Virginia Hunt Week 2006

The trip to what I think of as “Fox hunters’ Heaven” was blissfully uneventful despite the date – Friday the 13th - as MFH Cindy Benedetto piloted her rig containing her horse and mine along the LIE, BQE, NJ Tpke, across the Delaware Memorial Bridge, through Maryland and into mid-Virginia. We arrived at our Rixyville B&B with plenty of daylight left to settle our horses in the paddock they’d occupy for the remainder of our stay. 

Those details settled, we took ourselves off to Culpeper for the first of repeated visits to “It’s About Thyme”, an excellent European-style restaurant that is patronized by any and all diners in the know. Early dinner was followed by early bedtime in preparation for the following days’ hunt.

We left for the Mt. Elery meet with Rappahannock Hunt around 7:30 AM. There was plenty of huffing and puffing as we tacked our horses in the frigid 27 degree temperatures. The boys [Roscoe and Rx –Ricky] were undoubtedly talking bad about us as we’d left them unblanketed the night before it being in the low 60’s. 

Now, there was one issue we soon resolved, but not before this meet. I’d brought some hay from home which was in the dressing room as was other equipment and the potty. Someone, who will remain nameless, had the most disquieting experience of riding throughout this hunt with hay in their underwear. [Don’t ask, we’re not telling.]

We joined the 42 riders in second flight behind 27 first flight riders. There were many faces familiar to me from earlier VHW encounters and some new ones with unmistakable Irish accents. The Mt. Elery Farm was splendid riding over the course of the next four hours. We Long Islanders soon learned the importance of having horses who will peacefully allow their riders to open and close large gates. Our horses didn’t seem to mind the varied terrain which included fairly steep hills and lots of stream crossings. 

The luncheon in the immaculate converted carriage barn was lavish and plentiful. I had a chance to catch up with Cindy Morton, MFH of Rockbridge Hunt and one of the founders of VHW back in 2K. Cindy B. and I met lots of new friends who we hunted with throughout the week.

On Sunday, it was again 26 frosty degrees in the early morning hours as we left for Groveton Farm, the site of the Middleburg Hunt meet. We joked about turning right back around when we viewed an agile, red fox illuminated by our headlights as it crossed the road in front of us. This stunningly beautiful farm hosted about 70 riders for a 3 1/2 hour meet. Hounds worked diligently in the warming temperatures and followed scent with enthusiasm. Second flight put in plenty of galloping time as gates routinely used for speedy passage were double padlocked. Our field mistress at one point dismantled a jump to allow us to regain hounds. Another lavish champagne tea was most welcomed by all. Middleburg has designed a striking scarf for the MFHA centennial celebration. It depicts hounds from their pack along with names of fixtures in their country. IMHO, it is indistinguishable from an Hermes.

Riding home from Groveton, Cindy and I chanced upon three hounds that we promptly stashed in her car. Brooke, Ashley and Frolic were perfectly happy to get a ride back to the kennels instead of negotiating Fox Croft Rd. and we were happy to see them safely home.

Monday was a shopping day and we started at the Old Habit in Marshall, Va.  Our attempts to secure tickets to the Gold Cup International Steeplechase races were lengthy and tortuous owning to the profound confusion of a salesperson whom we uncharitably dubbed, Vacuous Vicky. We restrained ourselves from saying, “Don’t make my New York show.”  We had lunch at the Red Fox Inn in Middleburg and were treated to quite a show as a busload of “Red Hats” was dining there, as well. Some of those ladies showed sartorial splendor along with their joie de vivre. 

The next spots were the Middleburg Tack Exchange, the Tack Box and the Saddlery Liquidators. I had a hair-raising experience at the last spot. I’d brought my JRT, Chelsea with me on this trip and she was welcomed at all the horse shops. At Saddlery Liquidators, the gal said I needn’t carry her if she wanted to stroll around the store. Chelsea was exploring and so was I when my cell phone rang and a woman’s voice asked if I owned a little dog. It seems Chelsea’s interests had taken her out of the store unbeknownst to us and she was happily in a passer-by’s arms as I dashed out to find them. That was the last off-leash time Chelsea spent that day. Putting my cell number on her ID tag certainly helped.

It was around then that I realized I’d also lost my credit card. What a PITA. I retraced my steps to no avail and reluctantly called to cancel it. 

We’d bought as many horse items as we could rationalize, so we headed back to the B&B after picking up Chinese takeout. While we hooked up the trailer, we found ourselves trying to line up the hitch and the ball by manually “jiggling” a three-horse trailer and shoving a huge truck. We did succeed in doing this, but the calm with which we approached moving hundreds of pounds of equipment flabbergasted us.

Sadly, the incessant rain throughout the night necessitated a cancellation of the meet scheduled by Old Dominion on Tues. We slept late and were happy we’d put rain sheets on our horses the night before. I was able to pick up e-mail and got a message that my credit card had been found and returned to the Saddlery Liquidators which confirmed my faith in the intrinsic honesty of many horsemen.  

Cindy and I unhitched again and went to McMahon’s Irish Pub near Warrenton for a most hearty lunch. We had the pleasure of meeting David Ingramm, the President of Thornton Hill Hunt who was visiting at our B&B when we returned. We accepted his invitation to cap on Friday and were assured that he would personally lead the second flight group that we’d join.

Wednesday morning was the meet with Bull Run Hunt at Muckamoor. 17 1/2 couple flew across some pretty boggy fields followed by over 70 riders. Cindy rode with our long-time friend, Arlene Morris in second flight while I rode with my friends of the last 6 years Charlie and Ellie in third flight. I was delighted to find myself quietly meeting hounds and huntsman repeatedly throughout the day as the other flights galloped hither and yon.  Our flight also viewed a large red fox as he casually sauntered along ahead of hounds. At one point, we could hear hounds working furiously in the woods not 50 feet away as we rode up and down Cedar Mountain. Charlie’s quick thinking averted certain disaster when Ellie was unseated as her horse was galloping downhill. She had no stirrups and was lying on her horse’s

neck after he had stumbled and recovered. She was whizzing past Charlie, he grabbed the back of her coat and yanked her upright as she went by!! A very scary event to witness, to be sure. 

Happily, we all arrived back at the trailers with our horses and were shuttled to the completely renovated schoolhouse that is Bull Run’s clubhouse. The sumptuous repasts were getting to be a fun habit along with enjoying the camaraderie we shared with fellow foxhunters from all over the country who had joined VHW. 

Our horses were enjoying the luxury of daily warm baths in the wash stalls before being turned out in their 3 acre pasture for the night. We certainly had no problem adjusting to the hot tub located outside our room or the Jacuzzi in our bath. Life is good.

Thursday’s meet was with Cassanova Hunt at Mount Sterling Farm located about half an hour away from us. The trip included a bit of white-knuckling owing to pea-soup fog that obliterated visibility with some regularity. Temperatures were in the 50’s as 37 first flight and 19 second flight riders moved off at 8 AM. Cindy and I saw more than one person who reminded us of members of our own hunt and we’re pretty sure we rode with the lady who is the featured model for Horse Country. This fixture had plenty of cattle who were curious at the horses’ passing, but not overly inclined to join them, TYVM. We followed Tommy Lee Jones, Huntsman for over four hours of meticulous hound work. The hilly country kept our horses working mightily. There was one area that we passed through a number of times that had an opening that was shaped like the letter V without the very bottom part. In order to go through, we had to raise our legs to avoid knocking our knees or catching our stirrups on either side. We were more than a little amazed that some of the draft-type horses negotiated this without event.

Friday was our day with Thornton Hill Hunt on Ross Mountain. Temperatures were in the mid-fifties and it was foggy as we traversed the steep, damp roadways. Twenty and a half couple hounds were followed by 13 first flight riders and 7 hill toppers. The latter led by David Ingramm, MFH and President on Kody.  At one point, Kody slipped and stumbled on a root in the muddy footing whereupon David ended up on his neck in front of the saddle. I was just amazed to watch this nice horse hold his head and neck up as David shimmied his way back into his saddle. He asked if we enjoyed his rodeo demo. We followed up the mountain and were treated to breath-taking panoramic vistas over and over again from many vantage points. Sadly, David’s horse lost a shoe and he excused himself from the field and assigned a whipper-in to shepherd the hill toppers. We were treated to great opportunities to see hounds work from a distance and up close. 

At one point, we were checked while hounds were gathered and it became very windy and was raining. It felt as though we were in one of those children’s toys that you shake up and it “snows” only this was thousands of golden leaves swirling round 25 horses and riders. Hopefully, this description gives you an idea of the sense we had.

We were almost finished for the day when we came upon a too close to vertical pathway that was little more than mud and rocks. It could be said accurately, that Cindy and I were the Women from Snowy River as we skidded down this mind-boggling descent barely able to speak to one another as we hung on for dear life. Know those times when you feel compelled to kiss your horse for saving your butt?  This was one of them, for sure.

Saturday was fancy-schmancy day. After taking care of the horses, we decked ourselves out in equestrian finery and went off to the Gold Cup International Steeplechase near The Plains. It was just incredible how this huge open area could fill with thousands of people in little more than an hour. There were boutiques selling everything from jewelry to hats to tobacco to clothing of every style and description. There was a contest for tailgate teas that inspired creative individuals to extravagances beyond description. Champagne flowed like water as the dandies strolled the grounds.  The races were heart-stopping as horses crushed together negotiated 4 foot fences at breakneck speeds. Miraculously, no mishaps of consequence transpired. There was one horse that unseated his rider and gamely continued on over fence after fence with the pack before taking his own line alone, thankfully.

Cindy and I had been asked to transport a rescue dog home with us and we picked up Boslee after the races. This little guy was a Corgie cross who missed his calling as an ambassador.  What a happy, easy going guy. He traveled back to the B&B, met the foxhounds and JRT’s that live there and took it all in stride. 

Cindy and I packed all but traveling clothes. We’d planned to leave VA around 6, but when we both woke up early, we decided to exit at 4:30 AM. Our trip home was smooth and we got to Riverhead by 1 PM. Boslee’s new mother picked him up with a grin as big as all outdoors confirming that a good time was had by all – canine, equine and human. 

