
RUFUS’S STORY 

This is the story of Rufus, a lovely 8 year old, male neutered, Hungarian Viszla 
Crossbreed, who was hit by a car on Wednesday 15th April 2015 and subsequently 
seen by our vets at Pennard Vets Tonbridge for immediate veterinary care. After 
initial stabilisation and treatment Rufus seemed to be doing OK, but then, a day 
later, suddenly took a turn for the worse and became tetraplegic (paralysed on all 
four legs) which led him to be referred to North Downs Specialist Referrals, where 
he was admitted for a full neurological examination, including MRI scans of his brain. 
These scans showed that he was suffering from severe brain damage, characterised 
by multiple fluid accumulations, exactly like is seen in ‘Shaken Baby Syndrome’ in 
people. Officially this is called ‘Post-Traumatic Brain Disorder’, which basically means 
his brain doesn’t function properly after external damage and that it doesn’t control 
his limbs. Rufus was treated with medication to try and reduce the fluid build-up in 
his brain, but this worked only partially. At this stage Rufus’s owner was advised that 
the specialists couldn’t do much more for him and that he should come home to see 
if he would get better on his own. However, as he had made slight improvement 
during his stay at NDSR, the owner was advised that with intense physiotherapy 
Rufus might improve further. They also advised a re-assessment in two weeks’ time 
and said that if there was no real improvement by then, that euthanasia would have 
to be considered. The owner enquired to see if the dog could possibly be 
hospitalised for 2 weeks at Pennard Vets, Sevenoaks, for intensive physiothetapy. 
One of the Tonbridge nurses then rang vet Pete van Dongen, at Sevenoaks, who has 
a post-graduate qualification in canine rehabilitation, asking if anything could be 
done for him at all. Pete then rang the owner and confirmed that daily intensive 
rehabilitation (‘physiotherapy’) and hydrotherapy was possibly the only way in which 
any progress could be expected, if at all. Pete promised the owner he would try his 
best to get some improvement in Rufus’s situation and the owner brought him over 
for up to 14 days of intensive care hospitalisation, with twice daily physiotherapy 
exercises and daily hydrotherapy. 

The initial rehabilitation assessment, which includes a full orthopaedic and 
neurological examination, was done by Pete, exactly one week after the accident. It 
showed that Rufus was only just able to lift his head and wag his tail, but his legs 
were totally uncontrolled. (Pic 1) Some reflexes were present, but no conscious 
control at all. He could not sit or stand at all. He was continent though. On the basis 
of the findings Pete designed a specific rehabilitation programme. Treatments 
included frequently changing the side Rufus was lying on, checking for pressure 
spots, massage of all muscles, passive range of motion exercises on the legs, the 
use of an electric tooth brush on his feet (for extra nerve stimulation), balancing 
Rufus on a peanut physio ball and much more. This rehab treatment would be 
performed by two of the Sevenoaks trainee nurses, who were specifically instructed 
in what to do with Rufus, using a checklist. Becca Cranham and Hannah Maskell 
were chosen as the main nurses for this important task, as they are very 



enthusiastic and conscientious nurses. Other nurses also helped with Rufus’s care, 
especially Lauren Styles. They would report back to Pete on a daily basis. Kayleigh 
Bennett, our qualified hydro-therapist, would be in charge of the daily hydrotherapy 
sessions, from the fourth day onwards. We also ordered a special full body harness 
for Rufus. 

Rufus was a delight to work with, mainly because of his easy going nature and calm 
attitude. He let the nurses do everything without any complaints, from feeding and 
watering him, to putting on his harness and towel slings to take him outside on a 
regular basis, as well as doing the twice daily physio exercises. He took it all in his 
stride and was always ready with a big wag for anyone giving him any attention. 
Rufus’s owner came in nearly every day as well, for further stimulation. 

The nurses kept an accurate record of any developments and progress, including 
taking photos and short videos daily. Soon we saw that Rufus started to make 
enormous progress! He was able to sit up and keep himself up on the second day 
already! (Pic 2) He took to his exercise very well, especially the one where he would 
be placed on top of a ‘peanut physio ball’, which helps him to balance whilst taking 
the weight off his legs. (Pic 3) He started to try and place his feet quickly and after a 
day or two he managed to do this correctly. He was, by now, also able to get 
himself in a sternal position from lying down flat and he was even able to support 
himself slightly when placed in a stand and supported by two people. He was clearly 
making fast progress. 

On the 5th day he had his first hydrotherapy session and as soon as he was placed 
into the high level water he started to swim properly with his fore legs, whilst the 
rear legs were at least moving a bit too. (Pic 4) We were so happy to see him 
making a good effort trying to swim, as this meant he was controlling all four of his 
legs. After the short swim (he was still getting tired quickly) he managed to stand up 
for his shower and drying. We were so happy! Later that evening he even managed 
to actually stand on his own 4 legs, un-aided. This was a first for him. And only after 
5 days. (Pic 5) 

The very next day, day 6, he managed again to stand un-aided, and now for a 
longer period too. He also made his first actual step with his left hind leg, which was 
another breakthrough. Later that day he had his second hydrotherapy session, in 
which he started to swim even better than the previous day! (Pic 6) He now really 
powered with his front legs and started to use his rear legs properly as well. Day by 
day Rufus was starting to become a normal dog again, regaining normal function, 
step by step. 

Then, the next day, day 7, we seemed to have an initial little set back, as he was 
starting to get a bit nervous in the hydrotherapy treadmill, and swimming less well 
than before. But he was still able to stand for himself, for a little while. 



The next day, day 8, was again a slight disappointment with regard to the 
swimming. He seemed to have taken a dislike to it by now and we had to change 
tactics. We were now going to try walking him in lower water next time and see how 
that goes. However, on the same day he managed to actually walk for himself, only 
a few steps, and with some hesitation, but walking nevertheless! He had a lot of 
encouragement from our dedicated nurses, but he did the steps himself and it was a 
true victory. Both our nurses and the owner had tears in their eyes when Rufus did 
his first steps after more than a week of not being able to do anything like that at 
all! (Pic 7) 

By day 9 we started to do more outside walking, being supported and making sure 
the foot placement was correct at all times. Hydrotherapy now consisted of treadmill 
walking with water up to his shoulder joint for about 90% buoyancy but a next to 
normal walking gait pattern. We also started to change the peanut work, by re-
introducing a wobble cushion for landing his front legs on, to enhance the feedback 
from his feet to his brain. The idea of this was to improve proprioception and normal 
gaiting. 

On day 10 Rufus managed to actually walk out to the outside run, and back again, 
on his own. He was still doing very well during his physio sessions and was getting 
ever better during hydrotherapy again. He was making so much progress! Very 
rewarding, both for us and the owner, and, most importantly, for Rufus himself. The 
nurses rewarded Rufus with a carrot, his favourite treat. (Pic 8) 

Over the next few days Rufus continued to make great progress on a daily basis. He 
was able to ‘give a paw’ on day 11, walk freely on the artificial grass outside for 
more than 10 minutes on day 12, and on day 13 he managed to wee and poo 
outside, on his own, keeping himself up in a crouched position.  

On day 16 we devised a new exercise programme for Rufus, now including stepping 
over low cavaletti, pushing him from side to side, doing three legged stances and 
much more! Again, he took it all in his stride and was well humoured as ever! He 
was still a delight to work with. 

After discussion with Rufus’s owner we decided that it was now time for Rufus to go 
home and spend at least the weekend with his own family. Within just over 2 weeks, 
Rufus had gone from a totally paralysed dog to one that was standing, walking, 
wagging and weeing and enjoying a decent quality of life, due to the enormous 
efforts of our nurses, vet and hydro-therapist, a well-designed physiotherapy and 
hydrotherapy programme and a huge effort on Rufus’s part too! This case clearly 
shows that with the best possible treatment, based on solid science and knowledge, 
massive improvements can be achieved, even if the outcome looks bleak at the 
start. We are so proud to be able to offer all this at our veterinary practice, to 
enhance and improve the quality of life for our patients. (Pic 9) 
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Pete van Dongen, Drs(Utrecht), CertVR, MRCVS, CCRT. 

Pennard Vets, Sevenoaks 


