
DRF WEEKEND    Saturday, November 21, 2009     PAGE 5

Some traditional
crops have 
feathers that
cushion the 
blow of the 
popper. 

The rod on
both whips
is made of
fiberglass
and typically
is wound
with duct
tape. 

By Marcus Hersh
Calvin Borel knew they would be coming.
Turning for home in the Woodward Stakes on

Sept. 5 at Saratoga, Borel had the lead riding
Rachel Alexandra. She already had turned back
foes hounding her during the first two-thirds of
the Woodward. Now the closers were on the hunt.

At the three-sixteenths pole, Borel went to his
whip. He smacked Rachel three times right-hand-
ed, switched over to his left hand, whipped her
five times, and then went back to his right for a
final surge as Macho Again drew nearly even.

In the final 15 0 yards or so, Borel gave Rachel
Alexandra 15 pops of the crop, tapping her on the
shoulder a couple of times and showing her the
whip between smacks to the rump. At the wire, it
was Rachel by a head.

Borel had whipped the filly more than 2 0 t i m e s
on her hindquarters. In the days that followed,
online blogs hummed with comments, and letters
to the editor came into Daily Racing Fo r m: Had
Rachel Alexandra been abused by Borel’s whip?

But there was another question, nowhere
asked: Had Rachel even felt the sting of Borel’s
whip in the Wo o d w a r d ?

Borel was using the latest in riding-crop tech-
n o l o g y, a low-impact whip tipped with a long,
padded popper. Lighter and producing less sting,
the new whips may cost riders a measure of con-
trol and instill in some horses less urgency to give
their all. But throughout the country, new whip
rules are coming into effect because of pressure
placed on racing following the high-profile deaths
of Barbaro and Eight Belles, whose catastrophic
breakdown after finishing second in the 2 0 0 8
Kentucky Derby spurred an industry-wide assess-
ment of the safety of racehorses.

Three states – Ke n t u c k y, Indiana, and South
Dakota – have mandated use of the new, more
horse-friendly whips. California has a proposed
state rule, and jockeys there already are riding
with new crops, a change mandated by Del Mar
and Hollywood Park racetracks. Santa Anita,
Delaware Park, Monmouth Park, and

Philadelphia Park have “house rules” requiring
the use of new crops. In New York, jockeys at the
Saratoga meet took the lead, electing to use new
whips beginning Aug. 16. New whips are already
fully in use or being phased into tracks operated
by Churchill Downs Inc. Canadian venues require
new whips, and stewards there scrutinize the
number of times jockeys strike their horses, hand-
ing out fines for overuse of the crop.

The new equipment feels and works differently
than the old. The popper on the end of a tradition-
al riding crop is about two inches long and made
of solid leather. Used too vigorously, it can raise
welts and draw blood. Not so the new whips,
which are tipped by a popper about six inches
long. Sewn inside a soft pad of woven fibers made
to look like leather is a piece of foam. When it
strikes horseflesh, the lighter, thickly padded
whips make an impressive pop while delivering
their cushioned message.

Horses used to being encouraged by the whip’s
sting may no longer feel compelled to respond.
Riders accustomed to whaling away in the stretch
may discover they’re wasting energy.

“The whip is not a whip,” Hall of Fame jockey
Kent Desormeaux said during the Keeneland fall
meet. “It’s a noisemaker.”

A few days earlier, at Hawthorne in Chicago,
veteran rider E.T. Baird had said: “If I had to
make a comparison, the old one, it’s ‘pop,’ and the
new one, it’s like you’re hitting with a marshmal-
l o w.”

An impetus for change
Eight Belles was whipped 10 times by jockey

Gabriel Saez in the 2 0 0 8 D e r b y, a low number,
given the magnitude of the event. Still, for many
people these days, with the presence of domesti-
cated animals in daily life greatly diminished and
with more attention to animal rights, whipping
feels unacceptable.

O u t c ry against whips was heard as far back as

A N ATOMY 
OF THE WHIPS

Giving safer
whips a crack 
Padding softens the blow,
but less control for riders 

Calvin Borel used the new padded whip when he rode Rachel Alexandra to her Woodward win
Sept. 5. Borel was criticized for whipping Rachel Alexandra more than 20 times in the race. 

N E W O L D

About two inches
long and made of
solid leather, the
popper on old
whips can cause
welts on a horse
if misused. 

*The length 
of both whips
is similar,
about 30
inches. 

The handle
on both
whips is
made of 
rubber. 

Poppers on
new whips are
about six inch-
es long and
made of soft,
woven fibers
that contain
foam. The
longer, padded
popper helps
the whip, not
the horse,
absorb the
stirke.

The diameter 
of the new shaft
must be at least
one-half inch.
The wider shaft
cuts down on
the recoil. 
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