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PROLOGUE

The End

The two things I miss most about being a country vet in Ireland are the effervescent hue of green, which burns your eyes with joy, and the taste of the rain, which makes you drunk with pleasure. Somehow the rain in the west of Ireland tastes different, as if you were parched and God had poured it straight from heaven and into your mouth.

In West Cork the rain came hurling in from the Atlantic with such strength that if I drove my beat-up, rusty old Mazda at a certain speed, the rain would kind of flow off the windscreen, so I could see where I was going in spite of the broken windscreen wipers. I would wind down all the car windows to let out the condensation and permanently keep a large pile of newspaper on the passenger seat in order to wipe a little patch in the mist on the glass.

That morning, the clouds tumbled as giant balls of sodden cotton wool, bandaging the raw green of trees and grass down the mountainside, punctuated by streams and tarns. The radio signal was intermittent out on those coastal mountain roads, but I had a cassette player which was blaring out ‘Crazy’ by the brilliant vocalist Seal: ‘In a world full of people only some want to fly’ – indeed, I mused to myself as I rounded one of the myriad corners on the winding mountain road. I can’t sing or dance, but sitting in my ragged-edged driver’s seat with its broken springs I was doing both. The rain lashed down, the mist rose up, the dripping hedgerows tickled the rusted yellow sides of the Mazda as it splashed through the potholes. With my arm resting on the open window, it felt as if I could actually touch the blanket of cloud hugging the morning in its billowy embrace. Then, as if some celestial magician had waved his wand, the fog cleared, the rain stopped, the sun came out and the valley opened up like a glistening trinket box. I marvelled at the rainbow that followed and slowed down a bit to take it all in.

Then I saw him – a young lad, no more than ten years of age, sitting under a tree on a grassy bank by the side of the road, tears streaming down his face. I pulled over and asked if he was OK and then saw that he was cradling a small brown rabbit. He just rocked gently back and forth with the creature in his arms and said nothing. I got out and sat down beside him. I asked him again if he was all right. Again he said nothing. For the longest time, I just sat there looking at him, wanting to reach out and touch the rabbit, wanting to reach out and hug him, but I did neither. It was clear to me that the rabbit was dying.

Finally the small boy looked up at me with painfully sad big eyes and said, ‘You’re the veternary, aren’t ya?’ I nodded. ‘Can you save him?’ I shook my head. Again he said nothing, but just crouched forlornly over his stricken friend and cried without a sound.

We sat there together in silence, gentle drops of rain falling from the leaves on the tree above, and not for the first time nor the last I marvelled at the magnificence of creation all around me – and the fleetingness of our tenure in its midst. I looked up. It was a chestnut tree. When I was his age, I had often climbed such a tree in the garden of my childhood home. There I had dreamed up the adventures of my very own superhero whom I called Vetman, and launched him on his missions to save all the stricken animals of the world. I was suddenly overwhelmed by an intense sadness – a realisation of my profound limitations because I knew I couldn’t save that boy’s rabbit.

I had grown up on a farm, where a pragmatic attitude to animals was the norm – we lived among them, we did our best to look after them, we killed them and then we ate them. Rabbits were a pest to most farmers, eating valuable crops and of no consequence. But to that boy, the small creature in his arms meant the world. I knew from my own experience – taking care of mice or kittens, or sitting huddled in a dark, musty cattle shed talking to my beloved farm dog Pirate – that he and I were like alien beings in both our worlds. Souls like him and me related to the life and death, health and sickness and the love of animals as sentient creatures – creatures who feel, need and want, just as humans do. And here we were, sitting together, burying our pain as deep as we could inside us in an unspoken shared sorrow.

I had flashbacks to that night way back in 1978 when I was ten years old and had lost my first ever patient in a moonlit frosty field on our farm in Ballyfin in County Laois – a lamb that I couldn’t save. I had felt worthless and pathetic. That morning, fourteen years later, sitting with the boy and his dying rabbit in the spitting wind, those same feelings washed over me once again. I had locked myself away for a decade to study to become a veterinary surgeon, I had taken my oath to look after the welfare of all animals, and now the kindest thing to do was to allow the poor rabbit to escape his pain by putting him to sleep. Again I wished, as I had done way back then, that I might be clever enough to rescue life from the jaws of death and bring hope to that little boy. I wasn’t. Even if I had been, it wasn’t the right thing to do and, as would often prove the case in my early career, there was nothing I could do.

After a long silence, the boy looked up at me and asked, ‘What happens next, Mister?’ I paused, reached out and put my hand on his shoulder and said, ‘Well, I think we maybe should help him on his way now, don’t you?’ He nodded, but then again asked, ‘But, what happens next, Mister?’ I hesitated at first, but finally leaned forward and whispered, ‘You mean, what happens after he’s gone?’ He nodded. Wow. What happens next? Here I was, sitting under a chestnut tree on the side of a hill in West Cork, and a small boy was asking me the meaning of life itself.

They certainly hadn’t prepared me for that in vet school.

What does it all mean? What is it all about? What is it all for? Maybe he was only asking me what would happen to the body of the poor rabbit after I had euthanised him, but all these ‘Big Questions’ came flooding into my head. Lost in these impenetrable reflections, I had a sudden sense of my profound responsibility – what I said next could shape how this lad might feel about life and death for the rest of his days.

I had no idea how I should answer. I looked out on the beautiful valley with its rivers and lakes and trees to the mountain beyond. The sun glistened on the rising mist blanketing the serene and idyllic beauty of the morning. I looked to the mountaintop, at the very edge of the horizon, and then a thought descended upon me, as if from the rain that I can still taste today. ‘Do you see the top of that mountain over there?’ He looked at the valley, then the mountain, and then the very top as far as he could see, then he looked back at me and nodded. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘even though you can’t see the other side, you still know there’s something great over there, don’t you?’

He paused for a long moment, both of us looking at the edge of heaven as if for the very first time. I was suddenly quite pleased with myself and my metaphor, hoping that I could inspire a young mind to think beyond this worldly existence to a more eternal and ethereal realm, over the rainbow bridge – quite forgetting that most ten-year-olds have no grasp of metaphor. At that age, I grappled even with the existence of the literal. The boy stared at the mountain for what seemed like an eternity, then he looked up at me and said, ‘Of course there is, Mister – sure that’s Dunmanway!’ And so, Dunmanway in County Cork will forever be a kind of heaven in my eyes.

As a surgeon, I would spend every day of the rest of my life walking the path between life and death at the top of that mountain – and trying to offer some kind of peace, and a measure of hope at the end of it all. I have put countless animals to sleep and, although my words of compassion, empathy and sympathy vary depending on the circumstance, the sequence of events in the aftermath is always the same – human lives unravel in front of my eyes. At the moment of passing of a deeply loved animal friend, the facade that we put up to friends, family and society comes crashing down. What’s left is the raw core of our inner selves that we have shared with that animal – and, possibly, with no other human being ever. All the things we thought so important fade to insignificance and the things we didn’t realise about ourselves suddenly come into sharp focus.

To some people, an animal may be only a rabbit, or a dog, or a cat, but to me and to the family in my consulting room, the essence of that animal and why we care for it is the very lifeblood of what makes us most ‘human’. In that moment, the entire fabric of who and what we are comes undone – a divorce, the joys and tragedies of children, a lover held then lost, the job we wish we had or the one we wish we’d never found, the horrible boss, the partner we take for granted, our mortality and our very reason for existence – all unfolding in front of us as we hold a paw while life ebbs away. And for this: unconditional love – a kind of love rarely seen among humankind. It’s a kind of love that makes us the very best we can ever be, and prevents us from being the worst we can be – a love that saves us from ourselves. This is the kind of love and sense of belonging in ‘oneness’ with animals that I have devoted my life to – and one that has saved my life many times over.

In the course of writing this book, a realisation of this ‘oneness’ came into sharp focus. I nearly died myself; through the guidance of an animal’s paw I travelled many journeys of enlightenment; a bit too late, I had the greatest awakening of my life; and the world realised what it was to slow down, to hit the pause button and stop completely. The enormity of every challenge we have ever faced was suddenly thrown into stark relief by the threat posed to mankind by the tiniest microbe – coronavirus (Covid-19).

Talking to the boy all those years ago under the chestnut tree by the side of the road, he told me he had adopted the rabbit as a baby from the wild when the rabbit’s family had been killed by a farm machine, and he kept it in a makeshift hutch hidden on the farm. His father didn’t really understand his love for a rabbit; he was much like my own father, I expect. The boy and I came from working farming stock and there was no time to indulge in such ‘childish’ feelings. But as I have grown older, and long after I became a vet and undertook further studies to become a specialist and a professor, the more I have realised that while it’s necessary to have scientific knowledge and professional acumen, none of the letters after my name really matter by comparison with the motivation behind Vetman, my imaginary hero who wanted to help all the animals and show mankind that together, as one, our planet and all creation can be so much better.

The more one learns, the more arrogant one can become if one invests in ego above compassion – and the further I too could have strayed from the childish notion that love and common sense will prevail. All knowledge in books is only there because someone wrote it once who believed it to be true. A year ago if I had written that a pandemic would stop the world, people would have believed it to be science fiction, and yet in a lecture on ‘One Medicine’ in October 2019 I said exactly that. That ‘science fiction’ has become our reality and as this pandemic pursues its deadly path across the globe, the truth is being rewritten day by day.

It may seem like impossible ‘science fiction’ now, but I have always believed that it is only in looking after animals that we will look after ourselves and that the medical professions, both veterinary and human, must unite in the guise of One Medicine. In my view, we must rewrite our perception of ‘the truth’ in medicine. To fail to do so, we risk our own annihilation through our arrogant neglect of the diseases, ecosystems and habitats that affect our animal friends on whom we depend. We claim superiority in sentience, in our ability to solve problems, in our trillions spent in the pursuit of new planets while we continue to destroy our own, and yet it requires only the tiny microbial spike of coronavirus to burst our overinflated balloon. It’s no coincidence that ‘corona’ refers to the ‘crown’ of spikes on this virus, because this minute pathogen has become the cruel master of our planet for a while. We will only ever reclaim any authority over disease if we work together, studying disease in man and animal and finding cures side by side in One Medicine.

I often wonder how many of the people governing the countries of our planet we actually trust to do the right thing. Animals don’t judge us, they accept us and allow us to be truly ourselves, and they trust us to do the right thing. I believe we can learn and grow from this special kind of simple, unconditional love – and that it can save us from ourselves. Each and every one of us can be a happier person, a more effective manager, better in business, a more determined leader, a more caring partner, more patient, more positive, more passionate and compassionate, less irritable, less worried and less consumed with the material world we have built around us.

I believe that my love of the patients I treat, and for my dearest companions Keira, my Border terrier dog, and Ricochet, my Maine Coon cat, has rescued me from the egotistical self-serving indulgence of being ‘the Supervet’. In my everyday working life, time and again animals have shown me that they can help us to be whomever or whatever we want to be – if only we listen.

The boy’s rabbit was dying from myxomatosis, which was endemic where I grew up in rural Ireland. It is a deadly disease caused by a virus that jumped from Brazilian cottontail tapeti rabbits, which have adapted to live with the virus, to European rabbits for whom it is frequently fatal. Myxomatosis is transmitted to rabbits by an intermediate host like a mosquito, flea, mite or louse and brings about a horrible death, which I have seen many times. Our corona pandemic also causes horrible death, also likely originated in an animal host such as a bat, and may have been transferred to us via an intermediate carrier of the virus. At the time of writing, we don’t know for sure. All I do know is that the future of medicine and the salvation of the planet will be built on the pillars of the four E’s – ethics, evidence, efficacy and education.

We need to educate veterinary and human medicine that a ‘joined-up’ approach provides greater evidence of efficacy for any investigation or treatment, and that this is the only truly ethical approach. I know with absolute certainty that in the next generation the human race will pay the price of disregarding naturally occurring disease in animals – be it infection, cancer or any other ailment – and snubbing the lessons that a collaboration between human and veterinary doctors could yield through One Medicine. The stakes are too high for us to continue to ignore the obvious evidence that nature is screaming out at us. We have to listen to the animals because they could save our lives – and those of our children after us.

There is only one reason for me to write this book, and it’s the same reason that I take time to hold a hand in a consultation, hold a scalpel blade in surgery, hold a paw in recovery, hold a pen to write a scientific paper or lecture, or hold One Medicine as the central goal of my lifetime’s work. It is to help one person or one animal to have a better life or to be a better ‘being’. I believe that all animals and humans are ‘beings’, connected by oneness which is greater than any of us; greater than a moniker like ‘the Supervet’; and greater than anything I can achieve in my lifetime. But if this book helps one person or one animal, that will be enough for me.

The small boy put the limp and quietly gasping rabbit in my arms and in the back of my car I administered the necessary injection – straight into the heart, which is the quickest way in such circumstances; horrible and necessary and peaceful all at the same time. I showed him the body and he nodded, his tears drying in salty rivulets down his cheeks.

‘He’s at peace,’ I said. ‘Shall I take him?’ He nodded.

‘You OK?’ I asked. He just looked at me, eyes wide with fear of the unknown. I put my hand on his shoulder for a brief second and whispered, ‘It’ll be all right.’ As I was getting into the car to drive off, he gently nudged me and said, almost in an embarrassed whisper, ‘Thank you for taking time, Mister. Thank you for the time.’ Then he turned and started up the lane to the farmhouse. I laid the little body on the window-wiping newspaper on the passenger seat, and drove off into the azure light of a new day.

I don’t know what happened to that boy, or if anything I said or did that morning actually mattered, but it changed forever what I felt about birth, death and the blink of an eye in the middle which we call life. It’s all time and time is all we have – but what will we do with ours?

Thank you for allowing me to share with you how animals saved me from wasting my time and from profound darkness when I couldn’t see the light. Thank you for even beginning to consider the inevitable truth that we are all on this journey side by side – you, me, human, animal.

I can only hope that the crisis we face together in Covid-19 brings unity in the wake of our isolation, compassion from our implosion, solidarity from our insularity, and oneness from our numbness. We are all in this together. We are truly one, both in the beginning and in the end – always one.


CHAPTER ONE

Internalisation

‘We need to internalize this idea of excellence.

Not many folks spend a lot of time trying to be excellent.’

Barack Obama

Internalisation of an ideal, a belief or a set of values makes them integral to your attitude and way of thinking. The internalised quality becomes central to who you are, how you act and how you live your life. Indeed, if I spent half the time internalising the love and success I have enjoyed as I do the pain and failure, I would be twice the person.

For me, however, the single greatest quality I could aspire to internalise is integrity. Integrity to me means being honest and having strong moral principles. Integrity is taking responsibility for my actions, personal and professional, and looking in the mirror without lying to myself. It’s the ability to question objectively my raison d’être: why am I here at all? If I’m lying to myself, then no matter how I dress it up to assuage my moral (or immoral) conscience, I am lying to myself and to everyone else too.

When it comes to the welfare of the animal that I’m treating and my responsibility to their guardians, my moral compass has invariably guided me and I genuinely feel that my integrity has always been 100 per cent intact. With equal honesty I can also acknowledge that I’ve fallen short more than once in my own life because I have on occasion lacked that same focus and compass that has served me so well as a vet.

I have learned too that the solution to my challenges with love, trust, intimacy and respect in relationships has been staring me in the face these last thirty years. Now I aspire to learn from the masters – the animals I have been trusted enough to treat, and my own two animal friends, Keira and Ricochet, who teach me lessons about care and integrity every single day. With her barley-straw hair and massive ‘sticky-out’ eyebrows, now slightly greying (just like her dad), Keira has been my trusty companion and comfort blanket for the past thirteen years. She has been at my side through the most challenging years of my career, with the building of my practice, Fitzpatrick Referrals. My new best buddy Ricochet, meanwhile, is a giant black fluff-ball of feline gloriousness, with gorgeous big, bright-yellow eyes, who has reached his big panda paws inside my heart and claimed a huge part of it. From morning nose nuzzles to calming night-time chin cuddles, he’s a whirlwind of love, buoying me up in his vortex. I am desperately in love with both of them.

If I wasn’t honest with them for one second, I would not be getting a lick on the face or a wet nuzzle in the eye socket. They would sniff out my hypocrisy of promising a walk, or setting up a routine for feeding, and then not delivering, or of being too irritable to receive love – and they would tell me in no uncertain terms to stop being a moron. Being the guardian of a dog or cat demands a commitment to do the thing you promised to do, long after the mood in which you made that promise has left you. For me, commitment is ‘internalised’ integrity.

As a surgeon holding life and death in my hands each day, if I lose my integrity for one second, I have lost everything. If I have internalised integrity I will always have the courage to care about and do the right thing, whatever the personal consequences. You will too, and animals can teach us that.

My head was exploding, my heart racing and eating up my chest, my gut felt like a bucket of churning nails and I couldn’t breathe as my throat clamped shut. My security guard, Tony, closed the door. I looked around at the room: a stark, bare, white-walled space. Everything was gleaming, neat and angular – the table, the chair, the sofa, the toilet, the shower, even the curtain. Small spots of light around the room oozed a dim, rippling glow – no doubt intended to be a comforting cocoon of solace in preparation for what lay ahead, but to me in that moment it represented an ominous twilight. I turned off all the lights, lay down on the sofa and stared at the ceiling, terrified.

My thoughts raced back to a world long ago, where there were no angles, just soft blurry edges of my childhood in Ballyfin, in my small white rickety bed that squeaked like a lonely mouse every time I turned over. Here in this room the blackness was different to the darkness that I had felt that night in Ireland when I had gone back to bed after I lost the lamb and my life changed forever. There was still a hazy glow now as I closed my eyes and I didn’t know whether it came from outside or inside my head. I just lay there motionless, waves of helplessness washing over me. Almost forty years later, on 25 November 2018, again I felt I wasn’t good enough, strong enough or brave enough.

That night, as a boy, I had looked up at the millions of lights puncturing the heavens – at the enormity of creation – and felt like a worthless speck of dust. I had looked for the brightest star that I could find and had wished on it with all my heart that I might one day be strong enough, brave enough and clever enough to pluck that star from the firmament and hold its light inside me.

Soon afterwards, Vetman took shape in my childish imagination:

One day he was searching in the jungle for more medicines to make,

And he found a giant crater near a lake

A huge bright star had crashed to Earth

And in the magic stardust that had fallen from above

Vetman found the actual molecules that make up love

Love is in the Stars!

Vetman called it ‘magic bionic dust’

And from it he made a love-filled glue

To fix up all of the waifs and strays – shiny and new.

His ‘magic bionic dust’ healed up all of their wounds

And maybe if we could just believe in love

It might just heal us too.

In real life, in two hours I was due onstage in front of several thousand people at The O2 Arena in London for the last date of the ‘Supervet Live’ tour, when I would attempt to pluck the giant star from the screen behind me and hand a little light to everyone in the audience to take with them out into the world. But I couldn’t speak. I had completely lost my voice; I couldn’t even whisper. I’d been performing live in large arenas every weekend for the previous two months, yet I hadn’t felt utterly petrified until now. Perhaps it was because I’d seen so many wonderful acts in this magnificent arena; perhaps it was because I’d prepared all my life for this moment, and now I didn’t know how I could perform; perhaps it was that I was letting down the child who dreamed that Vetman could fly and save the world. Or perhaps it was just that I was exhausted: the tour had been building up to this climax over twenty previous arena performances – I’d done three shows in Peterborough and Brighton in the previous thirty-six hours alone – and I’d blown the gaskets. I didn’t know, but shaking with unspoken fear and feelings of profound unworthiness about being there at all, I just curled up in the darkened room like my ten-year-old self on that fateful night in County Laois and lay thinking of the star as all of my dreams came crashing down around me.

I couldn’t go onstage – we would have to cancel the show. I’d just had that very conversation, so various members of the crew were scurrying around, but it was too late – people were already piling into the arena. I tried over and over to voice just one phrase: ‘Peggy Babcock’s knapsack strap snapped and her animal manimal made maximal fun of the nun when the seashells she sells were shining night starlight of volitional unconditional love.’ Ridiculous nonsense, I know – an amalgamated tongue-twister I had devised as a pre-show warm-up. The star from my childhood had become my talisman while I was writing the show and simultaneously working my normal day as a surgeon. I needed something to remind me why I was doing this at all, but now I couldn’t even say it.

There was a knock on the door. The voice doctor had arrived. She’d helped innumerable stricken performers in the final gasps before a cancelled performance, and as I bent over and she jabbed vitamin B12 into my right butt cheek, she told me that everything would be fine. She prescribed 60mg of the steroid prednisolone and I downed it like it was my last supper, feeling very melodramatic indeed. And she was gone as quickly as she had arrived – some kind of miraculous angel sent to those in need of one last hurrah before they inevitably collapsed in a heap of their own making. I have it on pretty good authority that you can’t be doing this kind of thing too often or you really mess yourself up – but for one final jig from the Leprechaun of Love, it was worth it.

I lay back down on the sofa, where no doubt countless numbers of my rock and pop heroes had rested their own butt cheeks, injected or not, and closed my eyes. I wondered whether they ever thought about the fragility of existence amid all our endeavours – how much we take for granted until it’s gone. How did all those artists cope with performing in front of thousands of people night after night? What power of belief had they internalised that allowed them to do that? While they had done that for a living since they were teenagers, I’d just been endlessly studying, plying my trade with a scalpel blade rather than a musical instrument. But as a surgeon, I did understand the knife-edge of hope and desolation.

I thought of my own mortality, even if going onstage wasn’t life or death. What if the drugs didn’t work? What if I was dumbstruck with fright when I stepped onto The O2 stage? I felt none of the anticipated euphoria of that grand finale of the tour. I knew this would likely be the biggest public event of my life, but I just felt numb and not only because of the local anaesthetic I’d sprayed on my throat. I was paralysed with fear that I was going to let everyone down. I had no idea what would happen next.

Then a miracle happened. I had administered one-shot, high-dose steroids loads of times to animals in crises, but before that night I’d had no personal experience of them myself. Although I hope never to need them again, wow, it felt good. About an hour after swallowing the dose, the vice-like grip on my larynx released. I started to enunciate Peggy Babcock and friends, then after another thirty minutes I could project. Within two hours I was walking onto the stage. Sound, lights, action. The crowd erupted in applause. It all passed in a whirlwind.

In the show, I explored my life story with the hope that I might inspire folks who were going through tough times, or were wishing on a star as I had many years before. I wanted to convey to the audience the power of internalising positive thought, to believe that their dreams were possible, no matter how many bullies might have told them otherwise, and to find hope and some kind of redemption through the bond of unconditional love we share with animals. I told them about growing up on a farm in Ireland, feeling alienated and being bullied at school; how I befriended our farm dog Pirate and invented Vetman who would save all of the animals and save me in the process. What it was like going through vet school and all of the exams, and the funny times too along the way, like when I was a knitwear model, or went to Philadelphia to study because I thought that’s where Rocky lived. I laughed with the crowd as I recounted my foray into acting and my appearances on Casualty, The Bill and Heartbeat, and in the ‘less-than-epic’ movie Ghost Rig.

We journeyed together through my days as a large animal vet in rural Ireland, when I performed my first orthopaedic procedure on the kitchen table in the cottage of a farmer named Larry. Larry had left me a very important legacy with the immortal observation that, ‘Everything is impossible until it happens’ – an aphorism I still internalise today for inspiration and guidance. I also recalled the night when a cow had shat on my head while I was paring her hooves by the lights of a tractor, and how I had decided that farm-animal practice probably wasn’t my destiny as I wiped the excrement out of my ears.

I talked about my struggles to find my way up the rungs of the profession when for whatever reason I wasn’t deemed clever enough to get an internship or a residency. I explained how frustration with the status quo leads to innovation and progress, but how with that comes a great burden of ethical responsibility and the pain of failure. I discussed bionic artificial limb implants in a dog and a cat and what that would have meant for my Uncle Paul, an amputee with a horrible, crusty raw stump caused by chafing from his primitive wooden leg. This story led to the birth of The Supervet TV show which began in 2014 on Channel 4 and which has forever changed my life in so many ways throughout the 110-plus episodes we’ve now filmed.

Finally, I talked about how man and animal were studied side by side in the very first Theatrum Anatomicum (anatomi­cal teaching theatre) in Italy in 1637, and then how human and veterinary medicine went their separate ways, never to join up again. I talked about success and failure in surgery for both animals and humans and how a reunification of medicine, One Medicine, could be beneficial for all patients. I suggested that this approach might be a better and kinder way forward for the planet, especially as we continue to exploit animals without giving them a fair deal, forcing species after species towards extinction. I talked about my faith in a more compassionate and respectful world and how I hoped I was making a difference. I wanted everyone to take home a little of the love in Vetman’s stardust; to internalise its power and potential to make dreams come true.

Keira made a special appearance at the end and, as usual, stole the show – she was the real star and once again she received a standing ovation. I bowed on Keira’s behalf to the refrain of ‘One More Light’ by Linkin Park, a song in honour of their singer Chester Bennington, who had been overwhelmed by addiction, depression and darkness and taken his own life.

I have internalised all kinds of pain in my life, some of which I can now talk about, some of which remains buried in the recesses of time. Many of us pretend to be able to ‘deal with stuff’ – ostensibly we move on and carry on with a semblance of sanity in our lives, so perhaps no one would ever guess at our trauma. But for most of us, somewhere inside, the demons continue to lurk. For some, those demons are so close to the surface that even an apparently innocuous trigger can make us irritable, in the same way that a horse who was once scared by a man in a long coat will shy away from all men in long coats forever. For others, the scars of childhood trauma are repressed, buried deep inside, because that was the only way we could deal with it.

When we experience a cataclysmic event in our lives, old wounds can be exposed, and we relive the emotional pain with all the dreadful repercussions that entails. When that happens, we have a choice. We can choose to let the light in and seek help to heal, or we can decide to run like hell and keep running, kicking dirt behind us like a cat trying to cover its shit, and never to return because it stinks. From my own experience I know that the former choice is the most difficult – letting the light in forces us to confront our hidden horror.

Some deeply internalised childhood traumas with the deepest scars can bleed the worst if they are reopened by some body blow of circumstance later in life. There is no doubt that both of my parents were superheroes and no fault lies with them; they were doing their best for me, my four sisters and my brother, in the context of a rural Catholic Irish farming community in County Laois in central Ireland, where work, unshakable faith in God and the integrity of the family were sacrosanct. I internalised these values. Mammy walked miles for buckets of water from a well, or milk from a local farm while carrying a baby and with two other small children walking along beside her, while Daddy worked any and every hour that God sent looking after the animals and the land. In a relatively insular farming environment, I stood up and took things ‘like a man’, I did not show weakness, and it was God’s will to suffer things that should not be spoken of – even if the hurt ran deep.

Yogic philosophy tells us we are born with a karmic inheritance of mental and emotional patterns, known as samskaras (from the Sanskrit: sam meaning ‘complete’, and kara, ‘action’), through which we cycle over and over again during our lives. In that sense, I have inherited the scars of my father and have scratched the scabs off these for years, yearning for some kind of approval that is never going to happen. I am a surgeon and it’s my job to resolve physical injuries, but I have found that the impact of emotional damage can be much harder to cope with. In my case, this has caused damage which can’t simply be cut out and I’ve sublimated and covered it up with study and work for forty years.

Sensory input comes into a part of the brain called the thalamus and is then sent to the neocortex, which is the thinking or rational brain, and also to a small almond-shaped mass of grey matter between the cerebral hemispheres called the amygdala. The amygdala is the ‘fight or flight’ centre where emotions and moods – fear, anger, aggression and sadness – are experienced and then shunted and stored in the hippocampus, a seahorse-shaped structure behind the amygdala. The hippocampus collates the outputs from the amygdala and is responsible for processing emotional responses and long-term memory, so that one can recognise similar triggers and possibly avoid them in the future. This can be a good or a bad thing. If the emotional record in the hippocampus recognises the stimulus as potentially painful, it feeds back to the amygdala to trigger fight, flight or freeze. This can provoke a sudden powerful emotional response, which is entirely spontaneous and urgent, over-riding rational thought in the neocortex – and may be regretted later. In his 1996 book Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ, Daniel Goleman coined the phrase ‘amygdala hijack’ to describe this overwhelming emotional response, which can be completely disproportionate to the inciting cause.

I suspect that most medical professionals have to suppress their ‘fight, flight or freeze’ responses every single day of their lives or no surgeon would ever be able to pick up a scalpel blade.

I have internalised a lot of pain in my amygdala down through the years, as I think many of us have, and when the scars are inflamed, we sometimes react with emotion, rather than reason, as the brain explodes with noise, confusion, depression, fear and self-destructive behaviour. It’s been my ‘trauma centre’ since childhood, absorbing all the slings and arrows life has thrown at me, and although I wasn’t to know it at the time, a bullet was about to strike right to its heart and ‘hijack’ was imminent.

I didn’t ever travel far from home as a child except for the annual trip to the seaside in Tramore. I served at Mass on Sundays and went to a small local Catholic primary school, where the curriculum wasn’t what it could have been and nobody noticed, or if they did, they didn’t say. When I moved to secondary school in 1985, aged eleven, I found myself ill-equipped both academically and emotionally to deal with the onslaught of an all-boys school surrounded by lads from the far corners of Ireland, who were far better educated than me and had all experienced life. I rapidly realised I was different.

The other boys saw it too and it didn’t take long before the bullying started. Some of my fellow pupils took great pleasure in bashing my bike and my bag of books, and then they’d throw me into a nearby disused quarry, hurling my books down on top of me where I lay in a slurry of mud and stinking silage effluent. Eventually the physical violence didn’t register at all, and they found that it was only by destroying the copybooks in which I had invested all of myself that they could really hurt me. As their torture continued, I became more and more withdrawn and buried myself away to study for hours, hoping they’d all have gone somewhere else when I finally emerged to cycle home. This was a trauma I’d been running from all my adult life – now thirty years later I had begun to shine a little healing light on those wounds, by writing about my experience in my memoir Listening to the Animals and speaking the truth on the tour. Yet still the emotional scars remained and would soon be laid bare and bleeding.

The ‘Supervet Live’ tour had been truly amazing. I had met so many people on the road across the UK and Ireland who were hugely gracious and genuinely humbling. There were too many to mention – a little girl who had endured cancer, watching episodes of The Supervet to keep her company during a year of chemotherapy; an elderly man who had saved up for six months to attend the show and who had given me a hug and thanked me, saying that he could die happy; a small boy in a wheelchair with mental and physical disabilities who had knitted me a scarf, and when he’d met me after the show had uttered the exact same words as the young lad on the hillside in Cork way back: ‘Thank you for taking the time.’

Time is indeed all we have. I wish I had wasted less of those precious moments worrying about things that might never happen – I wish we all could. When we forget our true purpose, we waste so much time lying to ourselves about what is and is not important. I thought I had found my true purpose, but at that moment I had no idea that very soon, everything I ever believed in would come crashing down.

Being ‘the Supervet’ was about to become an ocean of pain.

Driving home that night from The O2 Arena, slumped on the back seat exhausted, taking one final journey with Tony, who had been driver, security guardian, morning alarm clock and friend on the tour, I reflected on how lucky I was to have had this magnificent journey. I was really honoured to have such an amazing opportunity to directly communicate with so many people about what I feel is a fundamental truth for humanity – that the salvation of mankind lies in our respect for animals and for each other.

Each night on the tour, I felt really fortunate to be a vet and to experience unconditional love and hope through the integrity of the human–animal bond on a daily basis. I thought about how hard I’d had to work to arrive at this moment: the endless studying and exams; the regular sixteen-hour days, seven days a week; the stress over money worries and bank loans to build the practice; the pain of failure in surgery; the often exasperating responsibility of managing more than 250 work colleagues; and the personal life sacrifices – but it was all my very willing choice – and as I looked back in my mind from the back of the tour van, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. I was living my dream to give animals a fair deal through medical advancement and more collaboration with human medicine for the greater good, and it was a wonderful way to spend a life, I thought. Exhausted and voiceless though I was, I felt that I had been blessed and I never wanted to give it up.

The next morning, I went back to the day job and Fitzpatrick Referrals. The nurses were joking about my touring ‘holiday’, delighted that I had completely lost my voice, but I wasn’t really in the mood for their teasing. I knew it was going to be a tough day, because later that morning I would be putting to sleep a beautiful two-year-old yellow Labrador called Monty – the antithesis of my tour experience, from elation to deflation from the outset.

Monty had failed to respond to multiple medical and surgical interventions for severe elbow osteoarthritis affecting both front legs; I had tried my best, but it wasn’t enough. Now he was suffering and the family and I had decided that it wasn’t right to put him through any more. During my show at The O2 Arena, my failure to save Monty had been on my mind. As I was delivering my message of hope, I had been heartbroken inside. I had known Monty for a long time. He was my friend and it was my duty to carry out the euthanasia myself – to be there to hold his paw and his family’s hands while they said goodbye.

As I walked into my office I knew this sad task awaited, so when my practice manager Brian knocked on the door I thought it was to offer some words of support, to welcome me back after the final leg of the tour, or possibly to join in the joke about me being quiet, for once. One look at his face told me otherwise. His normally vibrant Scottish eyes looked grave and his usual upbeat demeanour was replaced with an ominously stooped sluggishness. I knew instantly that I was about to get bad news, but I didn’t know just how bad. Brian took the chair opposite my desk; he looked at me sadly, took a deep breath and handed me a thick white envelope with the letters RCVS printed in bold blue ink. Nobody in the veterinary profession likes getting a big thick white envelope with RCVS on it. That can only mean very bad news indeed.

The RCVS, the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons, is the governing body of the veterinary profession in the UK. I have the utmost respect for the RCVS and am deeply grateful to practise the vocation that I love, and to be able to serve the companion animals of the UK and those who love them. I’m proud to be an ambassador for its values, and to do everything in my power to uphold its moral code, its good name and the good reputation of veterinary professionals in society. However, at that moment, my heart hit the floor. I looked at Brian dumbfounded. Even if I had been physically able to speak, I would not have known what to say. He simply said, ‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.’

He had received the letter along with a bundle of paperwork from the RCVS a few days earlier, but knowing that I would be profoundly affected and not wishing to upset me when I was on tour, he had kept it from me until that morning. Four fellow veterinarians, none of whom I knew personally or had ever met, had accused me of malpractice, not acting in the best interests of an animal who, in their view, should have been euthanised. They made claims of ‘overtreating’ that animal to the point of ‘experimentation’, and suggested that I was doing this for egotistical reasons – that in filming this segment for Channel 4’s The Supervet I had put self-promotion above my commitment to the health and welfare of my patient. In their eyes, I was therefore drawing the veterinary profession into disrepute. They requested a full disciplinary hearing. Depending on the outcome, I could face a suspension or even be struck off, meaning I would no longer be allowed to practise veterinary medicine, which had been the central purpose of my life for as long as I could remember.

My head exploded and my world imploded. My amygdala spontaneously erupted with fire. Having opened the envelope, I glanced through its reams of contents – four separate but related depositions asserting that I was guilty of gross professional misconduct and bringing my beloved profession into disrepute. I had just spent two months of weekends travelling across the nation to spread the good word about the veterinary establishment and the guardianship of unconditional love embodied by vets everywhere. I had interrupted the tour for two weekends to lecture in Phoenix, USA, as a keynote speaker at the American College of Veterinary Surgeons (ACVS) Surgery Summit, which had been a lifetime ambition for me, and at the European Society of Veterinary Orthopaedics and Traumatology (ESVOT) Congress in Barcelona, Spain. My lectures were on the theme of ‘Just because we can do something, does not make it the right thing to do’, and one of my talks was titled ‘Revolution or evolution? Ethics and engineering of bionic biology’. In it I spoke about the ethical implications of advanced veterinary surgery and the pressing need for a robust framework for the entire profession within which to discuss and disseminate the aforementioned four E’s: ethics, evidence, efficacy and education.

Every single day of the preceding twenty-eight years I had devoted all my energy to every single animal that was entrusted to my care, to every single person who loved or cared for that animal, and to all of the veterinary colleagues I knew and loved, especially those in my ‘Fitz-Family’. I had plunged into endless financial debt to build my practice up from a derelict farm, I had blown several personal relationships because of my vocation, and I had many struggles with mental distress. In fact, it would have been physically impossible for me to spend any more hours doing exactly what the complainants said I wasn’t doing – trying to uphold my oath to do everything in my power to alleviate pain and suffering for animals, and this is now what it boiled down to. Was I really that much of a charlatan and hypocrite? I couldn’t come to terms with any of it. It was anathema to me – the direct opposite of everything I stood for, had striven for and fought for.

Brian gave me a hug and left. I stumbled from my desk onto my bed, which is about six feet beyond a doorway from my office/bedroom where I had mostly lived for a decade – day and night. I fell onto the mattress, buried my head in the pillow and cried my eyes out. The pillow was drenched with tears, I couldn’t think straight and in that moment I wanted to run out of the practice and never come back. I banged my head on the pillow over and over. Why was this happening? How could this happen? What did it mean? Maybe what I had thought was my crystal-clear life’s purpose was in fact a myth, because others felt that I was disingenuous and that I had both internalised and externalised a lie.

This was the price of being ‘the Supervet’.

The focus of the complaint to the RCVS was the case of a Hermann’s tortoise called Hermes, so-called because in 2016 he had been found abandoned in a cardboard box of the delivery company of the same name. The story of Hermes and what happened after he came into Fitzpatrick Referrals had been filmed and first broadcast in Episode 4, Series 12 of The Supervet on 4 October 2018. His lovely mum Helen, a human critical care nurse and one of the most compassionate people I have ever met, had rescued and looked after him. Hermes was only five years old and could expect to live to the age of forty-five or more. However, during hibernation, three of his legs had been eaten off by rats. Hermes’ wonderful primary care vet exclusively treated and held a certificate qualification in the care of exotic species. She had been dressing the wounds on his stumps and treating infection for quite some time when she referred him to me to see if I could help.

Two front limbs had been removed at the bottom of the arm bone (humerus) just above the elbows, and one back leg had been severed at the bottom of the thigh bone (femur) just above the knee. With only one functional limb, Hermes couldn’t move around. Helen recognised that his quality of life was obviously impaired, but she knew him well, and in the weeks before I saw him he was still interacting with her daily with a positive spirit – he hadn’t given up. And because he could potentially have such a long life, she didn’t want to give up on him either.

There are always emotions involved. I see this all of the time in my clinical practice, and it’s always really tough. It is inevitable that guardians will internalise the pain and suffering of their animals and feel terrible when they are disabled and hurting. The job of a veterinary surgeon is to be the advocate for the animal, regardless of the feelings of the guardian, while at the same time being empathetic and acknowledging their emotional and psychological trauma.

The fact is, however, that you can’t help every animal and there are some animals that you shouldn’t help. It’s not enough to be able to do something, it must always be in the animal’s best interests. Therein lies the professional ethical dilemma. As more techniques become available, as possibilities open up, this creates a different and more challenging landscape for decision-making – if there are only two chocolates in the box, the choice is easier than if you have ten different flavours. Sadly, though, veterinary medicine is struggling to come to terms with this dilemma, and there is a paucity of crystal-clear guidance in such matters.

When I met Hermes, I had been performing limb amputation prosthesis surgeries for more than a decade, and so at this point I think it’s fair to say that I had more experience than any other veterinarian in the world about the pros and cons of this procedure. I had seen these prostheses perform both well and poorly in humans and animals, and we had learned a lot. To my knowledge, the procedure had never before been performed on a tortoise, but Hermes’ other options were not looking good. Stump socket prostheses, where one makes a silicone-lined cup into which a stump can fit and to which is attached an artificial limb, have been around for hundreds of years. This wasn’t possible for Hermes because they wouldn’t stay on, and because when he retracted his limbs into his shell, they wouldn’t fit. I had put wheels on a tortoise before. Small multi-directional wheels stuck to the underside of his shell might have worked fine if he had two legs left, but with only one, that was also a non-starter. It was possible to keep him alive as he was, but without the ability to move, neither Helen nor I, nor her primary care clinician, felt that this was either ethical or sustainable. We were left therefore with two stark options: try to give Hermes bionic limbs which were anchored to the remaining bone stumps, or allow him to pass away peacefully.

Of course, with Hermes there were challenges and risks associated with implanting limb amputation prostheses, as there would be with any surgery. His stumps had been treated for infection, and since healing in tortoises takes longer, there had been a delay before coming to see me and there would be further delay before surgery was possible. There was the concern, therefore, that this time frame was too long and quality of life during this period too poor to justify continuing, and also the risk that infection could come back. Furthermore, even if it were scientifically possible to make implants small enough to fit his tiny bones, as far as we knew nobody had ever done it before, and so it would be challenging and there could be mechanical failure. In addition, the bone and skin may have difficulty growing around the implants. All of the same potential complications existed as they did for a human or a dog or a cat, but these were amplified by the timescale for healing, the tiny bones and other factors of the unknown. If Helen decided to proceed, Hermes’ surgery and aftercare would involve a team effort, including many veterinary professionals, my intern team and nurses, as well as the clinical team at her primary care hospital, in particular Hermes’ primary care vet whose clinical practice was exclusively for exotic species, so she was accustomed to all aspects of tortoise care from feeding to blood sampling. And so, taking all of this into consideration, the fundamental dilemma remained: was it morally the right thing to do to proceed with surgery?

When faced with such a decision, people often ask me, ‘What would you do?’ I used to answer readily, saying what I would do if it were my animal friend. Nowadays I say that I can’t say what I would do, for fear that my ‘guidance’ or ‘opinion’ might be deemed ‘coercion’ of the animal guardian. Many people have come to see me because they have already seen multiple other veterinarians who have done their best, but it hasn’t worked out or not been possible to effect a resolution of the problem. Some veterinarians might disagree with me offering any solution, hope or comfort for the animal or the guardian. All I can do is clearly and objectively explain all of the options to the legal guardian and advise on welfare and ethical considerations.

In the case of Hermes, Helen and I discussed his situation and whether euthanasia might be the most appropriate ethi­cal choice many times, and on several different occasions. Ultimately the decision to proceed or not at the time of surgery was taken by Helen; the primary care clinician and I could of course decline to treat and we could recommend euthanasia, but we could not force Helen to put Hermes to sleep.

Helen decided on surgery.

The operation was performed in November 2017. Myself, a team of intern vets, several nurses and an external consultant with specialist training and an additional degree in exotic species, with whom I had consulted throughout Hermes’ treatment, operated and placed three limb amputation prosthesis implants in Hermes’ legs. We planned the procedure carefully in every way – both from a design and engineering perspective and from a clinical management perspective. We built a special heated and lighted enclosure in one of the wards for him. It was delicate surgery with tiny implants, each of which had a little peg and two little plates attached to the humerus and femur bones with 1.5mm screws, a platform upon which the bones could sit, and onto which the skin could grow, and a spigot peg sticking out onto which we could attach artificial feet. The internal implant is an ‘endoprosthesis’ and the external foot attachment is an ‘exoprosthesis’. Together the endo- and exoprostheses constitute a ‘bionic limb’. We had used similar implants in many dogs and cats before and the surgery went very much according to plan. After the surgery we nursed Hermes, his wounds continued to heal well and he went home. Within a week he was making valiant attempts to get around on his pegs, even before we could fit his new feet.

Very sadly, however, at home two months later he developed suspected internal organ failure and died during the night. In the absence of postmortem studies, we’ll never know the cause and Helen, myself and the team were absolutely crushed. We had all loved him so much – especially Helen – but we all took solace in the fact that he had been recovering in the most supportive environment imaginable and none of us had any regrets. We knew that we had done the right thing for our little friend; had he not died of an unforeseen and seemingly unrelated condition, Hermes might have long outlived me. The TV cameras had captured the whole journey, and we told it as it was on The Supervet, as we always do, with a little RIP card for him at the end of the show.

Obviously, the four veterinarians who had filed the complaint with the RCVS had seen me treat Hermes on The Supervet. They could not have known about the case other­wise, since Helen and the primary care veterinarian who had referred the case to me were happy with the service and the care afforded to Hermes. Collectively we had all acted in the patient’s best interests, and I had consulted with another senior specialist about the case and had observed all due diligence.

The complainants, however, felt very differently about the treatment. They alleged that, because I had explained on The Supervet that to our knowledge it was the first time this would be attempted in a tortoise and the outcome was unknown, this was de facto an ‘experiment’. Their opinion was that I was operating with an untested procedure because I had a vested interest in doing so, because it was being filmed for The Supervet. They further alleged that, because I had told Helen that the chances were fifty–fifty, I was misleading her and therefore guilty of unprofessional conduct. They felt that I personally did not consider the whole animal welfare and that making the surgical procedure front and central to the animal journey on the programme was cruel, unprofessional, unethical and unjustified. The complainants argued that Helen could not possibly have known what was in Hermes’ best interests because she was too emotionally invested, and in their view, as advocates for the welfare of the animal, they felt that euthanasia would have been the preferred ‘treatment’ to alleviate pain and suffering. They argued that euthanasia was a ‘professional privilege’, which vets have and human doctors do not, and it was therefore my moral obligation as a veterinary surgeon to counsel euthanasia as the only option.

Furthermore, they alleged that I was drawing the veterinary profession into disrepute through this action and through showing the provision of advanced procedures generally on the Channel 4 show, which they contended was contrary to the public interest. They declared that because I was on television, I actually had more responsibility for animal welfare than an average vet, though we all take the same oath. The public therefore needed to be protected from me, not just in the UK, but in every country in which the programme is shown. One of the complainants stated that The Supervet made her ashamed of our profession, because of the disregard for quality of life and blatant ‘overtreatment’. She further added that if veterinarians continued to tolerate the television show then there was a risk of undermining public confidence in all vets.

To my mind, I had been doing my best for a wonderful animal friend. I had gone through my normal consultation process for advanced procedures at the time. I had worked closely with the primary care clinician who exclusively dealt with exotic species and I had consulted with another veterinary specialist in exotic species to help look after Hermes’ medical needs, to plan anaesthesia and perioperative management protocols if we were to operate. If I had felt that anything more was required, or had been given professional guidance that I needed to seek written approval from a centralised ethical body before even considering helping Hermes, then, clearly, I would have done so – I would have done whatever was needed to avoid the pain that I would now endure in fighting this allegation. It would be the job of the RCVS to decide who was right or wrong – and the only person who would pay any price for this decision would be me.

It is complicated, because the case with Hermes was unprecedented and there were no rules for the application of bionic limbs to tortoises, but I’ll do my best to put my position into some kind of perspective, as follows. In proceeding on Helen’s wishes with the effort to provide Hermes with limb prostheses, both the referring vet and I deemed that it was an act of recognised veterinary practice (RVP) because it had been successfully performed on other animals many times before, and because many surgeries have been performed by surgeons in the UK either for the first time ever or where the outcome is necessarily unknown. Indeed, it is not uncommon for a vet to rate the chances of successful treatment at fifty–fifty, or even less for many operations in primary care and specialist practice. And again, it is not uncommon for a guardian to decide to proceed with surgery in that knowledge.

The complainants argued that I should have insisted on euthanasia ‘by recommendation’, even though Helen knew all the options and the risks of surgery and resolutely did not want that outcome. This begs the question: does a group of veterinary surgeons, or any veterinary surgeon, in fact know better in a holistic sense of overall welfare adjudication than the actual guardian of the animal? If so, then I feel it would be best to have clear, unequivocal guidance for future cases in this regard from the highest levels of my profession, because if a vet can’t ‘actively recommend’ a treatment, but can ‘actively recommend’ euthanasia, as the depositions seemed to suggest, is that helpful for the client’s decision-making? And will clients be happy with the profession not being able to give the options, but rather having the power to enforce euthanasia?

There have certainly been cases in my career where I have advised euthanasia against the wishes of a family or guardian, because I felt that they were too emotionally invested, and the kindest thing would be to let their friend pass peacefully away. I have, in fact, had vitriolic communications in this circumstance too from both clients and vets telling me what a bad person I am. One cannot insist on euthanasia, since the guardian has a right to as many opinions as they wish, and from a legal perspective euthanasia ultimately has to be their decision. The complainants disagreed, and in their eyes the decision for euthanasia should have been definitively recommended and treatment declined. Of course, the RSPCA will on occasion remove an animal from the care of its guardian and either treat or euthanise with or without prosecution. A vet does not have that power but can report the guardian to authorities in extreme circumstances. None of the vets involved with Hermes and Helen felt that this was such a circumstance, and all felt that she, and they, were acting in the best interests of the patient.

One never operates on any animal because either you or the guardian of that animal ‘wants to’. When we sign up to be veterinary surgeons we instantly become the advocates for the animal. They cannot talk to us and each of them processes pain differently: some suffer quietly and others vehemently protest with the least provocation. So what parameters does one use to measure pain in a dog or a cat – or in this case a tortoise? There are scientifically validated pain assessment scales which are ubiquitously used, but it’s challenging when dealing with reptile species of the family Testudinidae of the order Testudines. For any animal could a scientific pain scale be the best gauge? Or does the guardian know best the level of pain their pet is enduring? Does the vet know best? Do two or three vets together know best? Does it depend on the experience of the vet? Does an ethics panel with veterinary and lay representation know better than the guardian?

These are all questions that should guide medical and surgical intervention, as well as the decision for euthanasia, in veterinary practices across the world. At the time I operated on Hermes, there wasn’t any formal guidance from the RCVS suggesting that an ethics committee judgement might be required for such a case. If there had been, I would of course have complied. There is still currently no definitive centralised RCVS-governed and approved ethical adjudication platform for individual patients that can be readily accessed on a daily basis by people, with any level of experience, performing advanced surgery in clinical veterinary practice. I have requested this guidance on a number of occasions, but so far without conclusive action. If such a panel existed, then I would use it regularly for advice on my cases, so that issues like the Hermes complaint just wouldn’t arise. Central approval could be sought ahead of time, and, if denied, I could pass on the adjudication to the client, thus avoiding personal criticism for either denying or providing said treatment. The current legal framework, therefore, is that in all but extreme circumstances it remains the job of the individual veterinary surgeon to consult with the guardian and colleagues, and make a subjective clinical judgement about what best to do in any given situation.

A key issue for the complainants and the RCVS was the length of time that Hermes had waited before surgery in
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