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How to get medication down 
   My little dog, Bonnie, has been on daily chemo for about eleven months now: a chemo 
capsule, plus a spray and a half-tablet. She had a large malignant tumour that had wound 
itself around a kidney. It was successfully removed, and at about fifteen years old she is 
as bouncy and joyous as ever, looking half her age and still leaping onto the verandah 
table and up onto window ledges to bark at the visiting vervets and delighting in every 
visitor, whether the eThekwini meter reader, or my hugely knowledgeable gardener who 
has come weekly for forty years, or one of my close friends.   
   This little creature is a pure joy to have in one’s life. When I went to the SPCA in 2004 
to find two dogs to adopt as I had recently lost both of my ten-year-old animals to 
different forms of cancer, Bonnie hurled herself at the side of her enclosure and 
desperately licked my fingers and barked excitedly to tell me that she was my dog. In that 
moment I knew she was perfectly right and I could hardly bear to leave her behind so that 
she could be spayed and have her injections, as is the SPCA rule.   
   On the same day, Richard Dladla, the SPCA’s ‘dog whisperer’, told me he had the ideal 
companion for Bonnie and brought along a magnificent young cream Labrador that had 
not been claimed. This was Gaby, who brought much joy until he died at home last year 
of old age, treasured to the last moment of his life.  
   But relating to getting medication down, Bonnie has to take all three every morning. At 
first, she would disappear into the garden for at least twenty minutes when it was 
medication before returning resignedly to face the inevitable.  
   I searched the Internet for professional veterinary advice and found ten ‘recommended 
ways’ of getting medication down. I had already tried most of them before searching for 
advice. In my opinion, no self-respecting dog would have considered most of them all 
that acceptable.  
   I even bought a ‘plunger’ into which one inserted the chemo capsule which was then 
catapulted to the back of the throat. Bonnie is a delicately-boned dog, weighing just over 
6kg, and this gadget was clumsy. I was worried it would hurt her small throat. So I finally 
resorted to pushing the capsule and the half tablet to the back of her throat with my 
fingers, which was not always easy. These were followed by the sprayed medication.   
   Then I hit upon a more effective and less distressing method. I enclosed the medication 
in a small knob of butter and rolled the little buttery ball in a very light coating of sugar, 
so that the aftertaste was slightly sweet.   
   It is not a process she enjoys, but for months now she has co-operated. She comes and 
sits down and waits. She has the capsule and tablet first. When they are down, she rushes 
round the room, wagging her tail, and then comes back for the spray, which she has never 
minded taking. After that, she has her coat brushed. After some hugs and lots of 
compliments, of course.     
 
Waking up to a mamba guest 
   Nick Evans, founder of KZN Amphibian and Reptile Conservation, was called into a 
Westville home near the Paradise Valley Nature Reserve a few weeks ago because the 
lady of the house had woken up after an afternoon nap to find a mamba next to her bed. It 
took fright and disappeared.  



   Nick said many people describe any dark fairly long snake as a ‘mamba’, but when she 
told him the dark snake was over two metres long, he knew it was indeed a mamba. 
Being winter, it is not snake season, but it is mamba breeding season, so Nick warns 
people to be careful.  
   He couldn’t find the snake at first, but noticed that a cupboard door was slightly open 
and guessed the mamba had sought a hiding-place. He caught sight of a section of its 
body, moved some jerseys aside, and there it was, with its head resting on a box. He 
described it as ‘terrified’. It opened its mouth, but made no attempt to bite. He used tongs 
to secure its head. Mambas can lunge with amazing speed, but they normally don’t just 
attack. This one clearly just wanted to get away.  
   Nick’s 91-year-old grandfather, David Gillies, aged 91, went along with him for the 
experience and was delighted at having his first encounter with a mamba. Nick took 
several impressive photographs of the snake before it was captured. Later some went 
viral and impressed people around the world.  
   KZN Amphibian and Reptile Conservation is a chapter of the Lawrence Anthony Earth 
Organisation. Our famous ‘Elephant Whisperer’, with his passion for conservation and 
for involving local rural peoples in the Thula Thula area, was one of those larger than life 
wildlife personalities whose death leaves a continuing sense of loss beyond the circle of 
his own family and friends.      
   When a mamba does bite, a victim is likely to survive for about seven to fifteen hours 
without anti-venom, but few die of mamba bite in South Africa as anti-venom is widely 
available. The problem comes when someone is bitten in the depths of a rural area. A ten-
year-old girl from Mangwe village in Zimbabwe was bitten when she stepped on a 
mamba while collecting wild fruits in the bush in May. A passerby came across her and 
managed to carry her a considerable distance to the nearest populated area, but too much 
time had elapsed, and she died on the way to hospital.   
   Mitxi Hazell of Inchanga managed to survive two potentially lethal snake attacks 
within the same week in April, and both times ended up in St Augustine’s, where she was 
treated by snakebite expert, Dr Kevin McEwen. On both occasions she was rushed the 
40kms to the hospital by her neighbour, Elthea Coffee.  
    On the first occasion, a Mozambican spitting cobra spat into her eyes, which is 
extremely painful and dangerous and can cause loss of sight. On the second occasion, she 
was checking on her prize rabbits when a black mamba bit her on the leg. It had slithered 
into the rabbit enclosure to seek shade on a very hot day. Paralysis had already begun to 
set in by the time she arrived at St Augustine’s. Anti-venom, and careful checking of the 
antidotal process, saved the day.  
 
“Who moved the cheese?” 
   This was the name of a popular business game years ago and had to do with learning to 
change the nature of one’s thinking when necessary. It is common in behavioural 
experimentation to make analogies between the behaviour of people and rats (which leads 
one to the inevitable conclusion that we greatly underestimate the abilities and emotions 
of rodents). In some tests, it is the rodents who appear superior.  
   In a well-known experiment, a maze is created which has several tunnels. A piece of 
cheese is placed at the end of one of the tunnels. A rat is placed in the maze. He 



immediately smells the cheese, but doesn’t know which tunnel to explore. He explores 
tunnel after tunnel until he finds the cheese.  
   The experimenter then repeats the experiment several times, each time putting the 
cheese at the end of the same tunnel. It doesn’t take long for the rat to realise which 
tunnel to choose in order to get to the cheese. He wastes no time inn exploration. 
   Then the experimenter moves the cheese to the end of a different tunnel. The rat goes 
down the tunnel where he has been finding the cheese. No cheese, although he can still 
smell that it is somewhere near at hand. He exits the tunnel, but then goes down it another 
couple of times to make sure there is no cheese. He then begins to explore the other 
tunnels until he finds the one with the cheese.   
   People are not always that smart. Based on observations of human behaviour, it seems 
that most people who have discovered a way of behaving that works for them or who 
have a belief in ‘the right way’ of doing something, will persist in repeating a thought 
process or a way of behaving that no longer works for them.  
   As a species, we often find change quite difficult, so we go down the same old tunnels 
that used to confirm our beliefs and support our comfort zones. We want our piece of 
cheese to stay in the same old tunnel.  
   It’s a metaphor, of course, but Abraham Maslow, the brilliant American psychology 
professor who devised the Hierarchy of Needs and made ‘peak experience’ understood by 
the man in the street, pointed out that if the only tool we use is a hammer, we will tend to 
treat every problem like a nail. |And Edward de Bono, the Maltese physician-
psychologist who taught lateral thinking, pointed out that it is futile to keep digging the 
same hole deeper once you discover that what you’re looking for isn’t there.  
   We could learn a great deal from animals were we not so sure of human superiority!  
 
 
 


