How to survive 400 km with horse in hand and hubby in tow

To start at the beginning, I was given my first horse by my sister at the tender age of 39 years.  The horse’s name was Boy, he was a handsome bay 16 hh thoroughbred gelding. Not a good combination green on green.

Not long into our trail riding career together, I was joined on the trails by my hubby, who was attracted to the social aspects of trail riding (the rides always stopped for lunch at a local pub).  Steve, who was 45 years and a surfer, had only ever ridden as a kid once or twice previously.  

Some friends from trail riding asked he “How did you get your husband into riding with you?”  To which I replied that I hadn’t pushed him into being involved he had become sick of being a Sunday single Dad with our girls, whilst I was out enjoying myself on rides, so ended up joining in.

To this day, my brother in law, loves to let people know that he predicted the next few additions, buy a block of land, buy a float, buy a bigger float, buy a horse truck!  After all he had been down the road before us and he was right, it wasn’t long before all the Barlows were riding the trail rides and our horse population had increased to 5 or more.

Soon we had made the switch to endurance riding and were busy weekends driving the old Dodge all over SE Qld to attend training rides.  Taking our horses down to St Albans in August to ride the 400km marathon followed, with my youngest daughter, Selena and I successfully completing the marathon in 1998. Steve came along to try the 120km mini marathon and thoroughly enjoyed the ‘social’ aspect of the week.

The next year he no longer wanted to ride the ‘baby’ ride, so after deciding on a suitable mount (Dunwingeri Maakan) we left for St Albans the third week of August 1999.

Climbing the New England Range in NSW exhausted the poor dodge after our stop at the Wallangarra Tick Gate so an overnight stop at Armidale Show Grounds was decided upon.  Whilst I organized dinner, Steve and Selena set about feeding up and checking the wooden yards with torches, as it was dark upon our arrival just to ensure the ‘boys’ would be safe.  There were many trotters and other horses at the grounds in various yards and stables.

Whilst sitting back eating dinner, Steve commented “Look someone’s horse is out and wandering around”, I look up and say “Yes, looks very much like Maakan to me!”  Further inspection of the ‘safe’ yard and I find that it is only partially constructed with 3 sides fenced only.  Never send a boy to do a man’s job….  

Upon arrival at St Albans, we discovered sometime during the trip my horse Fred had kicked up at Maakan who had been nibbling him on the rump, poor Maakan had a cut and skin missing on his canon.  Steve’s hopes of riding the marathon grew dim!

However the wound wasn’t as deep as first thought and three days of carefully cleaning it, before pre-ride vetting, it  looked good and Maakan was trotting freely.  All 3 horses past the pre-ride check and Monday morning to the sounds of Trevor Knight’s Shahzada Song we head out on the track following behind marathon leader, sister Karen.

It wasn’t long before we noticed Steve limping every time he was off leading Maakan down hills and my sister pointed out, “that rider is pretty lame, don’t know how he will make it up Prestons”.  However Steve manages to climb Prestons, his undoing was on the downhill section.  Whilst Karen and I watch on Steve attempts to mount Maakan from the near side and comes clean off the other side, landing on his back!  Sadly for Steve, who wasn’t hurt in the fall, Karen and I found this most amusing to watch and if horses could laugh, Maakan would also have been snickering!  Instead Maakan waited patiently whilst the patient climbed onto a rock and successfully mounted this time.

Into the vetting area, I am just behind Steve in the vet queue and notice that he is limping badly when he runs Maakan out for Dr Robyn.  When it is my turn to face the vetting I remark to Robyn jokingly “you should vet that rider out he is really lame”.  To which she replies “Well, he needs to get off his horse more, the horse is getting a sore back”.  Whoops!  What now?

Several saddle fits later and we decide to put my Wintec All Purpose on Maakan for the next leg of the ride and head off on the afternoon leg.  Trotting along beside Steve on the outwards journey, Karen asks, “How’s your knee going Steve?”  To which he quickly replies “it’s not my knee that worrying me now, it my balls!”  At which stage I remembered why I never ride in the Wintec, it’s got the hardest seat of all.

Karen thinks for a minute and then unwinds her strapping sponge from her saddle and hands this to Steve – “Well stuff this down your jocks then”.  Now it was about this stage that another rider was passing us (we’re often getting passed by the way) and he wonders what all the loud laughter is from Karen & I, with Steve adjusting his clothing!

Fortunately massage and some saddle changes later, Maakan’s back is getting better and he moves to a “B” for back instead of “C”.  However the days were wearing on the Steve, the rider, and he is already a good commercial for the drug companies!  The highlights of his riding career, frequent trips to the public bar at the Settlers Arms, have come to a close, as he is at the serious point of the marathon competition.  Survival!

Thursday morning and after a re-present on gait and Karen and Kelly leave the ride, vet out lame (the only blotch on their marathon career together).  Selena has by this time; found another younger riding companion being a bit sick of waiting for the ‘oldies’ to get remounted each time they get off to walk a hill.  Steve’s at stretching point and not having had much sleep, I’m not too happy either; we ride a whole day in silence!  I cant remember what the disagreement was……but I can remember that Thursday very clearly, with some of our camp and riding companions, riding up, having a chat, sensing the cold air of silence between us and then deciding to ride on….

Friday morning and the final legs of the marathon are in front of us.  Steve has more problems, his knee has been helped by the anti flammatory tablets, but he is pissing razorblades and blood!  Maakan, however, is showing the true champion s l o w endurance horse that he is, and has an “A” for back and all other vet parameters.  The test now came down to the rider, and the rider wasn’t in good shape.  Steve decides to stop supporting the drug companies and goes ‘cold chicken’ into the final leg of the ride.

As I stopped to watch their final trot out, I marvel at how both survived, Maakan finishing the marathon with straight “A’s” and Steve with a low “C” overall.  But they did it and Fred & I also did it.  Much criticism had been directed at my Fred over his early rides, including from our QERA President, who labeled him the “Cart Horse”.  However he flew through the week (well Fred never really flew through any ride but was a steady competitor) with straight “A’s”.

All faces were beaming the next morning; Selena had obtained her second consecutive Shahzada buckle, Steve his first and me, my third.

Look out for future titles like “How to survive a night 80 kms ride with horse in hand and two daughters in tow – Warwick 2000”.  “How to survive a Faraway marathon with horse in hand, hubby AND daughter in tow – Kenilworth 1999”.

By Anne Barlow

