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The Holiday Act…

It’s that time of the year again when I’m busy with pregnancy testing.  As a “part timer” I have the dubious luxury of a farming husband who can look after the kids while I work the early morning milking shift pregnancy testing cows.   I’m home again by mid morning to spend the rest of the day as mother to two little girls (2.5 years and 5 months).

My day often starts at 3.30am when I creep out of bed and set myself up in the lounge to watch a bit of the “Antiques Roadshow” and express milk to leave for my baby’s breakfast.  It’s usually at this time that I wonder what I am doing it for…

I have long been accustomed to people’s expectations as to what a vet should be able to do, and that they should be able to do it at any time of the day or night!!  One defining moment early on in my career was when I had a farmer on the end of the phone trying to book in some non-cycling cows - he was determined to have a particular date and when I informed him that it was a public holiday his reply summed it up…”Bernice you’re a vet and not the public!”  It was about this time that I realised I needed to get away from the job/lifestyle for a short time each year and have a good holiday with no cellphone, pager or dairy cows!   So holiday I would…
Imagine my horror after sailing all the way from New Zealand into Neiafu harbour in northern Tonga to hear over the emergency channel on the yacht’s VHF radio that someone urgently required the services of a veterinarian.  I was pretty sure that up there cows were few and far between so I decided not to respond to the radio call in the hope that it was a hoax or that another vet would answer!!  After repeated pleas for help I responded and ended up hearing how a woman’s much loved young bitch had been gang raped by a horde of local stray dogs - we arranged a place on the waterfront to meet after I had helped to moor the boat.  Needless to say when I arrived there was already an audience waiting, no communication is private on VHF radio and this looked like being good community entertainment!!!  It was on the same trip that I had another request to return one day and spey all the bitches on another island as the dog population was getting out of control - now there’s a great holiday plan…for a dog vet!
A few years later in the Solomon Islands on a diving holiday (which incidentally coincided with the decision to send in the peace keepers soon after we left) it soon became known that one of their visitors was a veterinarian.  Before I knew it the local dive shop owner (also a nurse) had rummaged up some anaesthetic from out of her fridge (I kid you not) and I was neutering cats on her kitchen table.  To this day we are still in email contact when she needs advice for one of the local pets and to my knowledge there is no veterinarian available in the Solomon Islands so a vets email address is the next best thing!  Then less than a week later on another island I found myself fixing a damaged wing on a wild parrot - why do fruit and nectar eating birds need such sharp beaks?

My mind returns to the present and the job at hand so it’s on with the overalls and gumboots and out to my truck to head for someone’s milking shed.  Once at the shed I meet up with the other vet (large herds = two vets!) and we set up our gear.  The scanner head has to be taped a certain way, the screen in just the right place, overhead light bulbs removed and my lube supply tied up on the rail so that I can lube the probe before each cow.  Last minute check with the herd owner as to how the job is to be done and recorded - yes, no, early, late, natural calver, recheck etc.  A reminder that the “empties” we find are really “rechecks” until at least 6 weeks after the bulls have been taken out.  Then the platform starts and I take a quick glance at the backing gate and the cows in the yard before getting into the swing of things!  After seeing a few thousand of them the rear ends of cows all start to look the same, and our vet routine is similar - I scan and the second vet next to me will manually check anything that I do not see a definite pregnancy on, or if it looks a bit unusual, and then they will make sure that the animal is recorded.  The results vary between farms but in general will reflect what went on in the months preceding mating and then over the mating period.

It’s the same routine every morning just different cows, shed, farmer and conversation - but more often than not the conversation gets round to any plans I might have for my next holiday!!!.  
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