untrained Injuries are rife. In the year Costello competed
in the event, 34 riders started the race but only 18 finished Costello among them. "We had broken necks, popped
lungs, fractured pelvises, broken ankles, broken shoulder
blades. Plus heat exhaustion, dehydration. It was brutal."
Riders change horses 25 times during the race, at check
points spaced every 40km. The organisers take the welfare
of these Mongol ponies seriously and at each checkpoint
the horses are given a thorough exam by a trained vet. If the
animal's heart rate is too high or it is visibly lame, the rider
is penalised. The horse must be given the all clear before the
rider is given a new horse for the next stage of the race.
It took Costello 10 days to finish, and he crossed the line
in 14th place. "My horse passed its health check with flying
colours. We drank copious amounts of beer, got presented
with our prizes and traditional Mongolian garments and
danced around a massive bonfire all night with the other
riders, crew and local Mongolians until just before sunrise."
After the celebration came the inevitable comedown.
"You finish this race and you're like, well, what's next?We
call it the Derby blues." Perhaps this experience, among the
nomads of Mongolia, inspired his own nomadic phase. He
returned home to Australia, to another mixed veterinary
practice in Koo Wee Rup, 63km southeast of Melbourne predominantly cattle and horses this time. Twelve months
later he was offered a job vetting injured wildlife in South
Africa. "It was a good job," he says, referring to the position
in Koo Wee Rup, ''but I thought, stuff it, you only live
once." So in mid-2013 he packed his belongings into boxes
and shipped them to the family property where they would
remain, barely touched, for more than three years.

BEFORE HEADING TO SOUTH AFRICA. COSTELLO JOINED A
month-long expedition into the remote and sparsely popu
lated Wakhan Corridor, a sliver of land in northeast
Afghanistan. "I rode my horse on the top of a ridge, had
China dead ahead of me, Tajikistan to my left and Pakistan
to my right. Of course, there are no highways, so every
thing's camels, donkeys and horses, and you carry all your
food and your belongings through the wilderness."
He put off telling his mother about the trip - a
reconnaissance to investigate tourism opportunities in the
area - until two days before he left. Australian troops were
still stationed in the south of the country, fighting the Tali
ban. "Everyone thought I was crazy," Costello says. But he
adds that the experience brought about a "small epiphany".
The Afghanis he came across during that trip were
among the most welcoming people he's ever met. "They
were poor- poor as poor, they've got nothing- but they'd
go and get a goat and slaughter it for you, give you the shirt
off their back, let you into their houses. It's the Silk Road,
the nomad way- when a traveller passes through, you give
them housing, food, so they can continue on their journey.
It's how that comer of the world has survived."
In Afghanistan he had his first experience of the game
the Afghans call buzkashi - basically "goat carcass polo". It
is a little like polo, except there are no mallets and no balls;
instead, teams on horseback try to score goals with a head
less, stuffed goat carcass that weighs about 40kg. In horse
loving Kyrgyzstan, the game is called kok-boru and it is a
nati.onal sport. They play it on thejailoos, the high moun
tain pastures where shepherds still spend summers tending
their flocks, sleeping each night in a yurt. Kok-boru is also
the feature event of the World Nomad Games - the final,
between Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, the world's two top
teams, was played in front of a packed Hippodrome.
Costello's experience was a bit more rough and ready. It
was the day before Ramadan and a few hundred men had
gathered on an open field next to a smattering of yurts. He
was given a horse and a brief rundown of the rules, then
rode straight into the fray. "It was a free-for-all," he says.
"Once you're in the middle you can't get out; there's horses
kicking, biting, there's guys whipping you in the back and
throwing elbows." It didn't deter him. He thought to him
self, it's not every day you get to play this game in Afghan
istan, I'm gonna have a crack. And he did, even scoring a
goal. Afterwards he was invited to join the clansmen to chat
- through a translator - over bread, tea and goat broth.
In South Africa, he was based mostly in the Highveld
region in the country's north, where he applied his vet skills
to the local conservation effort. Most of the work was done

16

by helicopter, so flying low over the grasslands- while herds
of impala or rhino kicked up dust below - was all part of a
normal day. As was tending to iajured buffaloes and dehom
ing rhinos (to make them less appealing to poachers).
In 2014, Costello returned to the Mongol Rally, this time
to work as a vet, which he did again the following two years.
It now feels like a second home and he has families there
that welcome him back like a long-lost nephew or son.
Last year, shortly before he moved to Kazakhstan, he
vetted the lditarod Sled Dog Race, a 1600km race across
the Alaskan wilderness.

'Everyone thought I was crazy
going to Afghanistan.· But he
says it brought a 'small epiphany'

\

(From top) Costello working as a Referee Vet at the World

Nomad Games. Kyrgyzstan; sled dog racing in the Alaskan
wilderness; and wrangling Mongolian reindeer.

HIS KAZAKHSTAN JOB WAS A HARD SLOG. THE RANCH IS IN A
remote part of the country where no one, other than his
translator, speaks English. Even his translator struggles at
times to adequately interpret conversations - he is versed
in Russian and English, but the cowboys he works with all
speak Kazakh, and the working conditions can be brutal.
"The hygiene practices and husbandry practices were
pretty obnoxious, so we had a lot of problems. It's really
hard to do without fencing, infrastructure and other profes
sionals, and it's a very macho culture, so even though I'm
the veterinary consultant, I'm younger and that's just final.
They don't want to listen, or they're very set in their ways.
"When I arrived, they had a concentration camp for
cattle - they hadn't fed them properly, they hadn't done
anything. Calves were being born into a filthy environment
and dying within 12 hours."
Animal husbandry has deep cultural roots in Kyrgyz
stan and is steeped in superstition. As an Australian
trained vet working in Central Asia, Costello has had to
constantly manage his own expectations about what con
stitutes best practice vet care. He recalls one afternoon on
the ranch when he was asked whether he could fix a horse
that had clearly broken its leg. "I was like, 'no, this animal is
buggered. It's finished'. So I walked into the house to get
something to make it comfortable." He returned, planning
to put it down. "It had already been killed," he says. "They
cut its head off, skinned it, and we ate it that night."
The day after I meet Costello is the final day of the
World Nomad Games and I head back to the Hippodrome
to watch the horse races. Most of the jockeys are barely
teenagers, and they ride bareback. These kids will ride the
22km course wearing bandannas instead of helmets.
The Kyrgyz do not water or feed the horses before a
race, Costello tells me later. They won't water a horse
immediately after a race, either. The custom, prevalent
across Central Asia, is to wait until the animal has cooled
down, or in the case of a working horse, until after the sun
has set. Saddles, if worn at all, stay on because of a belief
that if the sweat is exposed to sunlight it will burn the hors
es' skin. Instead, the animals are doused in icy water.
At the end of the race, a black stallion with a pink ribbon
in its bridle collapses on the track. Crowds gather around
the animal, which is lying on its side in the sandy arena. I
watch as bottle after bottle of ice-cold water is emptied over
its head, neck and flank. I go searching for Costello, Referee
Vet. By the time I find him, the horse is on its feet and back
at the stables but is clearly agitated, rearing and bucking.
Costello checks the horse's heart rate. He says it is elev
ated, but within normal range. He pinches the skin on the
horse's neck. The skin is slow to bounce back, which con
firms that the animal is dehydrated. Costello attempts to
explain to the trainer and jockey, using sign language, that
the horse needs to drink. There's a weariness in his tone how many times has he offered this advice, only to be ig
nored? Maybe it's the hat, or the boots, or the calm confi
dence in his voice, but it seems the message gets through;
when I look over a minute later, the horse is drinking.

COSTELLO TURNS 30 IN AUGUST. HE IS OPEN-MINDED AND
outward-looking, hopeful about his future. He left Kazakh
stan in November but his nomadic days are not behind
him. After a short stint at home in Queensland, he returned
to Alaska this month to again work as a vet at the lditarod
sled dog race. He will be back to Australia in April, and he's
keen to get his pilot's licence- be.cause he loves flying- and
to stay involved with the family farm. He wants to channel
all he has learnt into a new project that will address both
food security and climate change: producing carbon
neutral beef. Watch this space. •
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