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HORSE HEALTH 

Case File: 

Ulcers 
Despite a stress-free life, 

an easygoing donkey s recurrent 

colic is linked to stomach ulcers. 

Story and Photograph by CYNTHIA McFARl AND 

BEFORE BUTLER THE DONKEY arrived at my little 

farm in 2007, I'd never had the privilege of knowing a 

"long ears." I'd had horses for more than three decades, 

but donkeys, I soon learned, are quite different. His intel 

ligence, laid-back and lovable temperament, and clever sense of 

humor won my heart. 

I'd always heard donkeys are tough 

critters who rarely have any health 

problems, so I was surprised when But 

ler had incidences of mild colic during 

the past three years. They were infre 

quent and always resolved quickly after 

I administered an anti-inflammatory 

drug, Banamine, but I jotted down on 

the calendar whenever this happened. 

In September of 2010, at 18 years 

old, Butler had a colic incident that was 

treated and resolved within an hour; 

however, when he had three more colic 

episodes within a nine-day period the 

following month, I grew concerned. 

The last time, he was grinding his teeth, 

a symptom he hadn't exhibited previ 

ously. Again, these incidents resolved 

about an hour after treating him with 

Banamine. 

At this point, I knew something 

was up and my veterinarian, Bill Rus 

sell, DVM, referred Butler to Peterson 

&.Smith Equine Hospital in Ocala, 

Florida. 1 trailered him to the clinic 

on November 2, when internal medi 

cine specialist Carol Clark, DVM, and 

a Diplomat of the American College 

of Veterinary Internal Medicine, took 

over his case. 

Settled into his stall in the medical 

barn, Butler was muzzled overnight so 

he couldn't eat anything for 12 hours 

prior to the x-rays and gastroscopy 

scheduled the next morning. 

Radiographs taken 

of Butler's abdomen on 

November 3 showed 

nothing out of the or 

dinary. Tn Florida, sand 

accumulation is frequently the cause of 

recurrent colic, but as Clark pointed out 

on Butler's x-rays, there was only a tiny 

amount of sand present, and definitely 

not enough to cause blockage or colic. 

Still searching for the cause of his 

colic episodes, she proceeded with gas-

troscopic examination, passing an en-

doscope through his nose and into his 

stomach. This exam revealed the pres 

ence of grade 2 non-glandular ulcers, 

as well as a ball of accumulated feed in 

the stomach. This "bolus" of feed was 

a surprise, since Butler had been muz 

zled as is routine before a gastroscopic 

procedure. The ulcers were clearly vis 

ible and some were bleeding. As Clark 

explained, the teeth grinding I'd wit 

nessed two days earlier was a clear in 

dication of stomach pain. 

But ulcers? Aren't they caused 

by stress such as travel, training or 

changes in routine? As an equine free 

lance writer, I've written a number of 

articles on ulcers and am well aware 

of how prevalent they are in today's 

equine population. Still, I was unpre 

pared for Butler's diagnosis since he 

lives the most stress-free life of any 

animal 1 know. 

Butler the donkey at McFarland's home 
in Florida. 

A repeat gastroscopy the following 

morning showed us that the ball of ac 

cumulated feed had passed. Clark start 

ed Butler on medication to treat the ul 

cers and make him more comfortable. 

Because I'd kept careful records, I 

could look back over the three-plus 

years I'd had Butler and see that his 

colic episodes were a/most exclusive 

to the early fall months. Here in north 

Florida, this is typically when our 

grass quality plummets and we begin 

feeding hay. If Butler wasn't grazing as 

regularly because the grass wasn't ap 

pealing, he may not have had much in 

his stomach when I'd feed his morn 

ing and evening hay. 

"Things that make horses most at 

risk for ulcer disease are sporadic feed 

ing with periods of an empty stomach 

or irregular feeding with long periods 

of no intake, high-starch diets, exercise 

at speed, concurrent illness, especially 

of a gastrointestinal nature, and use of 

NSAIDS [non-steroidal anti-inflam 

matory drugs]," notes Clark. "There 

have been studies that have induced ul 

cers simply by withholding feed." 

fust to make sure the hay wasn't an 

issue, I took Butler off long-stemmed 
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