in mixed practice in Thirsk at the practice and home of world famous vet and author James Herriot. Since 2015 Julian has been involved in the hit Channel 5 series ‘The Yorkshire Vet’, as the titular character. His books tell stories – sometimes sad, often funny – of his veterinary stories and those of the interesting characters he has met in and around his beloved Yorkshire.


1. Adrenalin, Cortisol and Gin

There is a wooden sign at the top of Sutton Bank, directing visitors to ‘The Finest View in England’. It is a spectacular view, stretching away over the Vale of York to the Yorkshire Dales in the distance. It was the favourite view of famous vet James Herriot, and it was he who gave it its title. My favourite view, however, was a little less breathtaking. It was the view from my consulting room window, across our car park, towards some industrial and commercial buildings on the other side of the road. My first job on arrival at the practice, every working day for almost twenty years, was to open the blinds, allowing the sunlight to flood in and me to see out.

I liked the view because I could see all the cars approaching, carrying worried owners with sick pets, and Land Rovers with farmers collecting medicines or wanting to chat about a cow with mastitis or lambing problems. I could recognise the vehicle of a particular farmer or cat-owner, giving me advance warning of what I might be required to do. During a busy afternoon or evening surgery, as I drew up a vaccine or tidied up between consultations, I could watch my patients making their way to the front door.

As Rufus the elderly Sheltie hobbled across the car park, I could peer out and observe how he was managing with that painful left hock. The stubborn old boy defied all expectation, as he collected every medical and surgical condition known to veterinary medicine, but I worried about him. From my window, I could see how fast he walked, or if his owners needed to carry him – surely a bad sign.

I watched as Winston, the stout and stoic bulldog, cocked his leg on a conifer tree. The length of time it took him to empty his bladder showed me how well his bladder condition was progressing. Observation is a vital part of making a diagnosis or monitoring a condition, and my window gave me the perfect opportunity to do this, catching my patients relaxed and off guard before the anxieties of a trip to the vet set in.

Sometimes a horsebox would appear, obstructing the entrance, and the next free vet would head out to treat the horse in the car park. In spring, that same car park could become a makeshift maternity ward as farmers arrived with ewes to lamb. It saved us a trip to the farm, and saved the farmer a bit of money, but not everyone in the practice was so keen: ‘It just makes such a mess in the car park,’ lamented one of my colleagues. ‘All that blood and straw and mess! We should get them to shovel it back into their trailer and take it back to the farm!’

But, at the end of afternoon surgery on a gloomy Wednesday in March of 2017, it was not the prospect of a difficult lambing that caused me concern. It was the purposeful striding of two large gentlemen towards the front door of Skeldale that made my heartbeat quicken and my stomach lurch. I had not seen them before, but I knew who they were and I knew their intentions. I also knew that their arrival signalled the beginning of some big and unwanted challenges.

I’d experienced this panicky sensation before, but only in extreme circumstances; the time when, in 1995, a car clipped the back wheel of my mountain bike during an ill-timed manoeuvre across an otherwise quiet country road, sending me flying through the air and, luckily for me, into the hedge; the time I returned to my car, which I had left outside Tesco, only to discover that my four-year-old son wasn’t sitting in the car seat where I had left him. I had rushed in to buy spaghetti to feed some unexpected visitors. I told him I would be back by the time he had counted to one hundred. I knew I could do it in time. But he had got to one hundred more quickly than I had expected and he needed a wee, so he had taken himself to the toilet in the supermarket. He was fine (and continued to wander off on a reasonably regular basis for years to come), but my adrenal glands had been well and truly squeezed.

I also experienced this feeling at six o’ clock one Thursday morning in the summer of 2001. The country was in the grip of the foot-and-mouth disease epidemic and I was at the Thirsk Auction Mart, checking cattle and sheep for signs of the disease before they were loaded onto wagons to be moved. My phone rang. It was a farmer calling about his heifers. They were all standing still in the field, salivating profusely. These were the signs of foot-and-mouth disease. It was a moment of veterinary catastrophe.

Now, as I watched the two portly gentleman approach, I had the feeling that this could be another veterinary catastrophe.

I finished with my last patient and they appeared at my consulting room door.

‘We’re from the dark side,’ one of the men joked as they introduced themselves, each thrusting out a hand for me to shake.

They had already had a meeting with my partners, over lunch in a local hotel. I had not attended. I couldn’t attend. It was a busy day and I had been out pregnancy-testing some cows for a farmer who had a small herd of Dairy Shorthorns. Martin’s cows meant the world to him, but his small enterprise was more of a hobby than a livelihood, so visits had to be arranged to fit around his other job – the one that paid his bills. Late on a Wednesday morning was the only time he could get away from his responsibilities on the pig farm where he worked, so the clash was unavoidable. When it came to a choice between a meeting with representatives of the corporate side of veterinary practice, or my friend who needed his cows to be checked, there was only ever going to be one winner.

All Martin’s cows were in calf. He was delighted. It meant that his chances of having an animal ready for the important summer shows looked hopeful. As I gathered up my kit and cleaned my wellies, I picked up a voicemail on my phone from the surgery, regarding a calf I had seen the previous day. The farmer was worried. The calf, who had severe scour, was still very weak. Bad diarrhoea can be fatal to a newborn suckler calf, so it would need some more vigorous treatment, as a matter of urgency. I said goodbye to Martin and headed over the moors to Old Byland to see what I could do.

By the time I got back, afternoon surgery had started. There was no time for lunch. As I had suspected, my partners were still in their meeting, bartering with the future of our practice, so the waiting room was full and the remaining vets were stretched.

But now I found myself shaking hands with two men claiming to be ‘from the dark side’. I had a sick feeling in my stomach that had nothing to do with being up close and personal with a week-old calf with enteritis, and everything to do with the realisation that the shape of my future was being wrenched out of my hands. These two men would have their work cut out to persuade me that their intentions were good. I had made it very clear that I was not a fan of this type of practice. I was about as amused (to continue the Star Wars analogy) as Luke Skywalker would have been with such an introduction.

They wanted to buy the practice. They owned a large chain of veterinary practices, all small-animal clinics. They had both been veterinary surgeons themselves before branching out into acquisitions, and, in the discussion that followed, they related anecdotes of poorly dogs and injured cats in a bid to convince me that they were, in fact, ‘one of us’. I did not need persuading of their provenance. I could tell it was many years since they had covered a night on duty, treated a calf with diarrhoea or even finished off a busy afternoon surgery. Their days were full of a different type of work. Their job was to persuade practice owners to sell them their veterinary businesses. I was not sure this was such a good idea.

I had spent more time at Skeldale than any other place in my entire life. Twenty-one years doesn’t sound so long, but if you consider that working days started at 8.30 in the morning and finished at 7.30 in the evening if I was lucky, or midnight if I wasn’t, and then add in the weekends that I have been on duty, the times I have dropped in to check on inpatients, sort out computer glitches on a Sunday evening or put out medication for clients and friends who’ve knocked on my door or sent me text messages about a sick pet, it amounts to a lot of time to spend in one place. This practice, the business of which I was a part, was not just my job; it defined me as a professional and was part of the very stuff that made me the person I was. And now this was threatened. My adrenal glands were in for some sustained work.

But, for the moment, there were still calls to be done. March is a busy time for veterinary surgeons in mixed practice. Today was no exception, and I had another sick calf to visit. However, the guests had a train to catch and it was, apparently, my job to take them to the station. As they climbed into my messy car, which smelt strongly of farm, I had a feeling that, despite their assertions that they were veterinary surgeons through and through, my new acquaintances would not be particularly interested in coming with me to see a calf belonging to an octogenarian farmer and his wife. That sort of work would certainly not fit into their business model. And I didn’t want them to miss their train back to London. Thirsk railway station is positioned a mile and a half out of the town centre. This is inconvenient for visitors to the town and it was an inconvenience for me on this Wednesday afternoon.

If you look at a map of North Yorkshire, you can see how the north-eastern mainline makes a slight westward deviation around Thirsk, before heading north-east again on its route from York, via Northallerton towards Scotland. The story goes that, back in the days when railways were taking over from canals as the principal means of transporting goods around the country, the landowners of Thirsk were particularly suspicious of trains. They didn’t want a newfangled machine, rolling along great metal girders, cutting through their land, nor did they want a whole load of new visitors spoiling their grazing and their town. If Thirsk had to have a railway station, it had to be ‘out of town’. Had circumstances been different, and the station built near the centre of Thirsk, the small market town would surely have developed into something much bigger. Instead Northallerton, eight miles or so to the north, with its more centrally placed station, assumed the role of administrative centre for North Yorkshire and grew accordingly, with a hospital, a prison and even a department store! As I took my guests to meet their connection back to London, I silently berated those farmers from years ago for being so belligerent; it might have been a shorter and less uncomfortable drive.

Their parting words – ‘Don’t worry, Julian. It will all be fine.’ – did little to help my soaring blood pressure. Nor did they ease my concern for the future. My plan had always been to continue the Herriot tradition at Skeldale, encouraging younger assistants to stay in the practice by giving them the chance to buy into the business, allowing both it and them to develop and move forward. To my mind, if the vet attending to a sick sheep during a long, dark January night feels they are an integral part of both the practice and the rural community, the business runs better and everyone is happier in their work. I had always been led to believe that, one day, I would have the chance to be the senior partner, and I had spent the last eighteen years working towards this point. In this new scenario, it seemed that neither I nor my younger colleagues stood any chance against the deep, venture-capital-backed wallets of investment-company-owned multiples. I felt deeply sad as the two large gentlemen made their way from my car to the steps of the station. I imagined they were delighted that they had sent out the first tendrils to net another acquisition. Although there would be much to discuss over the coming months, deep down I knew my life would never be the same again.

Veterinary practice has a good knack of smoothing out the low points with well-timed, happy moments. Only last week, the devastation of the dog on the operating table with an inoperable splenic tumour had soon evaporated as a litter of happy, healthy, squeaking cocker spaniel pups were delivered by emergency Caesarean section. And luckily, on this day, my very next patient was the perfect antidote to my anxiety. I had an appointment with Mr and Mrs Green.

The case was spelt out clearly enough in the daybook. ‘Green, Stoneybrough Farm. Calf pneumonia, ASAP.’ On a damp and chilly afternoon in March, pneumonia is a common problem in the Vale of York, where mist hangs low for most of the day. The delicate lungs of little calves are particularly vulnerable, especially those calves from dairy farms, where they leave their mothers soon after they are born to be reared on milk replacer and tasty solid food. It is a system that works well on the whole, and there are many rearing units around this part of North Yorkshire. In years gone by, Stoneybrough Farm had its own dairy herd of about forty cows, all fastened by their necks in an old-fashioned cow byre. Everything about this farm was old-fashioned, including its owners, Steve and Jeanie Green.

I met Steve and Jeanie almost twenty-one years ago, soon after I started work in Thirsk. Theirs was one of the first farms I visited. I lived just over the road from Stoneybrough Farm, so a cow with milk fever would be a common early-morning job for me, on my way into the surgery, while a call in the evening to scouring calves or a cow to cleanse I could do on my way home. I had come to know the elderly farmers, their stock and their numerous cats and dogs very well.

‘It’s Treacle and Sponge,’ bellowed Jeanie as I pulled up outside the farm. She wasn’t referring to what was on the menu for pudding, but the sick calves – two, as it turned out, rather than just one. All the cattle on this farm had names, a tradition dating back to when the Greens kept milking cows. ‘Buttercup’, ‘Daisy’, ‘Clover’, ‘Twinkletoes’ and ‘Sally’ would all know their place in the cow byre. It was a sad day, in the summer of 2015, when the decision was made to sell the cows. A combination of advancing years, ill health and the rising challenges within the dairy industry, which made it almost impossible for a small dairy herd to function, all conspired to bring about an emotional end of an era.

Now, Steve and Jeanie’s farming enterprise consisted of buying young calves in pairs, and rearing them to the size of ‘store cattle’ to be sold at Thirsk Auction Mart. This made a bit of money for the couple, but it was more about continuing a way of life than swelling the coffers of a rudimentary pension. For farmers, old habits die hard. Jean continued the tradition of naming her animals, and used names that worked well in pairs – Peaches and Cream, Rhubarb and Custard and so on. It put added pressure on the vet when treating a potentially life-threatening illness, because if the worst happened it was even more tragic to have just Peaches with no Cream. A similar thing often happens with kittens. People acquire two kittens together, so that they can keep one another company, and the obvious thing to do is to name them Gin and Tonic or Bubble and Squeak. This fills the vet with dread, that one will succumb to premature illness or have an early life calamity, leaving a single lonely kitten, forever missing half of its name.

But Treacle and Sponge were in safe hands with Steve and Jeanie. I donned my wellies and waterproof trousers and climbed over the gate into the farmyard, taking great care to stay at the hinge end so as not to put extra strain on the ancient metalwork. This was an important first piece of advice from wise and experienced farmers at Stoneybrough to a young and inexperienced vet. Standing on the wrong end of a gate, where the weight of a person puts more strain on its hinges, only serves to shorten the life of a farm gate. Everything on a farm is designed to last a lifetime – barns, sheds, tractors and farmers – and nobody wanted to add extra and unnecessary problems.

‘How are they doing, Jeanie?’ I asked as we made our way to the calf shed. I needed to find out as much as I could – how long had the calves been on the farm, were they still on milk or had they started on calf pellets, were they eating or drinking? With as much information as I could gather before I actually set about my examination, I could make a better assessment of the two patients.

Both Steve and Jeanie came to help me manhandle the calves into a corner of the spacious, straw-filled pen in which they were living. The wooden hay manger, above a deep stone feed trough from a bygone era, was still full. Either they had been over-optimistic with how much a pair of young calves would eat, or the two Hereford crosses had gone off their food. Treacle was easily caught and I plugged my stethoscope into my ears to assess his lungs. There was the telltale rasp of a respiratory infection, extending throughout most of the little calf’s chest. He sounded bad and Jeanie was right to be concerned. The next step was to check his temperature. There was a tradition at Stoneybrough whereby we all had to guess what the reading would be. Steve would always be conservative in his estimate: ‘A hundred and three, I think. M’be hundred and three and a half,’ he pondered.

‘No Steve. It’s way more than that!’ exclaimed Jeanie. ‘Look at his lugs – hanging down like that. If his lugs are down it’s sure to be higher. I’d say Treacle’s temperature is a hundred and five!’ She was so certain, there was almost no need for my thermometer.

Sure enough, the mercury rose and kept rising and when it eventually stopped, I pulled the thermometer out and peered at the reading, before showing it to Jeanie. She was right.

‘I told you so Steve – it’s just shy of a hundred and five!’ she exclaimed before doing a little dance around the calf-pen in celebration, before quickly regaining composure as she realised the gravity of the situation.

I moved on to Sponge, whose lugs were not so low and who was not so easy to catch. He skipped around the pen and was evidently not as poorly as his mate. But the stethoscope told a similar story – rattling and harsh noises. What would the temperature be? A hundred and three was the consensus and that’s what it was. He was sick, but not quite so sick.

I gathered some medication from my car boot and injected both calves with antibiotics and anti-inflammatories, promising to return the next day to check on their progress. It wasn’t quite a matter of life and death, but I knew everyone would feel happier to know things were proceeding in the right direction. In any case, they both needed another injection and I thought it would be much easier for me to do, rather than to leave the old couple to do battle with a needle and syringe as well as the unruly calves.

Steve and Jeanie were not your usual type of farm client. And Stoneybrough was not your usual type of farm. As if to emphasise the point, Jeanie shuffled off into the farmhouse and returned with an enormous bar of chocolate.

‘There you go, lad,’ she said as she thrust the family-sized bar into my hand. ‘You look like you need it.’ Jeanie was a kind lady.

I waved goodbye from the open window of my car. I would have liked to have stayed to chat for longer. After my unsettling afternoon meeting, it was nice to be doing what I loved, with old friends. However, evening surgery beckoned, it was already dusk and I was late. I knew the car park would be full again and there would be a queue of dogs and cats waiting for my attention. At least I had Jeanie’s chocolate to keep me going.

An hour or so later, everyone who needed to be seen had been seen and I could finally head for home. It had been a hard day but at least it wasn’t my night to be on duty.

‘Have you had a good day?’ asked Anne, my wife, with a careful smile. A veterinary surgeon herself, she knew all about the ups and downs of general practice and she was used to my weary appearance at the back door at unpredictable times of night. I kicked off my shoes on the doormat.

‘Well, it’s been mixed,’ I replied, although this seemed something of an understatement.

‘All Martin’s cows are pregnant, which is good. He’s delighted and they are all set for calving at just the right time for the Great Yorkshire Show. He thinks he has a good chance of a prize this year. Mind you, he always thinks that!’

Anne nodded – Martin’s Great Yorkshire Show dramas were an annual event.

‘My calf with diarrhoea in Old Byland isn’t much better,’ I continued. ‘I think it has salmonella [grimace from Anne], so that’s not so good. I’m going back tomorrow to check it. Steve and Jeanie have an outbreak of pneumonia. Oh, and I met two blokes who said that they were from “the dark side”. But it’s probably going to be okay, because they said everything is going to be fine. So, a funny old day, really.’

I slumped into the nearest chair and felt my adrenal glands ache.

‘Have we got any gin?’


2. Squaring the Circle

Despite the gin, I didn’t sleep well that night. It was not the sick calves at Stoneybrough preying on my mind, nor was it the spectre of salmonella in Old Byland. It was the two men claiming to be from the dark side that kept me awake, and everything that their visit implied for the future of Skeldale.

During the small hours, I played through in my mind what might happen over the next few months. I’d already done some research and knew that their company owned several hundred small-animal practices. My investigations also told me that they had borrowed heavily, from both banks and venture capital companies, to fuel a shopping spree that would expand the company massively. They were clearly heading out of their southern heartland and reaching northwards. It sounded, and felt, like a medieval conquest. Our practice wasn’t like any they had bought before. For a start, we were a mixed practice, dealing with farm animals and horses as well as pets. But we had a high profile. Not only was the practice probably the most historic veterinary surgery in the country, home as it had been to James Herriot, but we were now on TV. They had us firmly in their sights. The fact that these gentlemen had appeared at the practice the previous afternoon, and that I’d been manoeuvred into taking them on a fifteen-minute car journey to the station to be persuaded of their good intentions, meant that my partners were actually thinking of selling it to them. Everyone knew that this was not a path I was interested in following. Until yesterday, I had thought I was not alone.

It was true that running a small, mixed, independent practice could be hard. The job was getting more difficult and the responsibility was certainly getting more challenging. It was also true that corporate takeovers were running apace through the profession. Even some ‘die-hard’ independent practices had recently gone corporate, ‘selling out’, literally and metaphorically. It is called ‘consolidation of a fragmented industry’. The same process had occurred in pharmacies in the 1990s, and opticians, solicitors and dentists all followed a similar pattern in the 2000s. My mother had been a pharmacist at that time, working in several small, independently owned stores. The patients, who visited to collect their regular, life-preserving prescriptions – or ’scripts, as I knew them, from my mum’s tea-time accounts of her day’s work (‘I did over three hundred ’scripts today,’ she’d recall) – were as much friends as they were customers, and she would often drop off an oxygen cylinder to a housebound patient on her way home or offer reassurance and support when things got tough. Most of those local pharmacies were swept up in a wave of corporate buying, and their place at the heart of the community was often lost. The term ‘fragmented industry’ suggests there is something wrong – that the industry is somehow broken and that providing a good service to those in your community isn’t enough. But, in my opinion, the veterinary profession wasn’t broken. Or, at least, it wasn’t until the corporates decided it needed to be consolidated.

To some the process was a good thing. The outgoing partners got an overinflated price for their business, while the investors got to apply economies of scale, extracting their return by improving efficiency: by using a single accountancy firm, for example – although, of course, this would be a national one, so the local firm, who had built a relationship with the practice over many years, would lose the work; by streamlining the supply process, using their enormous purchasing power to buy drugs more cheaply; by trimming the workforce and making those who remained work just that bit more efficiently (for that read work harder, for longer); by increasing the prices, calculating that the extra revenue would outweigh the relatively minor loss of clients – those clients who twigged what was going on, that is. Other clients would stay, through either loyalty or inertia, in the same way that you never get around to changing your bank or your energy supplier. The plan would be to double the profits of the practices that had been acquired, and then sell on to another equity powerhouse who owned even more veterinary practices, maybe even merging with a continental enterprise or one across the pond in the USA. (At the time of writing, an investment group based in continental Europe owns one major chain of UK veterinary surgeries, another is owned by shareholders and listed on the London Stock Exchange and a third is owned by the American giant, Mars. As in Mars Bars.) The pattern was a clear one and it certainly did not follow the Herriot tradition that I was keen to continue.

It’s not that I’m against corporate-style practices. Much of what they can offer is very positive, provided it is done properly: a structured education programme, a proper HR department to support veterinary staff and the sharing of facilities and expertise between practices within the corporation for example; but it all seemed a million miles from what I’d been doing at Stoneybrough Farm that afternoon after my trip to the station, and it was not a circle I could square. At least not one I could square between the grim small hours of two and six in the morning. From whichever direction I looked, it didn’t feel right for me, or for Skeldale, for many reasons.

So, the slightly nauseous feeling in my stomach over breakfast was a combination of lack of sleep and a deep anxiety for the future of the practice, and the future for my family and me. Whatever would transpire over the coming months, I knew there would be stress, difficult decisions and undoubtedly some major changes. I needed to find a way of squaring that circle and it would take more than one sleepless night. My first job was to investigate the company in more detail – or, in my Star Wars analogy, investigate the ‘Empire’ – although today my first job (after taking the kids to school) was actually to check up on Jeanie’s pneumonic calves.

‘How are they today, Jean?’ I asked as I pulled into the yard.

‘Treacle and Sponge are much better, thank yer very much,’ declared Jeanie, ushering me into the shed with a flourish. Even before I had reached for my stethoscope and thermometer, I could see that the two little Hereford-cross calves were feeling much better. They had taken some milk for breakfast, Jeanie reported, and were now nibbling on the hay that yesterday was spilling, untouched, out of the manger. The calves were quite young to be eating much in the way of roughage, but even nibbling a mouthful or so was a good thing for the developing rumen, as the diet gradually shifted from mother’s milk to herbage. At this farm, though, the calves would be given milk for an extended period. Every creature at Stoneybrough was treated like royalty. For a few years after the dairy company deemed it uneconomical to collect milk from their dairy farm, Steve and Jean continued to milk their cows, filling the small, stainless steel tank in the dairy next to the cow byre and then taking it in buckets to feed to the young cattle in the next-door shed. It was laborious work, but work that benefited the calves and resulted in sturdy young stock with shiny and glossy coats.

I was glad I had called in. Archie, my youngest son and a budding vet, went to school just up the road from the farm, so it was no trouble to call on my way past without having to charge for a visit. The calves’ temperatures were normal and their lungs sounded better. It was a good start to the day, but as I headed to the practice, I knew I needed to find time to speak with my senior colleagues about the meeting. I needed to find out what they had been promised to make them even begin to consider this dramatic move.

By a quarter to nine I was in the office at the surgery, perusing the daybook and the ops list, working out a plan for the day and making a few phone calls. I wanted to check on my scouring calf again, but there was another, more pressing visit: a cow calving at one of my favourite farms. It was some distance away from the practice, to the north. I couldn’t hang around, so I put my initials next to it, before adding a second note: ‘JN – Manor Farm, Old Byland: Revisit scouring calves’. That would be enough to keep me out of the surgery for most of the morning. I grabbed the Caesarean box, with the calving jack perched precariously on top, and headed out of the back door to my car.

The twenty-minute drive north to John’s farm gave me more time to think about the future. This would be one of the last cows to calve this spring for John and his family. They had a fantastic herd, comprising some of the country’s finest South Devon cattle. They were all superb specimens and the rich conker-brown of their coats told a tale of wonderful health and tip-top management. This was one of the first farms with which I became involved when I started work in Thirsk and I’d developed a strong bond with John, his son Jack and their various stockmen over the years. The calving pattern was tight and the herd was well organised. Four months ago, on a visit that always signified the onset of winter, I had pregnancy-tested all the cows in the herd, so we knew that there would be no calves born after the end of March. The bulls had left the cows by the end of June and, since the gestation period for a cow is nine months, today’s calving was likely to be one of their last until next year. As I drove northwards, with the Hambleton Hills, which mark the edge of the Vale of York and the start of the North York Moors, rising up to the east, I considered that this might actually be the last calf I would ever deliver on this farm. If the men from the dark side had their way, it was unlikely I would still be in the practice when John’s next calving period came round, and I doubted that the potential new owners would have much desire to continue to support our local farmers either, such was their obvious focus on small-animal work.

‘Morning, Jack,’ I called out of my car window as I rolled up outside the cowshed. ‘Have we got some problems?’

‘Morning Julian,’ Jack called back as he came out to meet me. ‘Thanks for coming. Yes, we have got problems. Dad’s done it again. He’s gone on holiday and left me in charge. We’ve only got two more cows to calve. I said I’d be okay to take charge for the last few – they’re both old cows and I thought they’d calve by themselves. But this one’s having trouble. The head’s back and I just can’t get it.’

I pulled on my wellies and headed for the hot water tap. I’d done this a hundred times before. I knew the water heater would be on and would give me just enough hot water to fill a bucket. By the time I’d finished, unless the job was very quick, the water would be hot again, ready for me to clean up.

Warm water, lubricant, calving ropes and wooden sticks at the ready, I rolled up my sleeves for an initial feel. Jack was right. There were two feet but no nose. A calf with its head back can present a challenge. Firstly, the capacious size of a South Devon’s abdomen can make it physically very difficult to even reach the head, let alone manipulate it into the correct position. Secondly, the reason that a head is back is often because there isn’t sufficient space in the cow’s pelvis for the front legs and the head. It can be an indicator of a tight problem. I would soon find out. I took off my shirt, to keep its rolled-up sleeves clean and allow me a few extra inches of reach, cleaned my arm and applied some lubricant. It was cold on this damp March morning.

‘Your dad’s done this before, hasn’t he?’ I asked, remembering a time when I’d been called out to a heifer, who was drooling profusely from her mouth and looking sickly. Jack had been in charge on that occasion too and had been filled with fear, certain that it was the return of the dreaded foot-and-mouth disease. Luckily, it wasn’t anything of the sort. The unfortunate heifer had been chewing on a blackthorn bush and a huge, spiky piece of stick was lodged across the back of her mouth. With some difficulty, and with Jack’s help to restrain her head, I had managed to remove the offending object, which immediately relieved her discomfort. She celebrated by escaping from her halter and careering off down the drive. I’ve never seen a farmer run so quickly, as Jack raced to reach the farm gate before the heifer. It was a close call, but he managed to close the open gate in the nick of time and disaster was averted.

We recounted the story together now, laughing about the successful outcome and what could have been disaster if the heifer had reached the open gate before Jack.

Then I stretched as far as I could to try to reach the calf. With some difficulty, I managed to hook a finger around the end of its nose and straighten the head. I was making progress, and tried to reassure Jack. I always feel sorry for a farmer in this situation. He is anxious about his cow and its unborn calf and, unless I provide a running commentary about what I can feel, he hasn’t got a clue what the outcome might be. A huffing and puffing vet offers little reassurance, so I always try to explain what I’m doing. As soon as I lube my other arm, to use both hands, the farmer can start to feel more confident, because it means the head is up and the calf is coming. The only issue then is whether there is enough space. Today, I felt confident that this old cow would deliver her calf without any problems once the head was lined up and I asked Jack to pass the bucket containing my calving ropes.

‘I think we’re gonna be okay, Jack,’ I reassured the young farmer. The calf’s head was now in place, following behind the two front feet. They weren’t too large and I was as sure as I could be that we’d be able to pull it out without too much trouble.

It was bigger than I expected, and the calf – a lovely chestnut-brown heifer – landed with a satisfying thud on the deep straw behind its mum.

‘That’s a good job, well done Julian. And thank you. Dad will be pleased,’ said Jack. He was matter of fact but delighted at the same time.

I cleaned the bloody slime from my arms and washed my hands, before returning to watch mum and baby establish the bond that would last a lifetime. For me, this was the best bit of my job. Even on a busy day, or in the middle of the night in the depths of winter, I always spend a few minutes watching a young calf struggle to its feet, searching for a teat while mum’s natural instincts to clean and dry the new calf kick in. It is nature at its best. In a sometimes difficult world, watching this handsome mum and her healthy baby bond was a special thing to be part of and I didn’t want to leave. This mixture of emotions, along with the satisfaction of having been part of this birth and the obvious relief of the farmer, was a powerful drug and a habit I didn’t want to kick.

I took the long route from Osmotherley to Old Byland. Well, it was actually the shortest route, but it wound up and over the hills so it was slower than taking the main road. Spring was still some way off in North Yorkshire, but there was already the hint of abundant new growth in the fields and there was definitely new life in the cowsheds. I climbed out of the village and across the open moors, where the roads did not have walls or hedges to prevent sheep from wandering across them. Up then down, round switchback bends and blind corners and then through the sleepy village of Hawnby, across a ford and up another steep hill and I would soon be back to see my poorly calf.

So far, it had been a good morning. My first two patients were better, the calving had been a success – a relief for cow, farmer and vet – and the drive across the moors was similarly cathartic. I resolved to put the traumatic events of yesterday and the anxious question mark over the future of the practice to the back of my mind. I would research the group who were intent on buying Skeldale to the best of my ability; I would try to do the best for my clients and for the practice, upholding its heritage, its tradition and its values as much as I could. I would argue my case and I would stand by my principles. As junior partner, if it came to a vote I was actually pretty impotent, but I resolved to do the right thing, whatever that turned out to be. I also resolved not to let it get me down and to stay positive. And with that in my mind, I arrived at the farm in Old Byland, hoping the little calf would have shown some improvement. I grabbed my stethoscope and thermometer and headed into the barn to see my patient. This was what I did best.
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