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Vet Harry Mckerchar, one of the joint managing directors with Merlin Vetinary Practice, below centre and right, with some of the Mongolians he met during his trip. A couple of the highlights of the trip for Harry were \
set over the Mongolian steppe to the distant howls of wolves, and meeting a 37th generation descendant of the mighty Genghis Khan

Gala vet Harry signs up for

ride

of his life iIn Mongolian dese

Mark Entwistle
makentwistle @eeddalepresm.uk

GALASHIELS vet Harry McKerchar has

treating horses, but even he admits that
caring for 700 Mongol steeds in one of
the world's toughest endurance races
was something of a challenge.
Recreating the network of horse
stations that legendary Mongol warlord

Ghengis Khan used to deliver messages
across the wilderness of the steppe, the

recent Mongol Derby attracted entries
from around the world.
In the end, 26 international riders

saddled up for the endurance challenege, i

which started in the great Khan’s ancient
capital of Kharkorin on August 22 and
covered 1,000km before its finish.

Harry was invited to join the team of
international vets, as the only British
representative, to look after the welfare
of the traditional Mongol horses which
were used in the event.

He had agreed to lend his services
after receiving an email explaining that
organisers were looking for an
experienced UK equine vet to join the
support team.

A total of 23 stations — or ‘Morin
Urtuus’ — were positioned every 20-
40km, and on reaching each of these

more than three decades’ experience

every rider had to select a fresh new horses taking part!” Goats, camels, have become involvedThe system of Mongolian horseman Shiravsambo
sheep and dogs were all treated by Harry pre- and post-ride veterinary checks Galbadrakh.

horse for the next stage.

It meant that by the time they finished
the race, each rider had ridden 23
different horses.

Reflecting on his time following in the
footsteps of Ghengis Khan, Harry, who
is one of the joint managing directors of
the Borders-based Merlin Veterinary
Practice, explained the event was really
more of an adventure event for the riders
than a true endurance race.

“It was a tough event for those taking
part, no doubt about it. But it wasn't

and his fellow vets during the event,
which also gave them a valuable

opportunity to impart veterinary
expertise to their Mongolian
counterparts.

Harry explained: “Horses mean
everything to the Mongols. Not only are
they transport, but the are eaten, their
hides used for shelter and clothing, and
their milk even fermented and drunk.

“They are not sentimental about

horses in the way we are in the West, but rider who was believed to have been

ensured the horses started and finished
their section in excellent health.

In case of any emergency, rapid
response veterinary support was
available, linked via satellite phones
with a central headquarters. There was
GPS satellite tracking on every rider to

Two riders had to withdraw with
concussion, while champion jockey
Richard Dunwoody, who was also
taking part, could only complete in
the first two legs of the race before
returning to the UK for an appearance
on the Strictly Come Dancing

make sure organisers knew what was television programme.

going on at all times.
With heavy time penalties or instant
disqualification levelled against any

really an endurance race as each horsethey do have great respect for them — not mistreating the horse or who presented
was only allowed to be ridden for one leg surprising considering how much of the a horse for the vet check at the next

of the event.

“That meant no horse was ridden
more than 40km,” said Harry, who was
joined in the veterinary support team by
vets from South Africa, New Zealand
and Mongolia.

“The welfare of the horses was of
paramount importance. From a
veterinary perspective there was not
much to do for the horses involved, apart
from assessing their suitablility before
the riders arrived.

“Then we had to check that the horses
that had been selected and ridden were
recovering well. To be honest, | spent
more time providing veterinary services
to the locals for their livestock and first

traditional nomadic lifestyle is based on
the horse.”

Mongolian horses are steeped in
tradition and myth, a central part of
Mongol culture, and number people
seven to one. These hardy animals live
out on the steppes all year round and,
although smaller than other breeds, were
more than capable of carrying the
international riders.

Organisers of the derby worked with

one of Mongolia’s top horse breeders and pass a careful checking process and watching

urtuu in poor condition, horse welfare
was constantly pushed to the front of
all the riders’ minds.

Each rider had to raise a minimum of
£1,000 for the event's official charity,
Mercy Corps. The money raised will be
used to fund the organisation’s vital
economic development programmes
among herding families in rural
Mongolia.

The riders who took part all had to

“The standard of riding and
horsemanship from those taking part
was exceptional,” Harry told us. “They
were all outstanding riders, some pretty
much semi-professionals.

“A couple of horses were involved in
freak accidents — that's just what
horses do. But ultimately less than two
per cent of the horses required any
treatment and that was all pretty much
minor first aid.”

Efforts are now under way to put
together a programme of veterinary
education for next year to aid
Mongolian vets, who at present have to
train in neighbouring Russia.

Highlights for Harry included
the sun set over the

a network of horse racing associations to provide references to ensure they had a Mongolian steppe to the distant howls

gather together a fine batch of healthy
animals from across the country.

Horse welfare has always been at the
top of the agenda for organisers — if it

high enough standard of
experience.

Most finished the event with the joint
winners being 28-year-old South

riding

aid for humans that attending to the had not been so, then Harry would not African architect Charles van Wyk and

of wolves, and meeting a 37th
generation descendant of the mighty
Genghis Khan.The derby was, says the
Borders vet, a life-changing experience
he will never forget.

“It was a fantastic experience. Nc
just getting the chance to be involve
and share our knowledge with ou
Mongolian counterparts, but tc
experience the culture and warr
friendship of all the Mongol people wi
met. Their hospitality was boundless
We were brought into their gers (tents
and made to feel like members of the
own families.

“From grass steppe and alpin
meadows to desert, Mongolia and i
people never ceased to amaze me.
could be 30C during the day, then -2
at night.

“We needed massive guard dogs tit
to our gers at night to protect us fron
roaming wolves and rabid dogs, and
still wouldn't have missed it fol
anything.”

Harry says his adventure would hay
been impossible without the support ¢
his family and colleagues at the Merli
Veterinary Group who allowed hin
extra leave.

And he added: “I must also thanl
the Mongolian ministry of agriculture
for issuing me with a licence ti
practice veterinary medicine ir
Mongolia — one of the first ever issue
— and the nomadic tribes of the steppt
for their hospitality, patience anc
allowing me to work with their
wonderful horses.”
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A Mongolian herdsman rounds up his horses, above, and right, Harry gets to work c:
for the welfare of the horses that took part in the event
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