
 

My Visit to The American Fondouk 
By Lynn Irving BVSc (Hons), RVN, REVN 

 

After applying for a volunteer position with The BEVA Trust, I was lucky enough to be 
chosen to travel to The American Fondouk, based at Fez in Morocco, to assist and 
hopefully past on all the valuable skills sets I have learnt whilst working at Rossdales LLP 
in Newmarket. I had been chosen alongside a skilled farrier, Jeff Newnham from Bexhill, 
East Sussex, so together we embarked on an adventure. 

 

What is The American Fondouk? 

The American Fondouk is a charitable veterinary hospital, providing free treatment for 
thousands of animals each year. It was founded in 1927 at the behest of Amy Bend Bishop, 
an American traveller who was distressed by the poor conditions of the many working 
animals in Fez Medina. At that time, there were 40,000 pack animals living in and around 
Fez. As in any country dependent on subsistence agriculture, the owners of Morocco’s 
draft and pack animals were often poor and uneducated and worked their animals hard. 
The animals needed good veterinary care, improved husbandry and nutrition, and humane 
handling, both for their own sake and for the sake of the families who depended on their 
labour. The American Fondouk provides the residents of Fez Medina with a full service 
animal hospital, treating thousands of animals annually. The hospital is staffed with 
resident veterinarians including interns, a blacksmith, grooms, technicians and visiting 
veterinarians and veterinary students carrying out externships.  

My adventure 

On arriving in Fez we were greeted warmly by Aly who works at The Fondouk and was 
the ‘go to’ man for any requirements, including tasty pastries. I was lucky enough to see 
surgery being carried out as soon as I arrived and as a theatre nurse I was interested to see 
The Fondouk’s set up. Ahmed, one of the clinicians, was repairing a hernia on a horse that 
had been butted by a cow, which had caused damage to its abdominal wall muscle. After 
a tour of the clinic, my first day quickly came to a close and I headed to bed ready for a 
week of hard work. 

Each day commenced at 7.00am, when every patient had a clinical exam and medication 
was administered. This was followed with rounds at 7.30am, where every patient 
(normally around 30-35) was assessed and a care plan was devised, including any 
treatment or bandage changes. After rounds, the team split into two groups, half dealing 
with the in patients and the other half dealing with any out patients or emergencies. The 
cases that are being dealt with in The Fondouk involve working animals and can be 
difficult to see as their owners are doing the best they can in a bad situation. After 
spending time talking to the owners, it became clear that there really is no malice intended 
and a lot of what they have been taught has been from their fathers, who in turn have 
learned from their fathers. With The Fondouk offering free of charge veterinary care for 



working animals only and providing educational services and nutritional information to the 
owners, the welfare of their animals will improve in the future. 

 

It was very clear from the beginning that the team at The Fondouk is doing an amazing job 
and I knew I would only be adding a shine to their already amazing clinic with a few hints 
and tips to ensure a gold standard level of care was in place. I spent a lot of time being 
nosey and watching how the team and technicians worked, so I was then able to assess 
their protocols and procedures to see if I could assist in any way or implement 
improvements. The clinicians were lucky enough to have a great team of grooms for 
handling the patients, as the animals are not used to being in the hospital environment 
away from their home. The Fondouk has three technicians to assist the clinicians during 
procedures and to maintain equipment and ensure instruments are cleaned and sterilised. 

The Fondouk welcomes veterinary students to carry out externships, which allows them to 
improve their clinical skills, assess patients and implement treatment. During my time at 
the clinic I was able to assist in some training sessions if the other clinicians were busy. 
This allowed the veterinary students to improve their skill sets, including intravenous 
catheter placement, passing a nasogastric tube and changing bandages. 

The Fondouk performs two or three surgeries each week; these range from tumour 
removals to major trauma repair and also castrations. The padded room is used for 
induction surgery and recovery, and allows the procedures to take place in a clean, dry 
shaded area, where previously surgeries took place outside under one of the trees. The 
theatre team have a great set up and the equipment and instruments available allow the 
surgeons to carry out the procedures to a high standard, and ensure the best possible 
outcome due to high standard cleaning and maintenance protocols in place. I was happy 
to suggest a few changes and improvements to their already fabulous theatre. 

The donkeys, mules, and horses in Morocco have to combat a huge range of diseases of 
both viral and bacterial origins. Many of these diseases are no longer seen in the West as 
most animals are routinely vaccinated. The laboratory allows the veterinarians to examine 
an animal’s blood to get the maximum information about diseases. The Fondouk has 
excellent laboratory facilities in-house, including haematology and biochemistry 
machines, and equipment to evaluate blood gases and electrolytes. These diagnostic tools 
are critical to forming a rational and effective therapeutic plan for the animals that are 
treated at The Fondouk, as colic and diseases are probably two of the biggest killers of 
working equids in Africa.  

The veterinarians are often faced with animals suffering from tetanus, rabies, influenza and 
herpes virus; they are also vulnerable to colic, a problem that affects horses worldwide. In 
Africa, however, the causes of these gastrointestinal problems are endless. One of the most 
common reasons for developing colic is eating plastic bags. When I arrived there was a 
mule being treated for colic and I saw the plastic bag and wire she had eaten which passed 
through her along with her droppings. Understandably she improved within 24 hours once 
the plastic bag had come out. These can cause catastrophic blockages of the intestinal 
system and require intensive therapy to survive.  

My week spent at The Fondouk involved a lot of bandage changes, wound cleaning, and 
intravenous and nasogastric fluid therapy. It is hard work but very rewarding to see the 
happy, thankful owners taking their animals home, but it is also heartbreaking when there 



is nothing that can be done for a patient except the kindest thing which is putting them to 
sleep, and sadly taking away from the owners their only means of making a living and 
feeding their family. There is no company that comes and removes the deceased equids - 
they are loaded into a truck and taken to the tip.  As a horse owner myself, it broke my 
heart to see this, but it is the way of life for The Fondouk in Morocco.  

The vast majority of working donkeys and horses seen at The American Fondouk are lame 
in at least one limb, if not multiple limbs. Over-work and a lifetime of poor farrier care 
makes lameness a common reason for seeking treatment. For the animals having to carry 
hundreds of kilos when each step hurts must cause them such despair. Diagnosing and 
treating the source of lameness is often a difficult and time-consuming procedure. The 
team of veterinarians is skilled at lameness work ups and has the back-up of a 
comprehensive range of diagnostic imaging equipment, including digital radiography and 
Ultrasound.  

 

Jeff Newnham, the Farrier  

The BEVA Trust sent Jeff to assist the farrier department at The Fondouk and he gave me his 
insight into our trip. Here is his account… 

“Like most craftsmen, farriers have a fascination with tools and workshops and it was 
shocking to find not only no workshop or forge, but a scant array of farrier tools with 
which this lone farrier was expected to perform near miracles.  However, farriers are very 
practical and hugely resourceful and Assami proceeded to proudly give me a guided tour 
of what he had and showed me the work he performed diligently daily. “ 

“Zouhair Benjabbour, who has worked extensively with farriers in the UK and Turkey, and 
who speaks fluent English, Arabic and French, joined us. The most perfect person to work 
with, particularly as we were preparing for a CPD event to be held during our stay. The 
days during our stay were spent with Zouhair and myself demonstrating how modern 
adhesives can be employed to protect and repair hooves. The relevance of radiographing 
feet prior to, during and post work was made possible with excellent digital equipment. 
While visiting local workshops, we were able to demonstrate how hospital plates could be 
manufactured utilising outside providers.” 

“Organising a CPD event is always rather tricky - mine was made particularly difficult as 
Zouhair had to translate my ramblings in coherent Arabic and French. Fortunately, I had 
procured an excellent tool to assist my delivery, “The Hoof Explorer” (this is an excellent 
tool for Farriers and Vets, produced by Leipzig University and it is available via Werkman 
Horseshoes). This, coupled with anatomy specimens and a whiteboard, the lecture aspect 
went remarkably well despite spirited animated debate between Moroccan horse owners 
and their farriers.” 

“With the attendees split into two groups, part 2 of the CPD was demonstrations given by 
Zouhair and myself. Utilising the now familiar x-ray facilities, radiographs were taken of 
two horses we were to work on. The response and reluctance for the farriers to leave 
means I can truly say it was a tremendous success!”  

“The last few days were spent following up on the various cases we had previously worked 
on. It was now time for Assami to demonstrate to me what he had learnt in the previous 
days. He showed tremendous ability to take on board many new techniques with 



adhesives and hospital plates. The cases and work covered: hoof distortions, canker, hoof 
infections, rebuilding post debridement, repairs/reinforcing wall damage, use of wedge and 
flat pads, manufacturing and application of hospital plates, use of urethane hoof 
packing/protection, use of x-rays pre-during-post work.”  

To the future 

As you can see, Jeff and I had an amazing experience at The Fondouk and hopefully we 
will both be returning in the near future to support this fantastic clinic and the wonderful 
team that work every day to improve the care and wellbeing of the working equids in 
Morocco. 

Here’s a selection of images from our trip. 

 

 



 

The team at The Fondouk 

 

Farrier CPD 

 



 

Farrier CPD 

 



 

 

Flushing wounds caused by falling on the road 

 

 

Ultrasound scanning the abdomen of a colic case 

 



 

Assisting a collapsed donkey to stand 

	

A nasty knee wound on a mule 

	



 

Lynn assisting with the treatment of mange in a mule 

	



 

 

Surgery in progress 



 

 

A typical sight in morocco 

 



 

 

A colic patient being examined in the stocks 

 

 

 

The laboratory 

 

 



 

A collapsed foal Lynn was assisting with: his mother died due to colic and sadly  
hurt the foal when she was in pain 

 

 

A collapsed horse with colic 



 

A mule in-patient 

 

 

The typical tyre shoe of Morocco - used to avoid the animals slipping 


