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When birds, dogs and cats are achy, Jeff Langer and company come to the

rescue with the right mix of love and medicine

By AVRUM D. LANK
alank@journalsentinel.com

Posted: Mar. 12, 2006

Bayside - Rudolph, a reindeer, had a fungus.
Mr. B, a sick cat, would bite the hand of anyone trying to heal him.
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And every summer, the
penguins at the
Milwaukee County Zoo
must be protected
against avian malaria.

In those cases and many
more, veterinarians have
sought help from Jeff
Langer, a
third-generation
pharmacist who spends
most of his time these
days creating inhalers,
ear gels and other
medications for animals.

Soft spoken and dressed
in a white lab coat,
Langer, 52, runs the Pet
Apothecary LLC from a small suite in an office building on N. Port Washington
Road. It is a business exclusively dedicated to making and marketing
medications for animals.
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He started the operation in his basement after selling the family drugstore in
Bay View to the Osco chain in 1995.

Since then, some unusual clients have helped the business grow and prosper.
Take Rudolph, who lives on a farm called Reindeer Games in the Town of Erin.
Langer got involved with the case last summer through Lynn Peterson, a vet
with Kettle Hills Veterinary Service in Hartford who diagnosed the exotic
fungus. Although Peterson typically dispenses drugs from the truck he uses to

make calls, in the case of Rudolph, an uncommon drug was needed, so he
contacted Langer.

The remedy worked, and now Rudolph is ready for jobs come Christmastime,
said Cindy Phillips who owns Reindeer Games with her husband, Jeff.

The Pet Apothecary suite has a main compounding area where Langer and his

The Pet
Apothecary

Photo/Michael Sears

During mosquito season,
the fish that Heather
Neldner feeds to the
Humboldt penguins at
the Milwaukee County
Zoo might contain
medicine to fend off
malaria. Pharmacist Jeff
Langer provides
medicines in various
forms to help animals
avoid diseases.
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Jeff Langer (right) and
the staff at the Pet
Apothecary, including
his wife, Patti (rear),
find creative ways to
make sure animals take
their medicine.

cousin and assistant, Joel Forbes, use mortars and pestles to pulverize chemicals into pet medications.
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They also package the drugs in helpful and creative ways.
"Last week, for the first time, I did have to provide an inhaler for a cat," Langer said.
While it might be hard to visualize that, other solutions are easier to imagine.

Sometimes, for example, they make medications into a gel that can be absorbed through an animal's
ear.

For the Milwaukee County Zoo, Langer provides pills to help the Humboldt penguins fend off malaria
during mosquito season. The pills are put inside the fish fed to the flock, and the birds are happy to
take them that way, said Roberta Wallace, senior staff veterinarian.

Langer also will flavor medications with meat or fruit essences to make them more palatable to other
zoo animals, she added.

Loading liquid medications into syringes so they can be squirted down the mouth of a reluctant animal
also is a common trick.

That was a great help to Leslie Elger, a 64-year-old pet sitter who lives in the Town of Jackson and has
been a client for years.

Her problem was with Mr. B, a large tabby cat that needed ongoing medication but bit the fingers of
those trying to give him pills.

Mr. B died at 16 in November, but "without Jeff's help, I think I would have had to let him go earlier,"
Elger said. "I knew he needed his meds, but I needed my finger, too."

The idea of becoming a pet pharmacist had long appealed to Langer, back to the days when he studied
the needs of some animals while at the School of Pharmacy at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He
gave that up because it required too much work in the lab and not enough work with people.

But even as he settled into the family pharmacy business in Milwaukee, the idea of ministering to
animals never left him.

While most people get pills for their dogs and cats at the vet's office, pharmacists in Wisconsin are
licensed to fill such prescriptions. Over the years, vets would sometimes seek Langer's help in
converting human drugs for use on sick animals.

"We are allowed to dip into the human medications," explained Mark Thomas, a veterinarian who owns
the Community Veterinary Clinic in Bay View, near Langer's old store. "But unfortunately, they don't
come in a size that is readily available for us."

It is not practical to tell a pet owner to give Fido one-tenth of a pill, so Thomas occasionally asked
Langer to reformulate medications.

Animal calling

As the pharmacy business changed and Langer decided he needed to sell his store to a chain, the idea
of serving animals remained. As part of the sale to Osco, Langer agreed to stay on for a while to staff
his old store. But he also insisted on an unusual clause allowing him to immediately operate a
non-human pharmacy.

Langer then got an animal-only pharmacy license and opened the Pet Apothecary, while still working for
Osco full time.

He built the business through word of mouth, relying on contacts made with vets over the years,
including one who is the uncle of his wife, Patti. She, too, is a pharmacist, and as the Pet Apothecary
grew, the couple worked together in their basement, filling orders by mail to keep the overhead low.

The business grew, and eventually Langer cut back on his hours at Osco. Then a year ago he decided to
rent about 1,000 square feet in a Bayside office building.

Altogether, the Langers have about $100,000 invested in the business, which Langer said has always
been profitable. Sales are growing 10% to 15% a year but have not yet reached $1 million.

Internet approach

Although about 90% of its sales are in Wisconsin, the Pet Apothecary has a Web site,
www.petapothecary.com, and competes with several similar online services.

One of the larger ones is the Doctors Foster & Smith Pharmacy in Rhinelander, part of a mail order
organization that carries a wide range of pet supplies.

Foster & Smith employs three full-time pharmacists who fill about 70,000 prescriptions a year
nationwide, according to Chris Larson, the pharmacy manager and chief compounding pharmacist.

He's heard about Langer's much smaller operation.
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"From what I know about them, they sound like they are a really nice organization," he said. "If they
are servicing their local community, more power to them. I would like to see them succeed and
prosper."

Langer has cut back his work at Osco to about one shift a week at a nearby outlet in the RiverPoint
Village Shopping Center. He can spare the time and enjoys talking to people.

But if that becomes too burdensome, Langer has a plan to keep in contact with human clients.
The restrictions in his sale contract have expired, so "if I had to leave Osco, I would probably open a
Pet Apothecary, human division," he said.
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