Crewing

What is it, and why do it?

In Endurance Riding, the goal is to ride a horse over a set trail, and finish within a time limit, with the horse still in condition to continue. A ride may be 50 miles, or 75, or 100, with shorter distances available as training rides. These distances require that both horse and rider eat and drink along the way, usually during the breaks at vet checks.

What is crewing?

It is assisting the rider and her horse throughout the ride, whenever and however possible.

First, imagine our endurance rider. This rider, after driving several hours to the ride site, now has the tasks of setting up camp, caring for her (sorry, guys) horse, feeding, blanketing, hauling water, feeding herself, laying out equipment, and preparing food for both. The next morning, at some early hour, she is getting dressed, trying to eat, unblanketing and tacking up her horse, adding gear, donning helmet and jacket, and heading out down the trail.

On arriving back at the vet check/camp, she needs to get the horse cooled down, and/or blanketed, and offered water, and taken to the vet check, while she needs to look after herself, grab a bite, replenish water, dose the horse with electrolytes and make up more for on the trail, change a heavy jacket for a windbreaker, and get back to the out timer right at the end of the hold time.

Each loop ends the same way, at a vet check, but the next check might not be at camp but out somewhere on a long loop, and our rider has to feed herself and her horse, and resupply, while standing in a field, hanging on to the reins. Quite the trick.

Another loop done, but this hold is longer, and both rider and horse will have a better break. Or not. This time the horse must be untacked for the vet, and so our rider had to remember sometime earlier to bring a rug to the pre-vet area. She pulls the saddle (and dumps it on the ground), takes minutes to get the rug on the horse, and then, after the check, comes back for the saddle, and stumbles with it back to the trailer. During this break, she changes the saddle pad, cleans off the horse’s face and legs, restocks water, juices, snacks and electrolytes, and retacks. She is all the way over at the out timer when she remembers her vet card, and has to return to the trailer. She’s a few minutes late leaving for the next loop.

Another few hours, and she’s back. The horse is looking great, but the rider is fatigued, and doesn’t want to eat her chicken sandwich. She heads out without checking her girth, and has to stop and redo her saddle a half mile down the trail.

Now she should be back, but is still on the trail. She tells later of forgetting about the hard left turn right after the river, and went off course for an extra three miles. She’s tired and the snack is back at the trailer, so she doesn’t bother. Again she heads out on the trail. She hasn’t put her fleece jacket on the saddle, and forgot that with running overtime on the previous loop, she’ll be finishing this next section of trail in the dark. Her flashlight stays in camp.

She gets through the next loop because the two riders behind her caught up, and sucked her along. She wants to quit. She’s cold. She’s got a headache, and upset stomach. Someone in camp hands her a bowl of hot noodles, and an aspirin. The guy at the next trailer tucks some hard candies and grapes in her pack, his wife finds her jacket and fills her water bottles, and a buddy tapes her light to her helmet. She completes the final loop. But it was a close thing!


Or imagine the horse, needing but not always getting food, electrolytes, sponging, mud removal, changed pads, muscle massage, warm mashes (or iced towels), and so on. Even the best rider can’t do everything, and still have a chance to look after her own needs. Something gets left out.

Enter the crew person! 


This is a friend, a family member, a “significant other”, or such willing to get up early, stay up late, and spring into frenzied action every time his rider comes into a vet check.

A good crew person is multi-talented, compulsively organized, and a mind reader. He is thick-skinned yet sensitive, independent yet a team player, and able to switch from a carefully set plan to “winging it” instantly if circumstances dictate.

A good crew person learns what his rider likes - trail snacks, water iced or not, massage, fresh socks, dry sweatshirt, these reins, that pair of gloves - and has all at hand, and ready to go.

A good crew person learns what the horse likes, too. Some horses hate having their faces wiped, others insist on it. Some feel threatened by a flailing sponge, and others never turn an ear. With some, eating makes their pulses go back up. Others need their girths loosened before their pulses will go down. The good crew will practice with tack, practice with boots, practice with electrolyting before the ride (using applesauce), practice with leg wrapping for after the ride.

A crew person may never have ridden a ride, but a good crew either has, or has helped at several rides. Experience is golden. Being able to anticipate what rider or horse may need is the key to effective crewing. Examples:

· The day is clouding over, and rain threatens. Have a rainsheet ready for the horse, or at least the saddle. Have a light jacket ready for your rider, too. Then if it is actually raining during the check, rider and horse stay dry and warm.

· It’s hotter than Hades. Have a cold juice and cold face cloth ready in a cooler at the crewing area. Hand them to your rider while you begin sponging the horse.

· It’s a warm day at an afternoon out vet check, and your rider has sent out a dry ham sandwich for herself. Set out her food, but also the extra juices and fruit you brought, and tuck a baggie of grapes and peanuts into her pommel pack for a trail treat.

· Early evening with 22 miles still to go. Calculate when your rider will be in, and make hot noodles, or soup. Keep it warm and ready, and make your rider eat while watching you take the horse through the vet check.

· Almost dark, and one last long loop. Tape the headlamp to your rider’s helmet, add spare batteries to the pommel pack, and tie a fleece jacket behind the saddle before sending her back out.

Is it just during the ride?

Since there is more to an endurance ride than just the ride, there is more to crewing than just the ride itself. Crewing may start well before the ride, and continue well after - sometimes for hours, sometimes for days.

Crewing may begin with traveling with the rider to and from the site, and sharing driving duties. Local rides will be a few to several hours away, including a unloading break for the horse, and a few gas, grub and gulp stops for the humans. Major rides may require some days of traveling, with camping along the way. Additional skills, such as map reading and sign spotting are valuable, and (usually) appreciated.

While crewing, as such, doesn’t actually include the camping side, the good buddy will help anyway. If overnighting on the road, the crew may be setting up camp and preparing supper while the rider beds and feeds the horse, and takes him for a leg stretch and graze. 
And at the ride site, again the crew may help with, or completely take over, the set up of horse and people accommodation, giving the rider more time to register, organize gear, and prepare trail food.

So what does the crew actually do?

Whatever the rider needs in the way of care for both horse and rider.

The main purpose of crewing is to assist the rider in caring for the horse, and so includes caring for the rider, too, as a rested and fed rider is in better shape to ride well. Crewing can be as little as refilling a few water bottles, and as much as  taking charge of the horse at each check while the rider eats and rests.

On a typical local ride (and none are!), the crew may help with tacking up in the morning, and getting the rider out on the trail, then tidying up, mucking out the horse area, gathering up and moving supplies to the crewing area, setting out hay and grain and blankets for the first check, then waiting. And waiting, possibly with a hot chocolate, maybe under an umbrella. And waiting a little more. 

When the horse and rider arrive, the crew is ready at the arrival area to help sponge down the horse. Sponging not only cleans the sweat and trail mud off the horse, but serves to take away heat. The horse needs to cool down to let his pulse drop. [See sidebar] After the horse pulses down, the crew may remove any leg boots, hand a drink to the rider, and offer the horse some hay if there is a bit of a wait for the vet.

During the hold, the horse may eat readily, or need the tub held in front of his nose. Thanks, crew. There may be time for a quick massage, or the horse may need legs iced. Right, crew. The rider may need to borrow a widgit from the farthest over trailer, or have a broken whatsit replaced. Help me, crew. Then off they go again, and the crew gets to sit for a bit. Or snooze!

Each check is the same, and different, mainly depending on the time of day (what to offer to eat) weather (what to have ready to wear) and miles completed (what tack needs changing or adjusting). And at the end of the ride, the horse may appreciate a good clean up, a warm mash or cold leg wraps, and, after a nap, some slow hand walking. The rider can let a good crew do that while she eats and cleans up.

Why do you do it?

Because it helps.

Both horse and rider need food, water and electrolytes during the day. Horses have had metabolic problems when they ran low on energy or became dehydrated, or depleted their body’s available supply of salts and minerals. Riders, too, have failed to finish because they didn’t keep themselves properly fed and hydrated. One lady, halfway into a major 100 mile ride, refused even tea, insisted she was fine, then fainted and fell right off her horse ½ mile up the trail.

Besides food and water, both horse and rider greatly benefit from ongoing maintenance, such as cleaning off mud, changing to fresh, dry saddle pads and sweatshirts, lubricating chafe spots, adding or deleting jackets, flashlights and spare batteries, leg boots, and gloves, restocking nibbles, and caretaking the plethora of items that contribute to a happy pair on the trail.

The longer the ride, the more important this becomes. But the problem is that the longer the ride, the more fatigued the rider becomes, and the harder it is for her to care for her horse and then herself.

Having a second person to help at checks with supplies and care will take some of the load off the rider, who can then focus more on herself.

Additionally, many minutes can be saved in the checks with a good crew. Even approaching a check, the rider can save time by slowing less. She can can come in a little faster with the horse’s pulse up a little more if there is a crew to help with sponging. Once in and pulsed down, she can remove tack and boots, drape on a cooler, and get the horse more quickly to the vet with her helper. And while the hold time won’t be any less, the rider will get more rest if a crew sees to the fetching and carrying, and looking after the resupplying. Also, the rider will be more likely to leave the check right on time.

And, of course, after the ride, a tired, dirty, hot (or cold, or wet) rider can take a few minutes for her own well-being if there is a crew to care for the horse. He needs untacking and a cooler, hay and a mash, a bath, and ice boots, and later leg wrapping. And a chance to doze under a warm blanket, and a late walk around camp.

What are Out checks?

Vet checks that are not in camp, but out on the trail.

If the trail takes the horses out on a long loop, there may be one check, or more, out on the trail. It could be a wide spot on the road, a local front yard, or a windswept meadow.

Ride management will always provide some way for the rider to get her supplies out to the check. However, the items may be intermixed with those of the other riders, or even still in the back of a pick-up. The crewless rider has to find and set out the horse’s food, and her own, eat and restock, and repack everything for its return. All this while typically still hanging on to her horse.

A crew person can bring along his rider’s gear and food himself, or retrieve it from the common transport, and then set it out ready for horse and rider. The hay flake can be pulled from its bag, the mash wetted down, the rider food spread out, and perhaps even a chair opened. Then, when the rider arrives, the crew can horse hold, letting the rider have precious minutes to see to her own comfort. After the rider leaves, the crew can gather and pack, and head back to camp or along to the next check.

What about crewing on the trail?

If allowed, do it! If you can, get there!

By endurance rules, horses on the trail may not be cared for by anyone other than the rider, except at designated locations - vet checks and crewing spots. The latter, while not usually seen in local rides, are expected in international level rides. These crewing spots are not any sort of inspection - there are no vets. There will be Organizing Committee people there checking off the riders, but no pulse checks or holds.

They are merely spots alongside the trail designated for crewing; a brief moment for sponging, trading water bottles, electrolyting horses, handing off jackets and the like. These spots are usually at intersections of road and trail so that crews can more easily reach them, but often have extremely limited parking. Often, supplies must be carried a short distance to a good location.

The crew sets up, the horse arrives, the rider gets fresh water and snacks, the horse gets electrolytes and a sponging, both get a word of encouragement, they leave, and then the crew gathers up and moves on to the next spot or the next vet check.

What about International Ride Crewing?

A national team consists of the horses and riders, a Chef d’Equippe, a Team Veterinarian, a Team Manager and the crewing contingent, with possibly a crew manager as well.

Each horse and rider has an official groom. Usually this is someone - family or friend - who has crewed for this rider and horse before, and has been invited by the rider. This is the primary crew person responsible for this rider and horse throughout the competition. Note that the only people allowed to take the horse through a vet check at these rides are the rider, the Team Vet, the Chef, and the groom.

While each competition will be different, they typically have one or two large loops with vet checks situated along the way, and a number of crewing locations along the trail between checks. Because the crew spots may be at some distance from the vet checks, the groom may not be able to make all (or even any) of the spots. This is where the team volunteers become invaluable.

A small group may equip a truck and travel from spot to spot, looking after each team horse in turn and, after the final horse passes, racing on to the next check to catch the front runner. If the horses get too spread out, a second group may be dispatched.

One or two volunteers may be dropped off at a far location, with generic supplies, and look after every team horse that passes, being picked up at the end of the day.

Or one soul might even go with a few people from other teams to the most remote location, and crew every rider of any team that arrives, finally getting back to camp after the race is long over.

These crew people try to do the maximum for horse and rider in the absolute minimum of time, since the horse is still “on the trail”. Fast, but not frantic, methodical, organized, and ready to respond to any request - these are the “hurry up and wait” heroes. Each of these crew people is valued and appreciated. They can and do make a difference!

Let me share one example.

On a hot and humid day, I was waiting at the top of a long hill for my rider who had never ridden a 100 mile ride before. One team horse could not start, so this rider was substituted on our team's “back-up” horse, a local gelding that she had never ridden until a few days ago. She didn’t know the area, and was worried about having to ride for the first time in the dark. She was by herself, and, since the horse tended to keep trying to go home, there was a distinct chance that he would take her off-trail.

At the crewing location was a groom for another team waiting for her rider and his friend. Just the two of us. We chatted about our riders as we waited, and she and I agreed to help each other. Soon, along came two ladies of a third team riding a pair of light grey horses. These riders had left the vet check below just a few minutes before my friend.

Since they had no crew, I offered to throw some water on their horses. Sure, thanks. The other groom and I did that, and gave each lady a quick water bottle refill. And off they went. The entire encounter lasted perhaps a minute. But a precious minute, because mere seconds later, my rider trotted up. We had her wet and watered in a flash. She could still see the previous riders on the road ahead. Her horse went after them with enthusiasm.

After I helped the other groom crew her two riders when they came along, I drove to the next spot. When my rider reached that check, just at dusk, she was riding directly behind the ladies on the very visible grey horses. She made the finish.

Additional information

Why sponging?

When a horse works, his heart rate goes up. His muscles require oxygen, and nutrients, and the heart , by pumping faster, speeds up the delivery to the muscle cells. When the horse stops working, the supply catches up with the demand, and the heart can slow. The more fit the horse is, the more efficient his delivery system, and the faster he will recover.

But the heart speeds up for a second reason.

When the horse uses his muscles, they produce heat. The blood carries this heat to the skin where convection and radiation can carry it off. The harder the horse works his muscles, the more heat those muscles produce. This extra heat causes the horse to sweat, because sweating allows evaporation to help cool the skin, and dissipate the extra heat. To get the heated blood to the skin, and the cooled blood back to those working muscles, the heart beats stronger and faster. When the hot horse cools, the heart rate can slow down.

If cool water is sponged or even poured onto the horse, it helps carry away the extra heat, and allows the horse’s heart rate to slow down. The neck and legs, especially the inside of the hind legs with those large veins, are the most effective sites. Some horse hate, and some love having their faces done, too. Always avoid cooling the big muscles over the hindquarters, though.

Sponging has the bonus of cleaning off the sweat, making the horse more comfortable. It also cleans away any mud and dirt that might hide a scrape or nick on his legs that could need attention. It even helps cool off the legs, reducing the diameter of blood vessels, and blood flow, and making the legs less likely to stock up. And so we sponge.

Why ice boots?

As mentioned above, the cold helps chill the blood vessels in the legs, and reduce blood flow. While the horse is moving, his movement is helping to pump blood and lymph fluid back up his legs. Both the contraction of muscles and the compression of the hoof frog assist this return. But when the horse stops, so does this additional assistance. In addition, the heart rate has slowed.

So if the blood flow to the legs can be reduced, the chances of pooling and edema can also be reduced.

And leg wraps?

They can lessen or help prevent stocking up. Because of the wrap’s compression, the leg has less room to swell. But the wrapping must be only snug, not tight. The blood still has to get around!

The leg wraps also give some support for tired legs. Plus they fend off cold winds while the horse is exposed in the campsite.

