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            This book is dedicated

to the memory of Tristan Voorspuy.

He gave me a life after hunting.
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            Foreword

         

         I first met Adrian Dangar when he came to Twyford Mill, our then home in the Bicester country as a whipper-in – later huntsman to the Stowe Beagles. It soon became apparent that not only had he inherited his parent’s love of the chase but also their charm. It was not long before Mrs Farquhar gave him a day on a new small hunter she had just purchased – an honour indeed!

         He rode it rather well and was profuse with his thanks and was considered a good egg all round.

         We got to know Adrian better when his great friend and co-conspirator at Stowe, Frank Houghton-Brown, became our terrierman, so when the Spooners and West Dartmoor asked me if I knew of a dedicated and tough young man who might fulfil the role of master and huntsman in that demanding country, Adrian came immediately to mind. He accepted – was a round peg in a round hole and, as they say, the rest is history.

         The Spooners was followed by the Sinnington, a spell at the Quorn and thence back to the Sinnington. During these thirty-odd years he made a name for himself as a fine huntsman but also as an imaginative hound breeder. He has left behind him a legacy, especially in the Sinnington, of hounds that not only perform well in the field but also came up to the mark on the flags. This all while he was also helping with important work in the political field, especially with the shooting fraternity and at the same time having fun pursuing all manner of quarry around the world!

         Reading his book also brings to light two other qualities that are important in the modern day master: an inherent gift to get on with your fellow human beings and an ability to organise.

         He enjoyed the company of his landowners and farmers and they enjoyed his. They were both able to see the funny side when things went wrong, which sometimes they invariably do. He was meticulous in writing up his diaries, a discipline that is easy to forego in a hectic workload.

         On a personal note, over the years I have greatly enjoyed Adrian’s company and can recommend this book to any true-blooded sportsman for its depth of knowledge and humour.

         A good read.

         
             

         

         Captain Ian Farquhar, LVO, MFH 

      

   


   
      

         
            The Happiest Man in England

         

         
            
               
                  The happiest man in England rose an hour before the dawn;

                  The stars were in the purple and the dew was on the lawn;

                  He hurried to the stable through the dim light of the stars,

                  And there his good horse waited, clicking rings and bridle-bars.

                  The happiest man in England took a grey lock in his hand

                  And settled in his saddle like a seagull on the sand.

                  Then from the shadowy kennel all the eager pack outpoured,

                  And the happiest man in England saw them scatter on the sward.

                  And where the blind ditch narrows and the deep-set gorse begins

                  He waved his pack to covert, and he cheered them through the whins.

                  He heard old Gladstone whimper, then Merryman give tongue;

                  He saw the green gorse shaking as the whole pack checked and swung;

                  Then through the ditch came creeping a shy cub lithe and lean,

                  And nothing but a cocked grey ear betrayed that he was seen.

                  The happiest man in England blew the freedom of the pass,

                  And two-and-twenty couple backed his music on the grass.

                  He holds no brief for slaughter, but the cubs must take their chance;

                  The weak must first go under that the strong may lead the dance;

                  And when the grey strides out and shakes the foam-flecks from his rings

                  The happiest man in England would not change his place with kings

               

               
                  Taken from the poem by William Henry Ogilvie (1869–1963)
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            Earliest days

         

         I woke very early on the morning of 1 May 1987 to the sound of hounds singing from their lodges less than two hundred yards from my bedroom, and life felt good. Not just good, almost perfect in fact, for this was a moment that I had been working towards all of my short life. At twenty-four years old I had become the master and huntsman to a pack of foxhounds, and my new charges were summoning me from my bed. No one has ever got changed quicker than I did that morning, nor sprinted faster up the narrow concrete path that leads from the white huntsman’s house to the Spooners and West Dartmoor kennels perched on the very edge of the last great wilderness of southern England. I may not have realised it at the time, but I was now set firmly on a path that I would follow through its twists and turns, highs and lows, for the next thirty-odd years.

         I could not possibly have walked into the kennels that glorious May morning and assumed sole charge of a pack of foxhounds without having already devoted an inordinate amount of time to hunting in all its guises, nor could I have garnered the confidence and knowledge to do so were it not for the help, guidance and support of so many from my formative years. My parents first instilled in me a love and respect for the chase that has endured to this day. They hunted hard with the Beaufort and Avon Vale, walked a succession of hound puppies and went like smoke across country on horses they had made themselves.

         My mother once got into trouble with the late 10th Duke of Beaufort, who saw fit to send her home after the temptation of jumping an inviting hedge beside an open gate was just too great to resist, although he later wrote her the most charming letter of apology. It would not be an exaggeration to claim that hunting was a religion of sorts in our household, with masters of hounds being akin to the saints, if not God himself; a belief and acceptance that the MFH was beyond reproach was fundamental, and it was rare for either of my parents to utter a word of criticism against those who provided their sport. I am told I attended a meet of the York & Ainsty (South) in a pram at my grandparents’ home, Melbourne Hall in Yorkshire, when just a few months old, but it is entirely appropriate that my earliest memory is of a whippet called Chico and a broken-coated terrier named Badger working together to catch a rat in a pigsty. I can still see the quarry running in that strange shuffling gait along the top of a wall, and Chico’s jaws opening to snatch it from safety.

         Dispatch to a cold and positively Dickensian boarding school in Berkshire soon afterwards was not a decision I thought to question at the time, but perhaps living in a dormitory where it was so cold at night that urine in pots underneath boys’ beds froze solid was preparation for long, cold days in the saddle in later life. During my time at Lambrook I busied myself breeding mice, catching grass snakes and spearing gudgeon in the Lamb Brook with a sewing needle lashed to a bamboo cane. Another favourite pastime was shaking milk that had been poured into an empty mustard pot in order to make butter, for the tiny morsel of yellow gold cut into the shape of a flower that accompanied each meal was never sufficient for a permanently hungry schoolboy.

         A disused railway line that serves as the boundary between the Beaufort and Avon Vale hunts divided the Wiltshire fields we owned at Stanley Mill, and during long summer holidays offered a playground in which to pursue rabbits with a bobbery pack of terriers, lurchers and whippets. I can still smell the acrid whiff of a freshly killed rabbit, feel the briar scratches on tender arms and taste the honeyed draft of cider proffered by a neighbouring famer after one particularly memorable evening’s sport. The River Marden chugged slowly along the northern boundary of our small farm, gurgling into a deep still pool beneath a ruined aqueduct my brother and I were forbidden to cross. No trout swam through these quiet waters, but roach, chub and dace flourished and enticed in equal measure. Not being anglers, my parents did not think to point out that tying a hook to an ancient greased line from the attic was never going to catch me a fish. Eventually I discovered monofilament line, and with the guidance of a Ladybird book on fishing taught myself how to tie a blood knot and secure the hook. I caught a fat silver roach that day, stabbed it thoroughly with my sheath knife and ran home in triumph to the kitchen.

         However, rabbiting, fishing and other boyish pursuits were no substitute for hunting, which already had me in its thrall, and holidays between September and April were devoted to riding behind the Avon Vale or Duke of Beaufort’s hounds. My conveyance was a mealy-mouthed bay Exmoor pony named Flashman, who was not above bucking me off when spring hunting in the hills above Bath but was an otherwise perfect conveyance for a child more interested in venery that riding. Flashman was replaced by the racier Llewellyn, a talented grey on whom I enjoyed my first red-letter day across the Bushton Vale behind a straight-necked fox found in Hangings covert above Cliffe Pypard.

         Major Gerald Gundry was hunting the Beaufort doghounds that Thursday, which combined fleeting glimpses of his pack driving on across an unkempt and woolly landscape interspersed with fences looming thick and fast to both challenge and conquer. I lost a stirrup leather amongst the mud, bustle and gallop of the hunt, only to be rescued by kindness in the shape of Hugh Dalgety, who wasted no time in fashioning a substitute from bailer twine. The fox was run to ground after a five-mile point and from that day on I relished the ride, and began to appreciate the complexities of venery, bravery and horsemanship that combine to offer the complete hunting experience.

         Brian Gupwell hunted the Beaufort bitches in those days, a supremely elegant and beautifully turned-out professional who presented me with the brush of a cub killed in Ashpole after a busy September morning when I was ten years old, but I had to wait another whole year before being blooded by the legendary Sidney Bailey in his second season as huntsman to the VWH. The occasion was an invitation meet of the Gloucestershire pack at Imber, an isolated and deserted village at the heart of Salisbury Plain in South and West Wilts country. During an extraordinary spring day the field were treated to spectacular views of hounds hunting across open country, including the sight of a fox getting to ground just feet in front of the leading hounds. The pad of a less fortunate one hangs in my office to this day. My first experience of hunting across open country made a lasting impression, and helped cultivate a love of hunting in the type of wild hill country that was soon to become my new home.

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER 2

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

            Yorkshire

         

         I cannot pretend I was enthusiastic about moving north to Yorkshire, for my feet and mind had become firmly planted in the Wiltshire meadows surrounding Stanley Mill, but one has little say in such matters when only twelve years old. Our new house lay at the end of a mile-long drive, overlooked steep fields rising to the heathery horizon of Eskdaleside and was bounded on the south by the beguiling River Esk, home to wild brown trout, salmon, sea trout and vast numbers of eels that attacked worms offered by my brother and me with gusto. Below the house there was a ford across a shallow stretch of the river that led steeply uphill to our nearest neighbours, Derek and Linda Gardiner and the Goathland foxhounds, which could be heard singing joyously at night. I soon realised that my new surroundings were something rather special.

         Apart from the estates of Mulgrave and Egton, little shooting took place in the Goathland country in those days but for whatever reason foxes were less numerous than I had been used to, although it occasionally all came together to produce wonderful sport. Apart from jumping on and off the single-track railway line during a particularly fine hunt, and another occasion when the train stopped to give someone who had fallen off their horse a lift, my memories are of hounds, terriers and foxes: Granite ’73 single-handedly dispatching a fox in the Coombes high above the Murk Esk, hounds pulling another one down on Sleights moor, and my black-and-tan terrier, Boozer, bolting a fox one September morning from Gatehouse Rocks close to the village that lends the hunt its name. By then Jamie Cameron had arrived to take on the mastership as a young amateur, and taught me that it is better to eat at someone else’s table as a bachelor huntsman than cook for oneself at home. Jamie became such a frequent visitor to our house that a room was earmarked for his exclusive use. Somewhere I still have the handwritten note he presented me with after the morning from Gatehouse Rocks: This is to certify that Boozer is a game terrier to fox.

         Whether hunting rabbits to ground for the attention of my ferret, Jaybird, raking around Eskdale after the occasional and elusive pheasant, bolting foxes for the Goathland or hunting moorhens and rats in summer, Boozer was my constant companion during school holidays. One January afternoon hounds ran a fox into the rocks at Glaisdale Head, which lies at the top end of a picture-perfect dale surrounded on three sides by wild moorland. The rocky fissures reach deep into the very bowels of the earth, which is perhaps why I was allowed to try my dog ahead of those belonging to the regular terriermen, Paul Marsay and Bryan Kidd. We listened to Boozer’s baying fading as he crept ever deeper into the side of the hill until nothing more could be heard save for impatient and intermittent cries from the waiting pack. Eventually darkness came down and there was nothing for it but to temporarily abandon the terrier, but not before leaving my crumpled Barbour coat outside the entrance to the earth. My father and I returned much later beneath silvery moonlight to find Boozer curled up asleep on the coat, his hair glistening with hoar frost that had lacquered the dale an eerie shade of pale. It is not known what became of the fox.

         Other excitements waited on the southern side of the North York Moors, where grander packs hunted the hills and vale that rolled out towards the distant city of York. The closest of these was the Sinnington, where Willy Poole and his Welsh outcrosses provided fine sport in a well-foxed country that could have been fashioned with hunting in mind. I enjoyed the second five-mile point of my life behind those hounds, and marvelled at how they went like smoke from Ness Kelds deep into the Castle Howard estate. Christmas Eves were spent hunting with the Middleton from Westow, where Boozer’s breeder and close family friend, Colonel Nick Crossley, shared the horn with Dennis Sturgeon, a kind and widely respected professional who invited me into the kennels at Birdsall to see hounds being fed after hunting.
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            Stowe

         

         My next stroke of great good fortune was to be sent to boarding school at Stowe shortly after our new home in Yorkshire had been established. Famously described by the first headmaster, J. F. Roxburgh, as being a place that would inspire students to ‘recognise beauty whenever they see it for the rest of their lives’, the school’s sprawling grounds extended to seven hundred acres of Buckinghamshire countryside dotted with exquisite temples in varying stages of decay and three substantial lakes. We kept ferrets in a corrugated shed handily positioned between the main school building and the classrooms, which allowed them to be fed and mucked out on the way to lessons each morning. That ferrets were permitted to live in such a prime location was not questioned; perhaps it had something to do with the tall beech hedge that concealed their home from several hundred students who passed within feet of it every day. But best of all Stowe had – and has to this day – a fine pack of beagles, which are kennelled at the Boycott Pavilions a hundred yards from the main drive, their diet supplemented by dustbin loads of school food distained by students on a daily basis.

         Although I managed to survive the full course at Stowe, things got off to a shaky start when as new boys we were given two weeks’ immunity from punishment in order to learn the school rules. It seems I was the only boy who took this concession literally by spending ten memorable days doing little else but exploring the grounds, fishing and beagling. My honeymoon came to an abrupt end when I was summoned into my housemaster’s study and soundly thrashed, but the real lesson learnt was that authority in all its many guises could never be completely trusted. After that, I started attending lessons, but the highlights of my week were Tuesdays and Saturdays when the Stowe beagles met at farms, villages and pubs within a 20-mile radius of the school.

         Being kennel huntsman to an amateur is a difficult position at any time, and one that is best suited to men of certain temperament and character, but to discharge this delicate role when the masters and huntsman are schoolboys must be extraordinarily challenging. Stowe was fortunate to have procured the services of former factory worker and countryman, John Thornton, who was known to all as Nat, although we boys occasionally referred to him as Pinhead behind his back. Nat was a brilliant and long-suffering man who understood exactly the right balance between allowing his young masters leeway and intervening in time to avert disaster both on and off the hunting field. That he was already grooming his charges for future glory as masters of foxhounds was lost on us at the time, but I have never forgotten much of his sound advice. We were cautioned against owning a flash car, which would risk a reduction in the master’s guarantee, and to marry for love but crucially, ‘love where money is’. As it turned out, many of the MFHs spawned by Stowe since then chose to heed the former piece of advice but to ignore the latter.

         By the time I arrived in 1976, Nat had established himself as a worthy successor to the hunt’s first KH, John Atkinson, by maintaining a lovely level pack that hunted as well as they looked. Boys interested in beagling were encouraged to help down at the kennels as much as possible, which would in turn be rewarded by an invitation to whip in, wearing the hunt’s green coat with a dark-blue collar. Having served my time whipping-in to Paul Burditt and James Fanshawe, who now trains racehorses at Newmarket, it was my turn to carry the horn during the 1980–81 season, although I had managed to catch a hare in unusual circumstances the previous year.

         We had been entertained by Captain Brian Bell at Todenham Manor, which is some way from the Stowe’s own territory, and enjoyed a busy day in the cream of the Warwickshire Hunt country. At the end of the day we were several hounds light, so I was delegated to take the main body of the pack home whilst the others helped James Fanshawe recover the missing hounds. I was leading hounds up a narrow lane in fading light when I bumped into our host in a state of some considerable excitement. Captain Bell told me that his spaniel had picked up and dropped a very tired hare just a few minutes earlier in a large clump of nettles. He cast his eyes over the pack at my heels and suggested I run them through the undergrowth, ‘just to be sure’. When the nettle patch was blank it seemed obvious to hold hounds down the adjacent hedgerow, which resulted in them marking furiously at a large rabbit hole. The hare was only 18 inches in and, having broken her neck the same way as I dispatched rabbits in purse nets, the beagles had their reward and I became for a short while afterwards the most insufferable schoolboy in Britain.

         The following September my season as huntsman kicked off as usual with a trip north to hunt the rolling Northumbrian countryside either side of Hadrian’s Wall. The Northumberland Beagling Festival was the brainchild of the late Colonel Leonard Gibson, whose Newcastle and District beagles showed superlative sport in a country large and wild enough to accommodate many less-fortunate packs during a three-week jamboree that the Stowe were privileged to be part of, if only for a few precious days. I may have killed my first hare in dubious circumstances the previous season, but there was nothing controversial about the next one following the meet at Bradley after a fine ninety-minute hunt. Our quarry was reported as very tired moments before hounds streamed over a 5ft-high wall to claim their reward in a sieve bed, which she had crept into via a tiny gap in the stones.

         I remember equally well, but for very different reasons, a second epic hunt that had to be abandoned in the interests of pacifying an irate farmer whose bullocks had seen quite enough of hounds for the day, if not the season. As I led hounds away from the scene I spotted our beaten hare crouching amongst thistles just yards away. The temptation was almost too great to resist, and I am afraid that I protested Nat’s instructions most bitterly that evening. ‘David’, he said, referring to a recent past master of the beagles, ‘would not have thought twice about getting hounds out of there’. I went to bed seething with angst, and decided that I could never be a David of the hunting world. As it turned out, nor could he, for his name has never cropped up in hunting circles since.

         We had many fine hunts that season, each one meticulously recorded for posterity in the school hunting diary that is passed down through successive generations of schoolboy huntsmen. By the end of season I had learnt an enormous amount from that fabulous little pack, which consistently accounted for their quarry after long hunts with a style and frequency that I have seldom seen emulated. Names such as Tingewick, Water Stratford, Dadford, Radclive, Marsh Gibbon, Preston Capes, Weston and Everdon resonate with blurred memories of fine hunts and the unique camaraderie of a schoolboy pack. I can close my eyes and see hounds such as Rockwood, Roxburgh, Starlight and Willow as if they were still frolicking on exercise beneath the long, green avenue of trees leading up to the main school. Frank Houghton-Brown and Tom Bannister, were my principal whipper-ins, the latter tragically killed many years later whilst in office as a joint master of the Pendle Forest and Craven harriers.

         If Tuesdays and Saturdays were devoted to hare hunting, Sundays during winter were sacrosanct for the equally enthusiastic pursuit of rabbits with ferrets and purse nets. The normal procedure was to rise very early, grab some breakfast with the domestic staff and head off on bicycles at chilly first light. Two or three ferrets were carried in a .303 ammo box pilfered from the CCF stores and threaded along the handlebars so that it was possible to avoid collision with the box by pedalling with one knee held at right angles; nets and game bags were slung over shoulders. We did not bother to take any sustenance on these expeditions; such luxuries would have to wait until return at nightfall. Although ferreting was not encouraged by the school, it was certainly accepted, however, the issue of cutting Sunday chapel became increasingly problematic and ultimately lead to a ban on ferrets being kept within the grounds. The resulting dilemma was resolved when Mr Jenkins, whose daughter, Bronwen, was in my academic year, accommodated them in his farmyard at Dadford less than half a mile from their former home. The headmaster smiled and turned the other way, whilst his secretary and my house matron continued to purchase for £1.50, a brace of fresh, gutted rabbits every Monday morning throughout winter during the rest of my time at Stowe.

         The unwritten rule was that any boy wishing to inherit the mantle of chief ferreter should serve his apprentice with the current incumbent, and it was with this in mind that I wandered into the Temple houseroom for junior boys one January afternoon and asked a young Frank Houghton-Brown if he would be interested in helping out the following day. It snowed hard that night, but we reached Sir Thomas Wilson’s farm at Lillingston Darrell without too many hiccups and at once set to work. Frank distinguished himself by catching with his bare hands a rabbit that had bolted from a hole concealed by snow; his quarry may have been slowed up a little by the white stuff but no one had ever managed that before. On the way home Frank’s decrepit bike gave up the ghost and there was nothing for it but to take on board the rabbits he had been carrying and abandon him to his fate. Having battled through snowdrifts on the Roman road I eventually arrived home to find Frank smug, warm and changed having been rescued, bathed, fed and returned by a kind lady driver. After that Frank started to help out with the ferreting on a regular basis.

         Other delights at Stowe included the Oxford Water Lake, which every visitor to the school must cross via a beautiful stone bridge that dates from 1761. The waters beneath were just fresh enough to sustain a population of rainbow trout stocked for the benefit of a students’ fly-fishing club, although hungry schoolboys found sticking to the one-brace-a-week limit somewhat challenging. This infuriated George Monbiot, another keen fisherman, fellow student and self-appointed water bailiff, who made it his mission to catch the transgressors. Despite creeping down to the Oxford Water at random first light throughout summer George never succeeded in apprehending a poacher. If he had chosen not to approach through a field of sentinel sheep he might have had better luck, although on one infamous occasion the miscreants fled leaving behind a large haul of trout on the bank. It was inevitable that I would cross swords with the future Guardian columnist, although I had to feel sorry for Monbiot when drawing a swim in the school fishing competition that he had been ground baiting for weeks. I caught an enormous tench that won the competition, infuriated my rival, and earned me the most dubious award of house colours in the history of Temple House.

         Towards the end of my time at Stowe, spring holidays were given over to hunting with the fell packs of the Cumbrian Lake District, where Johnny Richardson was carrying the horn in the twilight years of a long and distinguished career with the Blencathra hunt. The most entertaining sport followed dawn lambing calls when just a few couple of old and reliable hounds were taken out for the specific purpose of bringing a lamb-killing fox to justice. As our base was a B&B at Threlkeld, where the Blencathra hounds are kennelled, it made sense to jump in with them when the hunt van passed our door long before dawn, which would have scarcely broken when the small pack was taken amongst the ewes and lambs grazing the in-bye land of the valley floor. Sterns lashing in the half-light, hounds would normally strike up within minutes and pick away at the line until reaching the open fell where the pace often increased on clean ground. Sometimes the fox was unkennelled and run down on the hill; often he was marked in a big borran of rocks, which called for terriers and spades to complete the job. Thanks to the Hunting Act and thermal imaging, this most justifiable, selective and purest form of hunting with hounds has now been replaced by the high-powered rifle.

         A chance encounter with Charlie Ripman on the fells one March resulted in an invitation to visit Exmoor the following week, and establish another fixture in the sporting calendar that was to endure for several happy springs. Charlie, who was reporting for the Shooting Times magazine, assured Frank and me that his mother would simply love to see us at her White Horse Hotel in Exford, which is the very epicentre of West Country hunting and home to the Devon and Somerset staghounds. The deal he brokered was free board and lodging at her Duredon Farm in exchange for some log chopping and bartending at night, but with Exmoor Hunt lambing calls, foxhunting with several packs and spring staghunting to choose from most days, there was little time for any domestic chores. Sally, whose other son, Martyn Lee, was hunting the Taunton Vale, chuckled generously in that rich voice of hers and declined to enforce her side of the bargain. To follow hounds across Exmoor on a horse was way beyond budget, but by running, walking and driving it was possible to enjoy some wonderful sport and absorb the new-found venery of staghunting.

         Back at Stowe I busied myself with Chaucer, Milton and Shakespeare and defied my tutor’s dire predictions by gaining A level grades that were more than adequate for the Royal Agriculture College at Cirencester. I left clutching a copy of my Cantata Stoica, in which a contemporary described our seat of learning as ‘Stowe Country Club for Boys’. My headmaster, Christopher Turner, had once written to my parents to prevail on them to remind me that I was in receipt of two generous concessions at Stowe. The first was being allowed to keep ferrets and run what he described as a thriving business selling rabbits, the second being granted the time to go beagling twice weekly against a backdrop of failing academic studies. Rather to my surprise he described me in my final report as being the school’s patron saint of ferreting, and to my even greater astonishment wrote that ‘one cannot help liking him in spite of everything’. With these compliments ringing in my ears, it was off to Australia for a gap year, and the first and only season of my life without mounted hunting.
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            Australia, Cirencester and beyond

         

         I was not overly concerned about friends, family or home when packed off to Australia to become a jackaroo, for the biggest wrench was to miss an entire season’s hunting and winter forays after all kinds of game with Boozer. Thankfully I arrived in Sydney with Ian Burr’s contact details tucked into my pocket, which had been provided by the Newcastle and District beagles’ huntsman, Peter Howe. Ian worked as the dog catcher in the Sydney suburb of Blacktown and also maintained a bobbery pack of hounds that he hunted on foot in the Blue Mountains at every opportunity. A couple of months after my arrival I caught the night train down from Armidale to Sydney and joined him for a weekend that began with several friends loosing off their mixed pack of harriers, foxhounds and beagles at sunset.

         Gathered around a blazing camp fire with the rugged mountains as a backdrop and a crate of Tooheys to hand, we swapped hunting stories all night long to the background music of hounds running in full cry through the scrubby foothills. They were still going strong at first light the following morning, which was our cue to grab a shotgun and head off into the bush to try and ambush a hare, fox, wallaby or larger wallaroo. After two consecutive days and nights, hounds returned to the campsite for a good feed before the journey home, during which Ian revealed that any unclaimed stray dog remotely resembling a hound would always be given the chance to join his unique working pack.

         I enjoyed several more outings with Ian Burr and, being quite unaware that organised hunting flourished in Victoria, often thought how well a pack of foxhounds would fit in to the high New England grasslands surrounding Armidale where I was working on a merino sheep station. A move north to Queensland presented the opportunity to hunt wild pigs with strong bull-terrier crossbreds that hung on fiercely to their quarry’s ears, and some exciting rough shooting where the bag was as varied as it was large. On one such outing I slayed a magnificent dog fox, and despite being thousands of miles from the nearest hunt, felt such remorse and guilt that I have never lifted a gun to one since, wherever in the world I might be. I arrived back in England in time to join the Goathland hunt on a spring foot day from Egton Bridge and the news that my father was taking over as master on 1 May following Jamie Cameron’s resignation.

         Later that year I joined the fresh intake of students at the Royal Agricultural College, which seemed to be the best option of further education for a young man with aspirations to hunt a pack of foxhounds, for, like Stowe, the RAC also maintained a pack of beagles for the benefit of its students. I was at once invited to whip in to Simon Richardson, along with my new contemporary, Simon Hart, who had hunted the beagles at Radley. With his father, the MFHA secretary Anthony Hart, living nearby, this was very much Hart territory, and there was an inevitability to Simon’s subsequent appointment as master, a role that he discharged with dedication and enthusiasm. We remained firm friends, even sharing a house one year that was provided by my godfather at Barnsley Park, but after a season in green I was ready to move on from beagling at Cirencester. The RAC beagles were racy and ruthless hare catchers, but a twenty-minute burst could never match the classic ninety-minute runs we so frequently enjoyed at Stowe. I saw Simon again in South Pembrokeshire in the winter of 2016, where we were guests on a rough and ready woodcock shoot, and was heartened to discover that the MP and former Chief Executive of the Countryside Alliance has lost none of his enthusiasm for the chase. We spent the day peeling off the main drives to hunt out thick double banks with our gundogs, and at lunchtime Simon showed me images of huge wild trout he had landed the previous summer.

         That I was able to move seamlessly from whipping in to the beagles to hunting several days a week was thanks in no small part to the kindness of the late Gilly Scott, who owned a tough and reliable cob named Scally. Gilly’s husband, Martin, was sharing hunting the VWH hounds with my childhood hero, Sidney Bailey, and I was offered Scally to hunt in exchange for some mucking out and exercise. Both huntsmen were kind enough to send me off on point all day long, and I soon came to appreciate the varied delights of the VWH’s expansive four days a week country. The longest hunts were often achieved across the huge arable enclosures and light Cotswold brash soil of the Saturday country, but the best fun was to be had on Wednesdays and Thursdays around Oaksey, Highworth and Purton Stoke where rough pastures and thick vale hedges provided foxes and excitement in equal measure. The VWH is particularly fortunate to include the glorious Cirencester Park in their Monday country, where extensive mixed woodlands and wonderfully supportive owners combine to make this landscape a true test of the foxhound and a delight for all lovers of venery.

         I also had a memorable season with the Beaufort, where Captain Ian Farquhar had recently arrived from the Bicester and Warden Hill to hunt hounds and where Captain Ronnie Dallas was still the hunt secretary. The Beaufort charge subscribers by the horse, but Ronnie allowed me and Roddy Ando, to whom I had whipped in at the Stowe beagles a few years earlier, to share one horse on a generous student subscription. Guinness was stabled with Sue Godwin at Wick Farm near Didmarton; Sue now runs a busy livery yard that probably has a very long waiting list, but in 1985 Roddy’s Irish hunter was the sole paying guest at her parents’ grass farm. Ian Farquhar still talks fondly of the day when Guinness swam the River Avon from Dauntsey with me hanging on to his tail, and how attempting to follow us was what he jokingly refers to as one of his biggest mistakes in hunting. ‘I was riding a good mare called Winslow Girl that came from David Barker’, he reminded me only last season at the end of a wet Beaufortshire Monday. ‘She couldn’t get out of the river, and for the rest of her life would never go near water again. What made it even worse was that there was a bridge less than five hundred yards away.’

         I soon had the chance to hunt many more horses, including a chestnut pointer belonging to great train robber turned car dealer, Eric Cordery, who offered the ride having sold me a car from his yard just outside Cirencester. I also hunted horses belonging to Monday farmers Betty and John Crewe, Mary Wilson and Annie Backhouse, who had been a European champion showjumper and farmed with her husband at South Farm, home to the lovely Saturday covert of Snowstorm Gorse. By the time Marcus Armytage and I had moved into Chris and Alex Mason’s stone cottage in Ablington, I was also riding out two or three lots of racehorses every morning for my new landlords and Michael Henriques at nearby Winson. The permit holder’s small but quality yard sent out many NH winners under the direction of head girl Nancy Clarke, whose parents loved hunting and were farming tenants of the Co-op nearby. Marcus went on to win the Grand National on Mr Frisk in 1990 and made many of us proud to call him our friend that day; he loved his hunting too and was a frequent visitor to the Sinnington before becoming a joint master of the Old Berks in 2000.

         When Martin Scott retired, Captain Fred Barker took on the mastership with Sidney remaining as sole huntsman. Known from his days as the Quorn Monday MFH as something of a martinet, Captain Fred invested time and money into his new challenge, and was a fearless field master across a country that was often much hairier than high Leicestershire. I found myself on the wrong side of Fred during the last vale day of the 1986 season when hounds met at Minety and the large field included several visitors from Leicestershire with high expectations of a good day. As hounds left the meet to draw Fishponds, I went on point as usual with Joe Collingborn, and the pack was soon streaming away across rough pastures and unkempt hedges. I was riding a hitherto unremarkable pointer belonging to Christine Mason called Bruce, who when confronted by a huge black hedge, set his jaw, raced at the enormous obstacle and soared over in quite the most spectacular leap of his life. I have jumped a few decent hedges since, nearly all of them forgotten by the next fence, but that mammoth obstacle remains the largest place I have ever got across intact. With so much excitement it was not until the hunt petered out at Red Lodge that Sidney, Joe or myself realised we had been without the field for the entire forty-minute run.

         We were soon reminded of this unpalatable fact by gleeful foot followers lining the roads on the way back to where the second horses were waiting – Fred had introduced the Leicestershire habit of changing at a pre-determined location – who were quick to point out that the master’s famously short fuse had comprehensively blown. Not just his, as it transpired, for the entire field looked furious as we rode up on weary, mud-splattered horses in marked contrast to the ranks of spotless, gleaming hunters that were waiting champing at the bit. Christine Mason, uncharacteristically for the Yorkshire-bred horsewoman I thought, also failed to see the sporting side of our adventure and told Diana Trotter to jump on my second horse whilst I took Bruce home. As is so often the case with those who have a quick temper, all was quickly forgiven and I later returned to hunt as Fred’s guest on a particularly fine chestnut of his called Hector.

         Towards the end of my time at Cirencester, Roddy Ando resurfaced in Somerset, where he was living with a lady called Claudia and subscribing to the Blackmore and Sparkford Vale. An invitation to join them for a weekend led to friendship with Rob Cursham, a brave horseman who hunted those hounds with quiet determination. I enjoyed several good days riding his daughter’s small, grey mare called Souvenir, who made light of enormous black hedges jumped from hock-deep mud. This was a classic vale country where the thick hedges were small coverts in their own right and the hunting was fast, furious but often short-lived. I decided it was an easy country in which to thrill the subscribers but a hard one in which to catch a beaten fox, or achieve the long hunts that are the holy grail of foxhunting.

         Failing my law exam at Cirencester extended this carefree existence by another whole year, although I spent a season working for NH trainer, Jimmy Fitzgerald, in Malton where Forgive ’N Forget was being prepared to win the 1985 Cheltenham Gold Cup. Most of the lads addressed the trainer as ‘Guv’ to his face and ‘Fitzy’ behind his back, but what I remember best from my time at Norton Grange was being told by the highly successful trainer that he would rather win a Waterloo Cup than a Grand National. Jimmy Fitzgerald did not win the world’s greatest steeplechase or the blue riband of the leash, but amongst other prestigious races he did train Androma to win the Scottish Grand National twice; he was fond of reminding us that he also led up the winner of the same race as a young Irish stable lad before riding Brasher to victory in 1965. Afternoons were devoted to hunting rabbits with my fellow stable lads and the Norton Grange bobbery pack that consisted of terriers, lurchers and whippets. Summers were spent working at the Fasig Tipton, Keeneland and Saratoga thoroughbred yearling sales in the USA, although I was always back in time for the start of autumn hunting. After a September morning with the Beaufort from Chavenage, Ian Farquhar invited me to his home at Happylands for breakfast; over bacon and eggs he told me that it was now high time I took on a pack of hounds myself – and as it happened he knew just the place.
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