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The head was back, as were the feet and the Holstein cow had been trying unsuccessfully to deliver her calf for hours.  It was 2:30 in the morning, there was about a foot of snow on the ground and I was literally shoulder deep in trouble.  The only saving grace other than being inside was that the mother to be was able to stand and I was trying my best to take advantage of that fact.  As we all know, in labor, the uterus contacts with tremendous force to help guide the anxious baby into the birth canal and into the world.  This same force creates nightmares if the baby is in an abnormal presentation.  When the baby’s head is back and the mother has a contraction it forces the head further back.  Further out of reach.  The same can be said for the legs.  And they were, way out of reach but best I could tell the calf was still alive.
Delivering calves, foals, puppies and kittens has always been my favorite part of veterinary medicine.  Bringing forth new life.  Watching that first breath.  Clamping the cord.  The frantic struggle to clear the airway.  The need at times to physically breathe life into a newborn that may have aspirated birthing fluids and couldn’t start breathing on its own is often desperate yet awesome.  The power and majesty of life.  An unexplainable rush each and every time the spark is there.  I never tired of the thrill and fascination surrounding that indefinable spark that we define as life.  
But on this night, I was tired, physically tired of battling the contractions from this 1500 pound mother-to-be. Each time she relaxed between contractions, I would apply a heavy, steady force against the base of the calf’s neck; slowly pushing it back into the very place it had spent the last nine plus months. Trying to create space so that I could somehow slip a loop around the head and manipulate it into position was my goal.  She was standing and that gave me much more room to work.  Once the calf was in position, those dreadful contractions, now my enemy, would become my best friend.  I also had to get the feet into a position that was reachable and then present them with the head.  As I inched each leg forward I turned it in towards the chest.  Then I rotated it forward and my arm was pinned between the calf and the cow’s pelvic bone.  Each time she strained, my arm was crushed and I would lose a little ground.  And the calf, instead of helping continued to pull its legs away from me.  Why?  “Why are you fighting me? “ I thought.  “If you don’t help you will surely die.”  That’s just what’s going to happen. I was almost sure.
The “high” and feeling of exhilaration that comes with a live birth is countered by the feeling of utter defeat and frustration when a dystocia (problem delivery) ends with a stillborn or a newborn that dies shortly after birth.  The vast emptiness is felt deep down … into your very core.  Again, it’s hard to explain unless experienced.  To work to exhaustion, finally make the delivery only to watch the heart beat fade, then stop and nothing you do makes a difference.  Not the suction, not the artificial respiration, not the respiratory stimulants. Where was the spark?  Where did it go? Why can’t one bring it back?
I finally had the feet perched on the pelvic rim and after much pulling on the head loop I was able to get my thumb and middle finger into the calf’s mouth.  Rolling and twisting the head while pulling it permitted the nose and neck to maneuver into position.  On my direction, the dairyman started to crank on the calf puller and things happened in rapid fashion.  After hours of effort it took only a few minutes for the final delivery.  Mom managed to lie down during this final stage and with one final push it was done.  We were both covered with the thick mucousy slime of birthing fluids but there she was, a beautiful black and white heifer calf.  She lay flat in the straw. Her head straight out and her eyes wide open looking around at her new world.  She blinked, then sneezed. She would live.  It’s odd, but I always felt a type of bond towards the newborn after such tough deliveries.  Maybe because of our shared efforts or maybe it was the entire experience we had just past through together. It was a good feeling.  No, it was a great feeling!
Probably not as great however as my son felt when he delivered his own son on May 1st.  That’s right!  A different Dr. Rummel, experiencing a slightly different kind of birth, a real baby being delivered by and into his own father’s arms.  A more intense “rush” and unique bond between father and son is difficult to imagine.   A seven pound, eleven ounce baby boy named James Robert Rummel III.  That makes me a grandpa with a heart full of joy!  The spark was there … another new life.

