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narrow road. They were prob-
ably wondering what a group of 
mzungus (Swahili for white peo-
ple – a word that was constantly 
shouted at us as we passed) was 
doing in this part of town.

We arrived at our mobile 
clinic destination and began 
setting up what could only be 
loosely described as a tent – a 
heavy army tarpaulin, balanced 
on several metal poles, sup-
ported by an assortment of dif-
ferent lengths of rope. 

This precarious arrangement 

was vulnerable to collapse 
whenever a light breeze passed 
through and, on a number 
of occasions, only the quick 
reflexes of nurses saved the 
vets from being “brained”, mid-
spay, by a falling heavy-duty 
metal tent pole.

With the tent set up, we 
quickly attracted a crowd of 
people brandishing chickens, 
ducks, dogs, goats, donkeys, the 
odd cat in a bag (literally) and 
even a pet guinea pig. 

We vaccinated dogs and cats 

against rabies and poultry against 
Newcastle disease, and treated 
parasitic infestations in a variety 
of species. We saw a few sad 
cases, such as a collapsed dog 
with an enormous metasta-
sised abdominal tumour that 
required euthanasia, but, on the 
whole, the animals appeared in 
reasonable condition. 

We also learned quickly that 
the locals’ grasp on English was 
relatively basic, and they usu-
ally just agreed with whatever 
you asked them. This nearly 
resulted in the loss of my � nger-
tips, had it not been for a speedy 
withdrawal reflex, after one 
dog owner replied emphatic-
ally: “Yes”, when asked if his dog 
was friendly. 

We soon realised that miming 
the action of a � rm grip on the 
dog’s scruff meant the owners 
would generally prevent you 
from being bitten, even by the 
most aggressive animals. They 
were � ne dog handlers.

Neutering
The next two days were spent in 
another area of Chinsapo, run-
ning neuter clinics to the sound-
track of pumping African bass 
music from the 
neighbouring bar, 
which appeared 
to be open all 
hours.  LSPCA 
staf f  members 
Jacob, Paul ine 
and Clement reg-
istered each dog, 
while explaining 
to their owners, 
in the local lan-
guage of Chechewa, what the 
surgery was for. The set-up was 
fairly basic, but we managed 
with what we had, due to a 
sterling effort by nurses and clinic 
assistants. However, asepsis was 
generally impossible to maintain 
with the frequent dust devils that 
whirled through the tent. 

Dog castrates were unevent-
ful, but we found the bitch spays 
were mainly in season or preg-
nant, and most seemed to have 
an increased clotting time, so 
oozed blood from every inci-
sion. This made surgery more 
challenging – which was noted 
by Simon, the RSPCA cam-
eraman, with the helpful remark: 
“That’s a lot of claret.” 

We had no serious complica-
tions and, one by one, each of 
the day’s patients recovered 
and was carted off home in a 

wheelbarrow with instructions 
to come back or call Dr Ssuna if 
owners were worried.

Greeted
We seemed to be of great inter-
est to the local people; each 
day a huge crowd would arrive, 
with children dressed in donated 
torn and dirty western clothes 
and women carrying sleeping 
babies on their backs in beau-
tiful batiked slings. We were 
amazed by the cheerful attitude 

and warm smiles 
that greeted us 
everywhere we 
went. Despite the 
obvious poverty 
and the back-
drop of an AIDS 
epidemic, these 
were resourceful 
and determined 
peop le .  They 
came over  to 

thank us several times for help-
ing reduce the threat of rabies, 
which was a humbling experi-
ence and made us feel we were 
making a positive difference in 
this community. Malawi de� nitely 
lived up to its reputation as the 
warm heart of Africa.

Sun, sea and wildlife
The trip wasn’t all hard work; 
we spent two days at Lake 
Malawi, enduring a gruelling 
schedule of sunbathing on the 
sand, sailing on the lake and snor-
kelling with brightly-coloured 
cichlid � sh in the clear water of 
the Lake of Stars.

Our next destination was 
Mua Mission, set up by Christian 
missionaries, which now boasts 
a school, hospital, art-and-craft 
centre, guest accommodation 
and a small, but depressing, 

wildlife collection. The main pur-
pose of our visit was to continue 
the ongoing work of Dr Ssuna 
and Lee Stewart, 
manager of the 
Lilongwe Wildlife 
Centre, to secure 
the relocation of 
some of the sad-
dest inmates: a 
Ni le crocodi le 
and an African rock python 
– both living in totally inade-
quate enclosures.

We arrived to � nd staff from 
the centre crowded around 
Lee’s truck, watching a video 
demonstration on how to move 
a crocodile, which made it all 
seem straightforward. The real-
ity, however, of restraining an 
angry adult Nile crocodile was 
somewhat different.

A curious audience formed 
– eagerly anticipating the prom-
ised wildlife wrangling. First, the 
enormous python was skillfully 
captured, placed into a sack 

and then into a large transport 
crate. The two live chickens that 
had been sharing the snake’s 

enclosure with 
the snake, wait-
ing for their fated 
demise,  were 
removed. These 
would probably 
end up in some-
one’s cooking pot 

instead that evening – out of the 
frying pan, into the � re.

Capturing a crocodile was a 
very different proposition. Initially, 
things seemed to go to plan as 
the � rst rope noose was carefully 
dropped over the animal from 
a safe distance. The crocodile, 
previously sitting as still as a stone, 
slowly lifted its head up to an 
almost vertical position – this 
was the � rst warning sign. As the 
second noose was lowered into 
position, the crocodile let out a 
deep, primeval roar and snapped 
towards it with lightning speed. 
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•Bitch spays were 
mainly in season 
or pregnant, and 
most seemed to 

have an increased 
clotting time, so 

oozed blood from 
every incision.Ž

Veterinarian Jo Bellis treats goats (above) and (below) donkeys.

Children bring chickens to be treated at the clinic.

Interested local women and a baby visit Mua Mission.

Left: the 
LSPCA truck 
in Chinsapo. 
The vehicle 
was later 
used to 
transport 
an agitated 
crocodile.

Vets “endured” sunbathing, sailing and snorkelling 
during a two-day break at Lake Malawi. 

Right: An outbreak 
of a disease, such as 
Newcastle disease in 
chicken � ocks, can be 
devastating for these 
communities.

Right: the 
Nile crocodile 

safely 
restrained 

with ropes for 
translocation.

•The crocodile let 
out a deep, primeval 

roar and snapped 
towards it with 

lightning speed.Ž
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