
B Y  F R A N  H O W A R D

VMC Oncology Service provides

Options  
& Hope  

e are all about options,” says veterinary oncologist 
Dr. Mike Henson, head of the Veterinary Medical 
Center’s Oncology Service. “There is no family that 
we cannot help. We can help them understand what 

is going on with their friend, help manage symptoms, 
control most malignancies, and cure many.” 

Cancer is one of the most prevalent diseases of 
companion animals. 

“The lifetime risk of dying from cancer is similar for 
humans and dogs, about one in four,” Henson says. “For 
cats, it is about one in three. Approximately 50 percent of 
dogs over 10 years of age will succumb to cancer.” While 
timely diagnosis and treatment can extend the life of most 
animals, even when the prognosis is poor, an oncologist 
can help minimize both the patient’s and the family’s pain. 

The VMC Oncology Service is nationally recognized, 
with four board-certified veterinary oncologists, the only 
board-certified radiation oncologist in the state, two 
oncology residents, and six technicians. The Oncology 
Service offers a full range of diagnostic and therapeutic 
options for pets with cancer, including surgery, 
chemotherapy, immunotherapy, and radiation therapy. 
The VMC also has the highest-quality, most sensitive 
diagnostic equipment for pets in Minnesota, including a 
64-slice spiral CT scanner, 3-Tesla MRI, and onsite nuclear 
medicine scanning. It is the only veterinary hospital in 
the state with advanced radiation delivery and safety 
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Dr. Claire Cannon examines a lymphoma 
patient in the oncology exam room.

Dr. Antonella Borgatti with her patient Copper. Oncology technician Maureen Parks and Dr. 
Mike Henson examine a patient.
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equipment and one of only a few 
in the world offering microwave 
ablation therapy. 

“We almost always have options 
to improve quality of life for a pet 
with cancer,” says Henson. “We have 
a philosophy of care. We focus on 
quality of life for the pet, tailoring the 
diagnostic and treatment plan to the 
needs of the family.” 

Some of the Oncology Service’s 
success stories are remarkable. Here 
are three of them.

Liberty: a true champion

Liberty Mihalek is currently 
undergoing treatment for chronic 
lymphocytic leukemia after 
having battled an inoperable 
meningioma. While being a two-

time cancer survivor is quite a feat 
in itself, Liberty has won two agility 
championship titles since she was 
diagnosed with cancer. 

Born on July 5, 2004, the border 
collie-blue heeler mix was diagnosed 
with cancer for the first time in 
November 2013. 

“The whole spring and summer 
before, I could tell something 
was wrong,” says Liberty’s owner, 
Jim Mihalek. During that time, 
Liberty was under veterinary care 
and undergoing rehabilitation for 
performance dogs. “Her symptoms 
weren’t getting any better, so our vet 
sent us to the University for an MRI,” 
he adds.

Liberty suffered from front-end 
weakness. She would stumble, and 
her neck was sensitive to the touch. 
Because of her symptoms, Liberty 
was first seen by a VMC neurologist, 
who ordered an MRI to check for a 
bulging disc. 

“I thought it would be surgery, 
several weeks of rest, and she’d be 
good to go,” Mihalek recalls. The 
MRI, however, showed Liberty had 
a tumor that wrapped around her 

spinal cord, so she was referred to the 
Oncology Service.

It was an inoperable meningioma, 
but Liberty’s prognosis was good. 
With treatment, the mean survival 
time for dogs with this cancer is 
one to two years. For Mihalek, the 
decision about whether to treat her 
was relatively easy. 

“She wasn’t really ill,” he says. “I 
wanted to give her this fight. She was 
still active and happy.”

Meningiomas are a common type 
of tumor found in the central nervous 
system. The primary treatment is 
surgical removal. For tumors that 
cannot be removed, radiation is the 
next best treatment.

“We never definitively diagnosed 
Liberty’s tumor as a meningioma 
because a biopsy was too risky,” 
explains oncologist Dr. Claire 
Cannon, one of Liberty’s doctors. 
“We couldn’t remove the tumor 
surgically, but the way she responded 
to treatment as well as the location of 
the tumor pointed to a meningioma. 
Meningiomas tend to be slowly 
progressive. If we can treat them, we 
usually get a good outcome. They are 

Liberty has won two agility championship titles since she was diagnosed with cancer. Jim Mihalek and Liberty

“I wanted to give her this fight. She was 
still active and happy.”

—JIM MIHALEK
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nearly always benign. Very rarely do 
they metastasize.”

Liberty received 22 doses of 
radiation, given daily Monday 
through Friday. 

“After the first seven treatments, 
we noticed a big difference,” Mihalek 
says. “She was much more stable.” 
She also had less pain, was more 
active, and had more range of motion 
in her neck.

In December 2015, during a 
routine follow-up exam, VMC 
oncologists discovered that Liberty 
had chronic lymphocytic leukemia.

“It’s not uncommon for a dog to 
have two types of cancer,” Cannon 
explains. “Liberty was recently 
started on chlorambucil, an oral 
chemotherapy drug. The treatment 
is ongoing as long as it is working 
and tolerated without side effects.” 
With treatment, half of all dogs with 
lymphocytic leukemia remain well 
at two years, and many live out their 
normal lifespan. 

Liberty also receives acupuncture 
at the VMC to help stimulate her 
immune system so she can better 
fight the leukemia. In June, she is 
scheduled to compete in the Canine 

Performance Events Nationals, an 
agility trial in Springfield. 

“I am very grateful for the 
additional time we’ve had,” says 
Mihalek. 

Java: a strong little cat

Java Skidmore is one tough little cat. 
“She is going on 13, and given her 

health problems, I don’t think anyone 
expected her to live this long,” says 
Janet Skidmore, Java’s owner. “She 
only weighs seven pounds, but she 
still bosses around our two much-
larger male cats.” 

Ever since she was a year old, Java 
has suffered from a sore and inflamed 
mouth, a condition called stomatitis. 
By the time she was 6, the condition 
was so severe that Java had to have all 
of her teeth removed. A few months 
later, a lesion appeared on her jaw. 
Java’s vet took a biopsy and referred 
her to the VMC’s Oncology Service.

“She’s a very cute chocolate-
brown cat that I initially saw 
in early December 2012,” says 
veterinary oncologist Dr. Antonella 
Borgatti, one of Java’s doctors. “She 

came in with a recent diagnosis of 
carcinoma on her right lower jaw. 
The inflammation from her chronic 
stomatitis possibly led to the tumor.”

Java’s diagnosis: squamous cell 
carcinoma. 

“The median survival for this 
type of cancer is variable, from two 
to six months with treatment,” says 
Borgatti. “It usually is not curable. 
The tumors tend to grow quickly, and 
the local disease is more of a problem 
than spreading. As the tumors grow, 
cats either can’t eat or the tumors 
become very painful.” 

An estimated 60 percent of oral 
cancers in cats are squamous cell 
tumors. 

“They can get it anywhere in their 
mouth, on their tongue, tonsils, or 
jaw,” Borgatti explains. “This type 
of cancer is very aggressive, and it 
is difficult to diagnose early. If not 
caught early, it erodes into the bone, 
and surgery is often not an option. 
Because Java was monitored regularly 
for stomatitis, the carcinoma was 
probably caught early.”

The VMC performed surgery to 
remove the lesion as well as a narrow 
margin of nearby tissue to be sure all 
cancer cells were removed. 

“We then talked about treatment 
options: radiation, chemotherapy, 
and an oral anticancer drug called 
Palladia, which is approved for skin 
mast cell tumors in dogs but which 
has also been found to be effective for 
other tumor types,” says Borgatti. 

Skidmore, who has pet insurance 
on all three of her cats, chose the 
most convenient treatment option, 
the once-a-day oral pill. 

“The decision was easy for me. It’s 
cancer. It’s not going to go away,” she 

“She is going on 13 ... I don’t think 
anyone expected her to live this long, 
... but she still bosses around our two 
much-larger male cats.” 

—JANET SKIDMORE

Janet Skidmore and Java (also known as "The Bean")
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says. “The choice is put the cat to sleep or 
treat the cancer.”

Java started on oral Palladia in July 2013 
and completed treatment in July 2014. A 
month later, she developed another lesion 
on her upper left jaw. A complete excision 
was done, and no follow-up treatment was 
needed. Then in December 2015, a lesion 
developed on the inside of Java’s right 
cheekbone. Luckily, it was benign.

Today Java is doing well. 
“She eats whatever she wants—even 

the crunchy food,” Skidmore says. “The 
oncology team has been great. Dr. Henson 
told me that by keeping the inflammation 
away, we hope to keep the cancer away. I 
give her anti-inflammatory drugs on an 
as-needed basis, and I look in her mouth 
every couple of days. We are also monitoring 
her blood work, and she goes in for regular 
checkups.”

Shadow: touch and go

A retired champion miniature poodle, 
Shadow was a very sick dog when he first 
arrived at the VMC in December 2014. The 
10-year-old miniature poodle was listless, 
had stopped eating, and was losing weight. 

A diagnostic ultrasound confirmed that 
Shadow had hepatic lymphoma. While 
lymphoma is one of the most common 
cancers in dogs, lymphoma that occurs 

primarily in the liver is uncommon. 
Furthermore, primary liver lymphoma 
carries a much poorer prognosis than 
the more common multicentric form of 
lymphoma. The average survival time for 
primary hepatic lymphoma is about two 
months.

“It was a fairly guarded prognosis. It is 
common to see lymphomas in dogs but less 
common to see it affecting the liver,” says 
veterinary oncologist Dr. Jillian Zientek, one 
of Shadow’s doctors. “Shadow was jaundiced 

and in liver failure. I warned his owner that 
the first treatment could kill him.” 

The diagnosis was unexpected. “I was 
really taken by surprise,” says Meg Spangler, 
Shadow’s owner. “The day you find out that 
things are bad, you are distraught. Everyone 

was so helpful, and they got me through 
that. As I reflect back on the situation, he 
was a pretty sick guy.”

Shadow was hospitalized, and the next 
day he began a course of chemotherapy. A 
few weeks into treatment, Shadow had a 
setback. 

“There was a point when I was supposed 
to administer chemo at home, but I couldn’t 
get him to take the pills,” says Spangler. 
“When he turned his nose up at steak, I 
knew we were in trouble.” Shadow was again 

hospitalized for a couple of days to receive 
a heavy dose of chemo. He was then sent 
home with a nasal feeding tube for about a 
week to help stabilize him.

“He had to have small meals throughout 
the day, and he didn’t like it,” Spangler says. 
“I cried the whole time I fed him. I was so 
upset. The team at the University held my 
hand through the process. It was touch-and-
go for awhile.”

Over a six-month period, Shadow 
received 20 chemotherapy treatments. Today, 
he is in complete remission.

“Every time he has his three-month 
checkup and gets the all-clear signal, I am so 
grateful and amazed,” Spangler says. “It’s not 
a question of if it comes back; it’s a question 
of when. All of the students, the technicians, 
everyone was so kind. It was clear they 
cared about Shadow. They love him almost 
as much as I do. He’s a momma’s boy, but 
because he enjoyed being with everyone 
there, it was easier for me to leave him. I 
knew I was leaving him with people who 
cared about him.”

Because many of the VMC’s oncology 
patients spend the day at the hospital when 
they receive treatment, they actually learn to 
like it. “Shadow has quite a fan club here,” 

Shadow and Meg Spangler. A retired champion miniature poodle, Shadow was treated for hepatic 
lymphoma.  
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“The veterinary oncology approach is different than the 
human approach. Cats and dogs tend to see fewer side effects 
than people. Many cancers are also very treatable.” 

- DR. ANTONELLA BORGATTI
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Cancer 
strikes 

home for 
veterinary 
oncologist

B Y  F R A N  H O W A R D

Last June, VMC veterinary oncologist 
Dr. Brian Husbands was enjoying an 

off-duty Sunday afternoon doing what he 
typically does when he’s not working—
playing ball with Tex, his blue heeler. After 
the throw-and-fetch session, 11-year-old 
Tex settled in near Husbands, who was 
soon to find out what it feels like to be 
one of his clients.

“I had just mowed the lawn, and 
we had just finished playing ball,” says 
Husbands. “I put my arm around Tex, and 
I felt a big lump on his right shoulder. It 
was about four inches in diameter.”

Six weeks earlier, Husbands had done 
a thorough exam on Tex, including a 
complete blood panel, and all of the tests 
came back normal. 

“It happened so quickly,” says 
Husbands, who knew almost immediately 
that Tex had a form of cancer called 
lymphoma. “I started to feel his other 
lymph nodes. All of them and his spleen 
were quite large.” That night, Husbands 
took Tex to work to perform a diagnostic 
needle biopsy to confirm his suspicions.

“I sent an image of the slide to two of 
my colleagues just to make sure,” he says. 

“I heard back from one that night and the 
other the next morning. Both confirmed 
my diagnosis.” 

The next day, Tex began chemotherapy 
treatment with a cocktail of drugs, and 
within 10 days, Husbands’ dog was in 
remission. 

“He tolerated therapy quite well,” 
Husbands says. After six months and 25 
chemotherapy treatments, Tex completed 
treatment.

“He had no other health problems, 
and because of what I do every day and 
what I see every day, I had no reservations 
about treating him,” Husbands says. “We 
are really close. He sleeps in my bed.”

Husbands also was aware that 80 to 90 
percent of dogs with lymphoma, if treated 
early, will respond to chemotherapy within 
one to three weeks.

“Tex is a rock star. He is in remission. 
His cancer is controlled,” says Husbands. 

Remission for lymphoma usually lasts 
from 10 to 12 months, and about 25 
percent of dogs are still in remission two 
years after treatment.

Brian Husbands and Tex  

Would you 
like to support 
the Veterinary 
Medical Center’s 
Oncology Service 
or fund research 
in veterinary 
oncology?
For more information, 
contact Andrea Fahrenkrug  
at 612-626-6501  
or afahren@umn.edu.

says Zientek. “We get to know our patients 
very well.”

Of course, not everyone decides to 
treat a pet for cancer. Some cancers are so 
aggressive, some pets are diagnosed at such 
an advanced age, or some treatments can be 
so costly that palliative care, hospice, and 
euthanasia are often chosen. Some people 
also are reluctant to choose treatment due to 
their own negative experiences with cancer 
in someone they loved. 

“The veterinary oncology approach 
is different than the human approach,” 
Borgatti notes. “Cats and dogs tend to see 
fewer side effects than people. Many cancers 
are also very treatable.”

“My approach is to talk about a number 
of options, from the most aggressive forms of 
treatment to hospice care,” says Zientek. “I 
lay out the potential benefits, risks, and cost, 
and I leave it up the clients to determine 
what is most appropriate for their pets.”
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