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For my family, near and far, 
and to George and Big D who are probably 

off eating Kincaid’s burgers somewhere.



“There may be a lot of new research in 
veterinary medicine but there’s still no cure 

for terminal dumbass!”
      
        -George W. Platt, DVM



”Very interesting insight into the private life of a lady horse 
doctor, who shares her triumphs and tribulations in the world 
of horse owners, fellow veterinarians and farriers. Dr. Diehl 
has a gift for telling a story; she brings chuckles on top of tears.  
Delightful reading.”

- Margie Winn Spence, American Paint Horse Association 
Hall of Fame Inductee

 
“If you’ve ever wondered about what steps to take to avoid 

going crazy when dealing with horses, trainers, riders, horse 
owners, vets and farriers, Courtney Diehl’s Horse Vet book is a 
book you’ll definitely want to read. And if you’re like me, you won’t 
be able to stop reading her personal horse world experiences 
until you’ve reached the last page. It’s an easy and enjoyable read 
— a book I recommend to everyone involved in any aspect of the 
equine industry.”

-  Frank Lessiter, Editor/Publisher, American Farriers Journal

“I have read with interest Dr. Diehl’s interesting and well 
written accounts of her trials, tribulations, and jubilations in the 
practice of Veterinary Medicine. I think that if all of us were as 
skilled literarily as Dr. Diehl there would be a library full of books 
on the practice of animal medicine.”

                                                
   - C. George Dewell, DVM



I enjoyed reading Horse Vet, Chronicles of a Mobile Veterinarian 
by Dr. Courtney Diehl. It is an easy read with real life stories of 
what to expect as a horse vet. I think anyone considering the idea 
of becoming a veterinarian should read this book.  It will paint a 
picture of the realities, joys, and challenges that come with being 
a mobile horse veterinarian. These are experiences that are 
unique and, as she describes, “you just can’t make up.”  I enjoyed 
this book and would recommend it. 

-Jacob Butler CJF, AWCF 
of Butler Professional Farrier School LLC

Not being a vet, a farrier, a trainer, barn manager or horse 
owner, I would’ve missed this book...and I’d have been sorry, 
because it’s a GREAT read!  I only stopped reading to fix lunch.”

-Cynthia Clark, Member of Bluebonnet 
Equine Humane Society, former instructor with 

Handicapped Equine Learning Program 
and indulgent owner of some rescued dogs
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Introduction

I set out to write this book for a number of reasons. Being 
a vet was always my dream, and in many ways I feel fulfilled 
by what I do and cannot imagine a different career. Like many 
professions, there is a colorful mixture of good, bad or plain 
ugly experiences. People, personalities and other outside 
influences affect the trajectory of one’s day, creating situations 
that range from incredibly funny to completely humiliating, 
and out of these come stories that you just can’t make up. After 
hearing people tell me for years that I needed to write a book, I 
finally sat down and did it.

When I was a newer veterinarian, I did not realize how 
powerless I would be over certain situations with clients. A 
negative interaction with someone not only had the power to 
wreck my day, but sometimes my entire week. We routinely 
deal with medical situations that do not behave as expected, 
and the client’s expectations are often not in line with reality 
despite our efforts to educate them. Sometimes clients become 
irrational and toxic and a situation that seemed under control 
quickly goes out of control. Conversely, some clients surprise 
me with reserves of wisdom, trust and support. The pendulum 
swings both ways, and I tell stories representative of both types 
of situations in this book.

I will also discuss spiritual faith and prayer, recognizing that 
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this can be a touchy subject for some. Aggressive approaches 
to matters of spirituality and faith are off-putting, and so is 
disrespect to the religions of others. I will not shy away from 
discussing my relationship with God and prayer, in the hope 
that it may be helpful to others who have struggled with similar 
things, and I hope readers find my approach to be a welcoming 
one. I was not raised in a religious family, and I came to find 
faith on my own when I was still an undergraduate. I will say 
this: Had I not embraced faith in a higher power and sought 
help with situations that I could not manage on my own, I 
believe I would have come very close to a mental breakdown 
of some sort.

One aspect of veterinary medicine that is not discussed 
very often is the high suicide rate among veterinarians. How 
could this be, you ask? Veterinarians are kind, compassionate 
people who dedicate their lives to helping animals. What could 
be a more rewarding career choice? Everyone wants to be 
a veterinarian. People confide to me weekly their unrealized 
dreams of becoming an animal doctor.

Many people have said to me, “You must just LOVE animals!” 
Well, of course I do. But I didn’t become a veterinarian because 
I love animals any more than a person becomes a pediatrician 
because they love children. I became a veterinarian because I 
love medicine and science, and I derive great joy from using 
my training to help creatures who cannot tell us where it hurts.

These voiceless creatures, however, come with humans 
attached to them. The veterinarian who explains that he went 
into animal medicine because he just doesn’t like people had 
better think twice. Your life is now about the people who own 
your patients, and their understandings and expectations of 
the outcome of your medicine and surgery. 

While most clients are mentally sound, you will find a 
solid percentage with various personality disorders that you 
now must cope with as you enter their lives and treat the 
creature they hold most dear, be it horse, rat, cat or snake. 
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You have now also entered a world of superstition, internet 
education, trainers and breeders who dole out medical 
advice, rampant mythology, and base prejudice that can 
warp even the sanest of clients and cause them to lose their 
trust in their veterinarian. 

Is it any wonder that some veterinarians, defined and judged 
by often uneducated and unstable horse and pet owners, fall into 
career despair? Add in the impossible debts, ridiculous hours, 
lengthy drives, long phone calls, hard, sweaty labor, neglected 
families and pets, and lack of a personal life, and you have a 
veterinarian who just might be ready to cut off his own ear. Or 
take his own life. I hope that perhaps some of my colleagues 
will read this book and know that they are not alone. Perhaps 
sharing my faith and how I coped with specific toxic situations 
will be helpful to some. Perhaps it will even save someone’s life! 

I was blessed to have an excellent mentor early in my career, 
something I highly recommend to all new veterinarians. I 
also did an internship and a fellowship, something I don’t 
necessarily recommend as highly – I am glad that I went 
through the experiences, as I learned many new things, but 
financially, it made no difference to my career, except to set me 
back even further. Having a mentor, a senior veterinarian who 
cares about you personally as well as professionally, makes all 
the difference. We cannot do this on our own, and we should 
not have to!

Like many veterinarians, I am often asked by eager twenty-
somethings for veterinary career advice. Their earnest 
expressions and solemn declarations of love for animals are 
consistent, and there is usually a mom in there somewhere 
informing me that “Brittany has wanted to be a vet since she 
was little!” as Brittany nods enthusiastically and the two look 
expectantly at me, as though I alone hold the key to getting 
Brittany into vet school.

I can relate completely. I was the clichéd kid who read James 
Herriot and had a moment of total clarity about her career 



choice while sitting on her purple bedspread in a bedroom 
decorated with Duran Duran posters and puffy rainbow 
mobiles. I was going to be a vet and that was that, and I treated 
most vets that I met with hero worship.

When a kid has a dream that solid it is going to be extremely 
difficult to derail, and this book is not intended to derail anyone’s 
dreams. I believe that having a dream and following it is one 
of the most essential things about growing up and figuring out 
how to make sense of this life we’ve been given. But dreams 
need to be tempered with facts. I hope that I can provide a 
balanced look inside the life of a mobile equine veterinarian in 
the 21st century and bring a dose of reality to those who wish 
to enter the veterinary profession. 

Courtney Diehl, DVM
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Nasticles

The man seemed nice enough on the phone, and it was 
refreshing to hear a male voice for a change, as so many of my 
horse clients were women. The conversation centered around 
the man’s cutting horses and his breeding operation, and he 
was excited that some of the horses he’d sold were starting to 
perform well in the national events.

He wanted to discuss one horse in particular, a gelding 
named Smart Peppy Dualgun. This gelding was one of the most 
valuable and talented horses he’d ever seen and he’d seen quite 
a few. He also knew how knowledgeable I was about great 
horses, and how I had a good eye and was an excellent judge of 
quality. In fact, he’d heard that I was a superior cutting horse 
vet and a great person too. 

It was lovely to have my many talents recognized, and 
I glowed under the praise. But it finally occurred to me to 
wonder why the horse had been castrated if he was as superior 
as described. And when, exactly, had I become a world-class 
cutting horse veterinarian?  

As though on cue, the man asked his next question.
“What are those implant things called? Nasticles?”
I paused. “Nasticles? Oh, Neuticles! You mean the artificial 

testicle?”
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 “Yep, those. Can you put 'em in my horse? We want to show 
him as a stallion.”

My jaw dropped. Perhaps this would be a good time to 
mention the fact that altering horses for show was completely 
unethical and illegal. Plus impregnating mares obviously would 
be impossible and this was usually the goal of showing a horse 
as a stallion. Was he also planning to sell semen from another 
stud under a false identity? 

In the past, I’d been asked to block tails, inject joints with 
Silicon, provide off-label drugs, and alter paperwork. As I valued 
my vet license as well as my personal integrity, my answer was 
always in the negative. But this was a new one and I was a little 
speechless.

“I don't think they come in horse sizes,” I finally said, stupidly.
“Well how big can you get them?”
“Uhh ...”
“Or we could just use rubber balls or something.”
“Well, you see …”
 “Honey, the show world deserves this horse! Everyone who 

told me about you said you’d be the first to understand that! 
Little ladies are usually pretty reasonable, I’ve learned! Now 
when can you do him?”

That loosened my tongue.  
“Sir, I will not be implanting artificial testicles into your 

horse so that you can show him as a stallion! I do not perform 
unethical veterinary services, and I don’t know who would 
have told you that I did!” I was breathing fast and my face 
was beet red. “And you do not call me Honey! I can’t help you 
and I recommend that you think very carefully before you get 
yourself banned from future competitions!” 

My hand shook as I clenched the phone. The other end of the 
line was quiet for a moment. Then he chuckled.

“OK, OK, now don’t get all worked up, sweetheart. I 
understand. You don’t know how to do the surgery. You could 
have just told me that in the first place. So how about you 
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recommend me someone who can. Just call me back with their 
number!”

I hung the phone up, teeth gritted. In five minutes I had 
gone from brilliant vet and excellent judge of horses to co-
conspirator in crime, Little Lady, incompetent vet, and finally, 
receptionist. 

Although I knew this man would probably never call me 
again, his name went onto the “list” in my vet software, and 
ominous warnings would pop up if his name were entered 
anywhere. 

It seemed redundant, for I knew I wouldn’t forget him 
anytime soon.



Courtney Diehl, DVM

4

Welcome to Private Practice! 

This is what it’s like to be a horse vet. You worked really 
hard to get into vet school. You labored for four years as a 
vet student, generated large student loan debt, and probably 
did an internship at an equine hospital for a year after 
graduation, where you made little to no money and worked 
ridiculous hours in hope that the hard labor would lead to a 
high-paying job. 

In reality, your first job post-internship might have paid 
$40,000 annually, with promises of higher earnings as you 
“built up your position to full time.” You probably worked on 
commission, which meant that the senior vets in your practice 
got all the high-paying calls, and you drove long distances to 
vaccinate and draw blood on horses. Maybe you were told that 
you’d receive a special bonus at the end of the year for overtime 
hours worked. More than likely that check never appeared. 

You might not have realized until after you signed the long 
associate contract, over half of which was a severely restrictive 
non-compete clause covering most of the state in which the 
clinic was located, that the vet turnover in this practice was 
high, and that you were the fourth associate in less than two 
years to fill this position. Maybe you didn’t notice that the 
practice owner was in his fifties and tended to sleep with 
staff members when his wife wasn’t looking, while all of the 
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associates were recent graduates and overwhelmingly female. 
You were probably referred to as the young vet, the new vet, 
the intern by the clients. Most of them called you by your 
first name right away, yet always addressed the senior vets 
as Doctor. 

If you were the right person, you might eventually have 
gotten accepted by the senior vets and the clients. You moved 
up in the practice and began to earn a little more. If you were 
lucky, you had a spouse who stuck with you through vet school 
and could help you financially so that you could send a large 
amount of your paycheck to your student loan carrier every 
month and not worry about how you were going to pay the 
rest of the monthly bills. The long hours at work and on call 
were OK with your spouse, or maybe you weren’t married, so 
it didn’t matter. Your dog was a little neglected, but aside from 
not having any sort of a life outside of work, it was OK. You 
were happy your career was moving forward. 

If you were unlucky, you showed up to work, accepted 
the low-paying calls that the front desk sent your way, wrote 
up your records, worked late thinking it would pay off in 
recognition and acceptance, then realized that it was one year 
later, you weren’t making much more than when you started, 
and you seemed to be on call all the time. The “overtime bonus 
check” never materialized, nor did the practice owner have 
any recollection of discussing that with you. Doing fun things 
outside of work seemed like a distant memory. Plus, you just 
didn’t feel that you fit in with the practice and the odds of 
becoming a partner seemed nonexistent. There was a huge 
age difference between you and the senior vets, and you felt 
that they just weren’t current on a lot of the new technologies, 
nor were they interested in learning about them.

If you protested the on-call schedule, you were told that 
you had expressed a desire to earn more money, and this was a 
good way to do it. Meanwhile, your spouse, frustrated by your 
long hours and lower than anticipated pay, has started making 
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noises about how unappreciated you are in this practice, and 
maybe it’s time to look for another job in a better place.

The problem is that there is no better place and no better job. 
Moving to the dream job in the dream town is a rainbow that 
you’ll chase, never to capture. Maybe you’ve already tested this 
theory and have a dossier of one or two failed jobs that you’ve 
neglected to list on your resume, instead finding creative ways 
to fill in the missing dates. 

You’ve probably watched the AAEP and AVMA job listserv 
for so long you could recite a list of the practices that pop up 
with alarming regularity. Their ads usually read, “Seeking 
associate for busy equine practice. New grads welcome. Salary 
dependent on experience.” This translates to, “We will run 
you ragged and pay you next to nothing.” Or they might read, 
“Growing practice seeks motivated associate to build equine 
portion.” This translates to, “We’ve realized that we can pay 
you next to nothing and capture a corner of the equine market 
that we know little about. Oh, and we still develop X-rays in a 
defunct bathroom.” 

When you’re a horse vet working for a group practice, your 
reality is long hours, hard work, good colleagues and bad ones, 
some great clients, some toxic clients, and low pay. Either 
accept it and try to be happy, while working another job to pay 
your mounting bills, or move on to a different profession.

So you decide to stay put in your current situation and make 
the best of it. You labor to prove yourself to the horse people 
on whom you depend to make a living, the often emotionally 
unstable horse enthusiasts who become judge, jury, and 
executioner to your professional reputation, and consequently 
to your self-esteem. You seek professional validation from 
those not qualified to give it, and you turn yourself inside out 
to do a great job on their horses and get them to like and trust 
you. Sometimes you succeed.

You stay current on the latest new research and techniques 
in equine medicine. You fly off to conferences, spending 
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money you don’t have on plane tickets, hotel rooms and 
rental cars. You practice medical procedures until you can 
do them flawlessly, for there is no “backstage” in the horse 
vet world.  

Often the first time you perform a certain procedure 
on a horse, a pastern injection, a tracheotomy in the field, 
you’ll have an audience of horse owners, trainers, farriers 
and barn staff watching your every move, and some of them 
have worked with well-seasoned vets for years. Of course 
you do not tell them that you’ve never done this before on a 
live horse, only on a cadaver. You could win an Oscar for the 
performance you’re about to deliver. 

You learn to fake a phone call so you can run to the truck 
and look up something in the coffee-stained textbooks that 
bounce around on the front seat. You stay up late into the 
night with your patients, suture terrible lacerations in the 
cold, hike to horses with broken legs and lacerated tendons, 
drive your vet truck on rugged jeep tracks, breaking bottles 
of expensive drugs on the way. You leave your family early 
in the morning to attend a bad foaling, only to lose the mare 
and the foal. You return home after dark to a hungry family, 
unfolded laundry and a messy house.

And don’t forget your debts. Remember those student 
loans that you blithely signed and signed for throughout 
vet school? Remember how you took every penny offered, 
thinking that you’d live frugally and not use it all, or maybe 
use it to make a payment toward the ever-mounting interest 
on your loans? Remember the loan consolidation paperwork 
at the end of your junior year? Everyone else was filling 
it out, so you did too, never thinking to research other 
consolidation options. 

Well, repayment has kicked in! If you are even close to 
typical, you’ll be coughing up anywhere from $1,500 to 
$2,500 a month. And since you locked in your interest rates 
when you consolidated, welcome to the sad fact that most of 
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what you carve from your slim monthly salary goes directly 
to loan interest, not principal, guaranteeing that student 
loan repayments are probably going to be forever.  

One day you look up and you’ve been at it for thirteen 
years. Your debt hasn’t budged and your body is tired, and 
you’re approaching burnout. You don’t have any other job 
skills and you’ve been away from small animal medicine for 
so long that it would be malpractice if you went back now. 
Yet you love a lot of what you do and can’t imagine doing 
anything else! 


