The day before | was to leave on my countryside trip, | abandoned all of my last
minute preparations to go out on a large animal call. At lunch-time, one of the large
animal vets, Boldoo, asked me if | wanted to help with a calving. The client’s regular
vets had tried all morning, but had given up. So, they decided to call in the “experts”.
Apparently it was a 20 year old cow with a two-headed calf. | had to see it to believe
it. Boldoo, Dr. Glenn Gaines and | ventured out together in a borrowed car. We
drove along flooded roads and out past the city ger district. We nearly managed to
get stuck in the mud and have a flat tire, all at the same time. But, with a little careful
maneuvering of our vehicle and with a quick pump-up of the tire, we were on our
way again.

We never did confirm the exact age of the cow, but she did indeed have a two-
headed calf trapped inside her. The calf had probably been dead for at least twenty-
four hours. Since we lacked proper obstetrical equipment, we decided a caesarian
section would be the best approach. However, black, menacing clouds were
collecting overhead and the skies were threatening to open up at any minute. The
herder mumbled something to Boldoo and started to lead the cow away. The next
thing | knew, we were all assembled inside the ger, with the cow! We proceeded to
prepare her for surgery as the rain poured down outside. | could not imagine
wanting to live with the stench that would be produced by this surgery. Thankfully,
as quickly as the storm came, it again disappeared, and we were able to move back
outside.

The cow was restrained in an interesting manner. Her front legs were hobbled
together and about five Mongolians surrounded her. To prevent her from laying
down, two tires were piled together and placed under her abdomen. Then, a long
board was placed behind her front legs and propped-up on milk cans. | braced
myself to be kicked by the cow or bumped by a Mongolian as | injected the first of
the local anesthetic. | quickly found out that this cow was as tough as any
Mongolian and she hardly flinched during the entire surgery. | can summarize this
entire event in just three words; only in Mongolia!

Sleep deprived, but happy, | left early the next morning for Zavkhan aimag. There
were two main challenges associated with this trip; one being the uncooperative vets
we visited and the other being the long driving distances. | cannot even start to
imagine how many hours | spent seated in our Russian van, my body being jostled
and thrown about, as we drove along the rough Mongolian roads. | think that my
backside is permanently imprinted in the van seat. Our driver skillfully ascended
many mountain passes and crossed through many dry river valleys. We covered
over 3000 km in 15 days and we averaged 45 km/h. I'll let you do the math. And
yes, it is also possible to have two flat tires in one day!

As we traveled, | discovered that Mongolian children have their own version of the
North American lemonade stand: an airag stand. Groups of children will sit by the
roadside, for hours on end, trying to sell this popular summer drink. Most children
get to keep their profits, so there is a big incentive to sell as much as possible.
However, these children have to come up with clever sales techniques because
there is ample competition. | remember driving past one group who tried to catch
our attention by having their two year old brother lift a bottle into the air while



shouting “airag!”. Other groups attempted to look more professional with big, brightly
colored signs. Often, you could see the children taking cover from the blazing sun in
a nearby shady spot, but as the van approached, they would jump to attention and
shout out their sales pitch. We only stopped once to buy a 1.5 L bottle from a group
of young girls. As my team sampled the airag, they wrinkled up their noses in
disgust. They were convinced that the airag was watered down with cow’s milk.

Once we had driven almost 1000 km to Zavkhan, our first destination was Telmen
soum. We wanted to watch the Naadam events and then train the local vets.
Naadam is an annual festival held in Mongolia. The festival is also locally termed
"eriin gurvan naadam” ( ) "the three games of men". The
games are Mongolian wrestling, horse racing and archery and are held throughout
the country during the midsummer holidays. Women have started participating in the
archery and girls in the horse-racing games, but not in Mongolian wrestling.

As we approached Telmen soum, we noticed a huge cloud of dust on the horizon.
The Mongolians on my team started cheering because this meant that a horse race
was in progress ahead of us. Mongolian horse racing is a cross-country event, with
races being 15-30 km long. Children aged from about 5 to 13 are chosen as
jockeys and they train in the months preceding the races. While jockeys are an
important component, the main purpose of the races is to test the skill of the horses.

Our van was soon enveloped in the cloud of dust as we drove alongside the racing
horses. We came across a young boy who had fallen off his horse. He was covered
in dust, his tears were blood-stained, and his shoulder looked as if it were dislocated.
He had obviously taken a hard fall. We picked him up and continued to drive
alongside the horses as they raced towards the finish line. Suddenly the young boy
stopped crying and started pointing out the window at a horse without a rider. His
horse was continuing in the race, without him.

The vets we attempted to teach at this soum were just not interested. To eat, drink
and be merry was their primary focus. So, we wiped the dust off our shoes and
carried on to the next soum.

Our travels took us down into the Gobi desert area. One day the van was swaying
back and forth as we traveled through the sand and everyone had been lulled to
sleep (minus me and the driver!). Suddenly the van came to a halt, and everyone
burst to life. There was intense conversation and consulting of the atlas. We were
lost, in the middle-of-nowhere! Thanks be to God that we eventually came across a
herder. A female herder, in the desert, no less. | wonder what her selection of
potential husbands must be like? But that is beside the point. She was able to point
us in the right direction. As it turned out, the moment we arrived at our destination
soum was also the moment that we ran out of petrol.

| was thankful to be traveling with a wonderful team who endured the long days and
the other difficulties we had to overcome. They remained focused on the task at
hand. They each had a servant’s heart.



Cow in the ger!

Boldoo shaving the surgery site.



Only in Mongolia!

Incising the uterus.



Two heads and three ears.

Boldoo suturing the skin.



Photos of the herder site (above and below)



Zavkhan team. Back: Boloroo (ministry), me, Melissa (vet tech), Zoloo
(business). Front: Tudvee (driver), Tsoomoo (vet and team leader)

Options for lunch included: Mongolian mystery meat, Korean instant noodles, or
Western-style peanut butter and jam.



Destination Zavkhan aimag (province).

Herders on the move.



Airag stand.

Tudvee demonstrating how the girls protect themselves and the airag from the
sun.



We did a bit of camping along the way, when we were traveling with the other
Zavkhan team.

Naadam horses racing to the finish line.



And the winner is...

Spectators.



A gigantic Naadam wrestler.

Naadam market.



Tudvee’s mother and sister lived near Zavkhan aimag center.

Four of Tudvee’s five children were staying with their grandmother for the
summer.



Camels eat stinging nettle!

Making new friends.



Getting directions.

This is as close as we could get to the giant sand-dunes on the horizon.



Hobbling horses is very common.

Yak’s are milked twice a day.



In the background, a glimpse of Mongolia’s second highest mountain.

Near the end of our trip, we visited a volcanic crater. Can you tell | haven't
bathed in 14 days??!!...The end.



