Interview Andrew Osborne

Hunting for solutions

L

IKE an athlete who can’t
bear to return to the scene
of their sporting triumphs
to watch someone else take their
place on the start line, Andrew
Osborne doesn’t hunt these days.
‘I struggle to watch someone
else hunt hounds,’ he admits.
‘I miss being able to hunt them
every day—and I want to spend
the rest of my life missing it.’
Despite the challenges huntsmen face trying to keep hounds
‘who haven’t read Hansard’
hunting legally, Mr Osborne still
considers it the best job in hunting. He should know; there are
few hunting jobs he hasn’t done,
including being a master and
field master, amateur huntsman,
hound judge and—since May—
chairman of the Masters of Foxhounds Association (MFHA).
The son of a joint-master and
secretary of the Holderness in
East Yorkshire, he was instantly
fixated with the sport: ‘It was all
I thought about—much to the
detriment of my schoolwork.
I just wanted to get home to my
terrier and pony.’
His father ‘entirely discouraged
the idea of working in hunting’
and sent him ‘to a school without
a pack of beagles,’ he adds,
scornfully. It didn’t work. Holidays in kennels in the company
of ‘proper hunt servants’ such as
Willie Deakin and his father, Dick,
listening to tales of inter-war
hunting set the hook.
Mr Osborne became a jointmaster, then huntsman of the
Sinnington, followed by the Bedale,
both in Yorkshire, and then the
Cottesmore in Leicestershire,
running his own property firm
(and small cattle farm) around the
more serious business of hunting.
He believes field-mastering
is a good grounding for carrying
the horn: ‘It would do a lot of
huntsmen good to experience
the pressure of organising a big
day with a premier-league pack.

I’d have 200 people out behind
me with the Cottesmore sometimes. As huntsman, all you have
to worry about is your hounds.’
He insists there are still great
careers in hunting—apprenticeships and bursary schemes are
always oversubscribed—for those
who are sufficiently committed.
‘Everyone is in a rush in career
terms these days; they don’t have
the patience to work and wait
for 10 years until you can hunt
hounds. You have to work your
way up, learning, waking up in the
morning and going to bed still
thinking about hunting.’
Mr Osborne is the first MFHA
chairman to have hunted hounds
post-ban: ‘I took on the Bedale
in 2005 [the year the Hunting Act
came into force]. None of us knew
what was going to happen, other
than sharing a determination
to survive as a community and
a way of life. Our job was to keep
those hounds believing that they
still had a purpose. We had to take
every day as it came,’ he adds,
‘and carry on as best we could
under an act that, to this day,
legislators, police and courts
find extraordinarily difficult
to pick their way through.’
He’s sanguine enough to circumvent the question of repeal:
‘We need to look 16 years hence,

not 16 years back. We have to
adapt, but to do so subtly enough
that we don’t lose our essence.’
He sees Covid as ‘the latest
hedge’ to navigate, albeit a large
and uninviting one—packs have
had to be imaginative and industrious. ‘It will take a long time
to come out of Covid; hunts will
adapt—with more use of volunteers and so on. We won’t know
immediately how much money
people will have to spend on what
is a hobby for 99%.’

Banning legal
trail hunting–
it’s unjust.
Where does the
banning stop?
He compares the pandemic
to foot and mouth, which was
‘in some ways worse, because
it directly affected our most
important stakeholders, farmers’
—and the biggest, oldest problem
of all in his view, the shrinkage
of viable hunting country. ‘It’s our
job as the MFHA to help, advise
and cajole so hunting can adapt
enough to survive in a viable form
for the next generation, even if it

On the record
National Trust members must vote by midnight, October 22,
on the motion to ban legal trail hunting on Trust land
Favourite place in Britain
The top of Ben Vuirich,
stalking with my daughters. I love the glorious
uncertainty of stalking
and fishing

Building St Pancras Station
—its roof, anyway. I’m not
bothered about the shops
Book The Moon’s a Balloon by David Niven, one

of the last true gentleman.
I re-read it often
Music The cry of hounds
Food Wild smoked salmon,
preferably from my own rod
Dinner guest Tony Blair. I’d
like a long word with him
Hero The Queen. She is
impeccable, simply the very
best of all it is to be British

means reorganising staff, masterships or looking at mergers. It’s
important that hunts share their
assets more—hounds and access.
It’s a way to dip the toe without
full amalgamation.’ A veteran
of many kennel inspections, he
can tell if a hunt is struggling the
moment he turns into the kennels.
Then there are the ‘own goals’,
when stupidity from individuals
leads to bad press and damaged
reputations. A ‘private meet’ in
lockdown for a master’s birthday resulted in suspension from
the MFHA. Unable to comment
on individual cases, Mr Osborne
says the MFHA will ‘continually
look to improve standards and
the regulation of hunting’. But he
finds the National Trust motion
to ban trail hunting on its land—
members can vote online up to
this Friday, October 22—particularly iniquitous: ‘Banning legal
trail hunting—to me, it’s unjust.
Where does the banning stop?’
Mr Osborne has endured greater
trials than these. He lost three
fingers in a shotgun accident;
he also lost a beloved daughter to
sudden-death syndrome, a cause
for which his two remaining
daughters have raised many thousands of pounds. Now he wants
to use the incredible skill set
within hunting to better effect
and spell out the sport’s green
credentials. ‘We’ve everyone from
QCs to farmers—our biggest asset
is the network and we don’t use
it enough to help the common
cause.’ The Hunting Office (the
MFHA’s executive arm) is now
harnessing this expertise in
a series of free online workshops
for hunt officials and supporters
on topics ranging from fundraising ideas to hound health.
Another goal is to build awareness of hunting’s environmental
work, repairing hedges, planting
coverts and more: ‘It’s a huge
asset we need to explain.’
Lucy Higginson
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The MFHA chairman on a lifetime with hounds, avoiding ‘own goals’ and the future
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