
The Gobi
Desert Cup

H
urtling through the air at 36,000 
feet we each go our separate 
ways. 18 riders, 7 officials, and a 
large number of Mongolian veter-
inarians and herdsman came to-

gether August 22- August 31, 2018, for The Gobi 
Desert Cup united by our love of horses and ex-
cited to share in a life-changing adventure.
Some riders had 12 months to prepare while 
others opted in last minute. The riders ranged 
in age from 25 to 71-years old and from seven 
countries, including Australia, New Zealand, 
France, United States, Canada, and Sweden/ 
Denmark. 
The Gobi Desert Cup’s second annual ride 
across the vast Mongolian landscape was a 
one-of-a-kind competition over six days and 
480 kilometers on Mongolian horses. Com-
bining an endurance race with a rich, cultural 
experience that supports the nomadic Mon-
golian culture is no easy feat but Co-founder 
and Ride Director, Camille Champagne has 
the passion for pursuing it. 
Camille Champagne is a 3* international en-
durance rider who attended the Mongol Der-
by in 2016. Determined to hold a Mongolian 

By Heather Wallace race of her own with a focus on horse and 
rider safety, she partnered with Naranbaatar 
Adiya, a leading Mongolian veterinarian and 
herder. Together they formed The Gobi Desert 
Cup in 2016. 
“I felt that there was room in Mongolia for an 
endurance race. Something where people 
could ride safely, over a longer distance. We 
wanted to create something sustainable for 
Mongolia, “ said Camille. 
The test for each rider can be either mental, 
physical, or a combination of both. Each rider 
brings different experiences and education to 
the event, resulting in a unique social com-
munity. Each equestrian must bond with their 
horse in the first 15km to successfully com-
plete the day’s track. 
Co-founder Nara is in charge of preparations, 
which benefit the local horse population so 
well the same herdsmen and horses return 
each year; a huge testament to the care and 
horsemanship provided by The Gobi Desert 
Cup. Herdsmen stay up late taking care of the 
horses and wake before dawn to round them 
up, sometimes ponying four to five horses 
with them while the sun breaks the horizon. 
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RidersClubbing

The Equestrian Adventure
of a Lifetime



W
ithout fences in Mongolia, 
horses may often travel 
up to 10 kilometers away 
from camp, so the herd-
ers have a big job and 

work 20 hours a day. According to Camille, 
“90% of the people we employ are nomadic 
people. They put their heart into their work.” 
Horses that are a little fresh may be ridden for 
the riders after saddling. Always, the herds-
men are available to give advice or offer sup-
port. 
This year, the second inaugural competition 
drew visitors throughout Mongolia bringing 
locals to showcase their riding skills and sup-
port the efforts of our international horsemen. 
Before race began, Mongolian children show-
cased their horseracing prowess, teenagers 
and young herdsmen their horsemanship and 
clubbing skills, and the adults their wrestling 
form to showcase pride of country and sup-
port for this event. 

The Mongolian Horse
130 horses were selected, fed, trained, and 
conditioned specifically for the 2018 event. 
As such, The Gobi Desert Cup hired up to 50 
Mongolians with three months in preparation. 
The breed itself has remained mostly un-
changed since the times of Genghis Khan, and 
the equine population estimates at 3 million, 
which outnumbers the human population.
Mongolian horsemanship has remained un-
changed as well, with very little groundwork, 
and expediency being the goal. Horses are 
pulled from the herd, mounted bareback, and 
ridden until they tire and give in to the rider. 
While this might sound dated, Mongolians are 
some of the best horsemen in the world and 
start at an early age. 
“You have to learn a whole new level of trust 
and put your life in their hoof,” says Camille 
Champagne of Mongolian horses. “They are 

really tough and have a great sense of surviv-
al. If you can bond with them and become one 
they will give you everything you want.”
This hardy breeds lives outside year round 

and is consider semi-wild. Horses are branded 
for identification purposes and will often trav-
el more than 10 kilometers to graze or search 
for water, which is precious.  Mongolia has an 
ever-changing temperature which can range 
from extremely hot in summer and cold 
As a result, these equines are leaner than oth-
er breeds. Head Veterinarian and Equine Re-
production Specialist, Dr. Ann Lammens said, 
“Nara, our Mongolian treatment vet, told me 
that this year over the whole country more 
than 100,000 horses died in a tough winter. 
Temperatures were down to -40°C. We run the 
Gobi Desert Cup at the end of August because 
after that the horses need to be prepared for 
winter.” 
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Riders Tied Finish Camille and Herdsmen



International Veterinary Relations

V
eterinarian care is different in 
Mongolia. There is no vaccina-
tions, dentistry, or preventative 
treatment for the majority of the 
horses. Horses used in the GDC 

receive conditioning and extra feed during 
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training, during the race, and after as well. 
More, the herdsmen receive payment for the 
use and care of their horses, and this helps to 
care for them and prepare them to gain weight 
in advance of the harsh winters. 
Local Mongolian veterinarians, including GDC 
co-founder Naranbaatar Adiya, were on hand 
to work with and support our FEI-qualified 
vets and staff and help them to work with this 

particular breed. Our veterinarians consist-
ed of Dr. Ann Lammens, Head Veterinarian, 
3* FEI official veterinarian and a 2* treatment 
veterinarian in endurance; Dr. Ian Baines 4 * 
FEI official veterinarian and a 3* treatment vet 
with 20 years endurance experience; and Dr. 
Julie Kemp, On Course Vet who has compet-
ed and vetted in the famous Australian FAR-

A-WAY 320km marathon for a number 
of years. 

Herdsmen and veterinarians from 
all over Mongolia come together 
each year to support and oversee 
the horses needed for such an 

event. In return, they have the op-
portunity to interact and share notes 

with our international riders and veteri-
narians about veterinary and horsemanship 
practices worldwide.

Horse Welfare

Vetting is extremely important for any endur-
ance horse race, and The Gobi Desert Cup is 
no exception. Once rider’s horses are pulled 
from the horse line and saddled, the rider 
warms up and then trots them for the veter-
inarians. If any lameness is noted or the horse 
is not a good fit for the rider, another horse 
may be selected. 
There are checkpoints set regularly at 15km; 

30km; 40km; 55km; 70km; and 80km for 
horses and riders to receive electro-
lytes and strapping stations to cool the 
horses. Four* FEI veterinarian Dr. Ian 
Baines said, ‘The horses are tough, and 
they do well with the slower pace of 
the Gobi Desert Cup, which is slow-
er than most endurance races”. The 
riders had to vary pace for not only 
the terrain but often the slowest 
horse as these animals do best 
when ridden in a group. The aver-
age speed was between 11 and 
15km/h depending on the day. 
At the 40 kilometer checkpoint 
(or the halfway point), the vets 
will check the horse’s gut 

sounds, hydration, lame-
ness, and heart rate. The 

riders are on a manda-
tory 1-hour hold mini-
mum, and the horses 
must have a heart rate 
equal to or lower than 
64 beats per minute.Vetting

Mongolian Family



T
he vetting procedure is repeated 
at the finish line at 80 kilometers. 
On scorching days or difficult ter-
rain, the vets may choose to add 
another checkpoint with water. 

Electrolytes for humans provided by Tail-
wind, horse electrolytes, bottled water, and 
snacks consisting of trail mix, chips, dried fruit, 
and even candy were available for the riders 
during their breaks. 
Horse welfare is the #1 priority for the Gobi 
Desert Cup. For the second year in a row, the 
endurance race had zero rider or horse inju-
ries. According to Dr. Baines, “We are doing 
this sport and vetting this sport, purely for the 
welfare of the horses and to look after them. 
Our priority is to make sure when we have an-
imals involved in sport their welfare is the pri-
ority.”
Dr. Ann Lammens also notes in detail, “It’s a 
course through the desert, so high tempera-
tures with sandy or stony ground, and there 
was much competition.  Despite this, for two 
years now the elimination rate was less than 
5%. This year we had 104 combinations who 
started over six days. So I’m very pleased with 
this result especially if we compare to the 
global elimination rate which is up to 40% per 
race. In two years we never had colic, because 

those horses, as soon as they are not ridden 
or as soon as the rider stops, the will start to 
eat. It’s their instinct; they have to eat to sur-
vive in the tough winter. Also, we never had 
catastrophic injuries or horses on fluids after 
the race.” 
The officials, herdsmen, and riders are all 
very proud. The veterinarians will drive on the 
course to supervise each checkpoint to offer 
advice or note a problem before it becomes 
significant. However, the log books do not lie 
and in the two years of The Gobi Desert Cup 
there have been no health issues with the 
horses. 
Rider Experience
The Gobi Desert Cup, the race is only part of 
the experience. Our riders experienced a tour 
of Mongolia, which included the adventurous 
driving on roads and off; a 12th-century ger; 
Mongolian horsemanship; airag (fermented 
mare’s milk); wrestling; horse racing; and 
so much more even before the race com-
menced. The course itself over six days takes 
riders on at least three terrains, which often 
include herds of wild horses and beautiful vis-
tas. Each camp and course had a beauty of its 
own, often lending the riders to photograph-
ing or filming on their GoPros. 
After two days of base camp getting to know 

each other, learning the vetting procedures, 
and training on the horses, the riders were 
very ready to start the race!
Each morning Camille Champagne, together 
with Nara assign the horses for the riders from 
the traditional horse line. The riders compete 
on a different, fresh horse each day resulting 
in communication and horsemanship with six 
horses of varying temperaments, physicality, 
and pace. The overwhelming theme is a love 
of horses, adventures, and competition. 
With 80 kilometers each day on an unknown 
horse, equipment is essential. Franco C Sad-
dlery from South Africa once again spon-
sored the race with custom-built endurance 
saddles fitted for the short-back Mongolian 
horse. Each morning as the sun melted away 
the clouds, each saddle is labeled with the 
rider number, and laid out on the horse line 
awaiting use. 
Each day the course was marked on differing 
terrain, to view the fantastic landscapes avail-
able and share a unique vista and challenge 
for the riders. Groups changed daily for the 
most part and depended mainly on the horse 
drawn that day. Despite the changing terrain 
and horses, the sense of adventure and to-
getherness remained, especially on Day 4 
when all riders rode together for the entirety 
of the day until the finish line.  
Jon Pieszak Heebøll representing Scandinavia 
said, “The scenery is fantastic with the almost 
indescribable feeling of cantering on a Mon-
golian horse over the plains, with a peripher-
al view of more than 20 kilometers. The fact 
that a lot of the money for this event goes to 
the Mongolian herders and local community 
make this event one of a kind.”
Of course, while the horses have priority, the 
rider’s health and experience run a close sec-
ond. Camille Champagne, the Ride Director, 
notes that “You may have what it takes, but 
Mongolia will take everything you’ve got”. 
While veterinarians are on hand to maintain 
the health and welfare of the horses, all of-
ficials and herdsmen have the safety of the 
riders at the forefront of their minds as well. 
Preparation is the key to success. This year we 
had many riders unfamiliar with endurance, 
but most were in training for months to pre-
pare. Others learned on the fly and through 
the support of other riders. The biggest risk? 
Dehydration. With warm temperatures and 
long distances, it is easy to forget to drink 
enough water. Luckily, Tailwind electrolytes 
were on hand, and our riders quickly learned 

the benefits of preloading at breakfast as well 
as on the track.  
The sixth day dawned bittersweet over the 
Gobi Desert. The last race day and the end 
was drawing near. All horse and rider combi-
nations but two crossed the finish line. Both 
Lorie Duff (CAN) and Cecilia Stone (AUS) suf-
fered from sore knees aggravated by hours in 
the saddle. Cecilia chose not to ride the last 
day, and Lorie withdrew on course at 40 kilo-
meters. Luckily all riders and horses were able 
to celebrate their adventure. Once all the rid-
ers completed and passed vetting with flying 
colors, photos with the herdsman and relax-
ing occurred. However, of course, Mongolia 
will always be full of surprises. As a result, the 
officials decided to have a race of our own and 
show the riders we know how to ride a horse 
too! 
The riders began taking bets and rooting on 
their riders. While some officials were chomp-
ing at the bit, others were a bit timid. Still, five 
of seven officials mounted up and along with 
Co-founder, Nara, took to the track to many 
cheers! Our on course vet and course photog-
rapher, Julie Kemp, took the lead by a nose, 
edging out Ride Director and 3* Endurance 
Rider, Camille Champagne at the last mo-
ment. It was quite close and created much ex-
citement in the crowd. 
With the competition completed, the closing 
ceremony with awards and a music concert 
by local artists was enjoyed by all.

Ride Results
The Gobi Desert Cup is a point-based system 
rather than timed. While it benefits the riders 
to be first over the finish line to achieve the 
most points possible for the day, extra points 
are granted to the recipient of “Best Managed 
Horse” each day and “Overall Best Managed,” 
which is awarded the end of the race by the 
officials. 
According to the GDC rules, “Best Managed 
Criteria: Condition of the horse at the final 
veterinary inspection, consistency, heart rate 
recovery, rider’s weight, relative problems en-
countered during the ride and the success 
with which the rider overcame any problems 
during the ride, skills displayed during the ride 
that made the ride least strain on the horse 
and or promoted the horse’s welfare to en-
dure the ride.” 
French rider, Elodie Maillard notes, “The goal 
is to determine quickly the horse’s capacity 
and what attitude to adapt. It requires a lot of 
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Team USA Winners
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the marquee often resulted in groups of card 
players, storytellers, and even dancing in the 
moonlight. From day one riders on the track 
were supporting each other and providing 
moral support. They exchanged life stories 
and became a type of family while away from 
home. While not everyone got along, the ca-
maraderie was palpable both among the rid-
ers and the Mongolian people where the love 
of the experience, food, culture, and horse-
manship overrode even personal and lan-
guage differences. The sense of community 
was apparent even on the first race day, with 
riders holding back to support each other and 
all groups coming across the finish line hold-
ing hands. Even the ride back to Ulaanbaatar 
and remaining days there before leaving, the 
riders chose to spend time together rath-
er than seeking to separate themselves and 
look for privacy they must have needed. Rid-
ers and officials staggered their good-
byes, and everyone would congregate 
in the hotel lobby to say farewell and 
wipe tears that were interrupted when 

Nara appeared suddenly in the hotel lobby. 
Cheers of joy and hugs were shared as we 
found he arrived to bring one of our riders, an 
equine dentist, to help him with a horse on his 
breeding station. Everyone greeted him like 
a long-lost friend, excited to meet him again 
and give thanks for his or her life-changing 
journey once more. Sharing an equestrian ex-
perience such as The Gobi Desert Cup, lives 
change and bonds form that last forever. We 
may go our separate ways for now, but our 
love of horses overcame language and cul-
tural barriers, and for a short time the world is 
small again. Equestrians are genuinely united 
by their passion for horses. The second annual 
Gobi Desert Cup was so much more than an 
endurance race or a chance to ride Mongo-
lian horses across the steppe. The Gobi Des-
ert Cup provides an opportunity to learn about 
a culture richly-steeped in horse tradition for 

thousands of years, learn and support 
a local community, and change the 
lives of not only the riders but all those 
involved, forever. 

horsemanship, skill, and emotional fitness.” 
Apparently this is something Elodie mastered 
because she was at the top of the leaderboard 
through much of the race. The points are ac-
cumulated over the 6-days to determine the 
winners for both Individual and Teams. 
Overall Best Managed, First Place
Christoph Schork (USA)
Overall Best Managed, Second Place (Tie)
Elodie Maillard (FRA)
Jeffrey L. Stuart (USA)
Individual Placings
Christoph Schork (USA)
Elodie Maillard (FRA)
Jeffrey L. Stuart (USA)
Tania Orlov (AUS)
Bob Gauthier (USA)
Ruth Benney (AUS)
Allan Horn (USA)
Kasmira Graham (NZ)
Claire McManus (AUS)
Michael Shaw (AUS)
Mathilde Schwarz (NZ)

Stephanie Scott (NZ)
Jon Pieszak Heebøll (DK/ SE)
Amy Eighteen (AUS)
Cecilia Stone (AUS)
Howard Kent (USA)
Lorie Duff (CAN)
Team Awards
We are so proud of our teams! The overall 
team placings are as follows:
1. Team USA with Bob Gauthier, Allan Horn, 
Christoph Schork, and Jeffrey L. Stuart
2. The Leftovers with Ruth Rm Benney, Tania 
Orlov, Howard Kent, and Cele Stone.
3. The Silver Saddles aka Team New Zealand 
with Stephanie Scott, Kasmira Graham, and 
Mathilde Schwarz.
4. The Independents consisted of Lorie Duff, 
Amy Eighteen, Elodie Maillard, and Jon 
Pieszak Heebøll.
Community
Without electricity, phone service, television, 
and internet the riders formed a community 
and found their own entertainment. Dinner in 

About the writer: Heather Wallace is a certified equine and canine sports massage therapist, 
author of Confessions of a Timid Rider, and Media Consultant for The Gobi Desert Cup. Visit her 
at timidrider.com or learn more about The Gobi Desert Cup at gobidesertcup.com. 

To learn more about The Gobi Desert Cup or apply for our 2019 race, please visit gobidesertcup.com
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