International Fox-Hunting Exchange


This year the Irish Pony Club hosted an International Fox-Hunting Exchange, and three countries were invited: the USA, Canada, and the UK.  I was lucky enough to be selected as a member for the USPC’s team, along with three other pony clubbers: Fiona Graham from California, Mark Krause from Illinois, and Sally Mumper from Pennsylvania, and our riding chaperone Kristin Noggle from Middleburg, Virginia.  The Exchange took place from November 20 through December 1.  On the 18th of November, Mark, Sally, and I met in Middleburg, VA where we stayed overnight with a family from the MOC Pony Club.  The next day, the three of us, and Kristin, flew out of Dulles to Chicago, where we met Fiona; then from Chicago on to Dublin, Ireland.

Day 1:  Upon our arrival in Dublin on Thursday, all participants were split into three groups of five Pony Clubbers.  I was sent to Co. Kilkenny to stay with Mary Fitzpatrick, the administrator of the Irish Pony Club.  Staying with me were Fiona, from the US, Kendal from Canada, and Sarah and her mother Andrea (who was the chaperone) from Wales. That night, they took us on a hack to try out the ponies we were to ride the next day.  I started out on a 14-hand pony that had NO brakes!  I remember calling to her younger brother, who was hacking out with us, asking how to stop, as I was being run away with across the field.  His response was simple: “You don’t; they stop at the end of the field.” His statement definitely gave me a clue about what to expect regarding Irish hunting. I traded ponies with Fiona after that: a slightly larger Connemara named “Gilbert”.

Day 2:  On Friday, all 15 of us went hunting with the Kilkenny Hunt.  Something that I noticed that was different right a way was the fact that they start hunting in the afternoon, rather than in the morning, which is typical of most hunting in the States.  That day was very sunny and warm, so there was little scent; but the field master kept taking us on “jollies”, where we galloped around a field jumping BIG XC jumps.  There were so many refusals! On one “jolly”, we even jumped a barb-wire fence.  Sarah from Wales was the only one of us who fell off that day as she was jumped out of the tack.  We hunted until dark, although the day was relatively blank, and then went to a pub afterwards.

Day 3:  Saturday was our "lazy day," although it wasn't lazy at all.  We spent all morning mucking out the stable and cleaning the tack from the day before.  That evening Mary took Fiona, Kendal, and I into Kilkenny City to tour and shop.  We visited the Kilkenny Castle, shopped, and then went to meet Julia, our host's daughter.  She took us to THE hangout in town, McDonalds, while the adults went to a pub .

Day 4:  Sunday was my next day of hunting.  The five of us staying in Kilkenny hunted with the North Kilkenny Hunt.  I was lucky enough to be able to ride Gilbert again, as was Fiona able to ride Rooster again.  The day started slow, but eventually the hounds picked up scent, and we had a rip-roaring evening!  We jumped several obstacles that involved climbing a large bank that was only a foot wide at the top, and launching off across a VERY wide and deep drainage ditch!  Next we went mountain-goating up an almost vertical hill, and then back down. We finished that day by hunting across the hunt club’s XC course.  It must have been at least Prelim level, but our ponies did it in style!  We returned well after dark, and attended a party in their clubhouse.  That night was our last night in Kilkenny, and they held a “social evening” for everyone involved in the exchange.  There they tried to teach us Irish dancing.  We never exactly caught on, but everyone had loads of fun!

Day 5:  On Monday, we all met and traveled to our next host families in Co. Wexford.  Along the way we visited Coolmore Stud, which is the most impressive facility that I have ever seen in my life.  Coolmore has world-class studs; the horses are in horse-heaven there.  When we arrived in Wexford, we were split up into our new groups.  This time I stayed with Sally from the US, Serena from the UK, Devon from Canada, and Andrea the UK chaperone.  We were sent to the Islands Hunt Pony Club where Serena and I stayed with the French’s, and Sally and Devon stayed with the Martin’s.

Day 6:  Tuesday was also sunny.  They took us on a beach ride, as Co. Wexford is along the coast.  When we arrived at the riding school hosting this event, waiting for us were 4 matching piebald paints.  We headed out onto the beach and galloped flat out!  We all had fun having splash-wars in the surf, and purposefully riding in front of each other so your horse could spray sand and surf in the other rider’s faces.  We finally returned, soaking wet and covered in sand, convinced that this was the highlight of our trip!

Day 7:  On Wednesday,  the five of us went hunting with the Islands Hunt.  I rode a 14-hand bay pony named Tayto.  Serena and Devon were also on ponies.  Sally, who was very tall, was on a horse, and Andrea was rode a 2-½ year-old cob.  We met in front of a pub, as usual, in the afternoon.  It was sunny again, so scenting didn’t start out great.  Despite that, we did lots of ditches big enough to make even the boldest rider terrified.  One of the hardest things about Irish drains is that they’re all overgrown; so even if your mount is capable of making it across successfully, it’s very likely that the rider may be knocked off by a branch.  The Islands Hunt had several “double-ditches”: this is where you jump across one ditch onto a bank about 1 foot wide, and then off across a second large drain.  At our very first attempt at one of these double-ditches, both Serena and Devon, who were right in front of me, slid back down the bank all the way to the bottom of the ditch.  I was terrified!  At this point, there were so many riders and horses stuck, and the remainder either refusing or unwilling to even try.  They then pointed at me and yelled “You go, that pony’ll do it.”  Well, I did go, and the pony did it in perfect style.  Serena then made it across after me, but Devon had to find another way around.  Several hours, runs, and ditches later, we came to a drain that was like a black hole.  My pony leaped, but didn’t make it across this one.  She reached the other side, but then slid down into the ditch falling backwards to the bottom.  I came off and landed against the wall, and she fell back and landed right next to me.  This ditch was so deep, that when I was standing in the bottom, in ankle deep water, the top of the bank was well above my head; I couldn’t even see out.  Tayto actually had to be pulled out, because the ditch was so deep that she couldn’t climb out alone.  It was by far the most terrifying experience of my life; but we stuck it out to the end, and finished the hunt!  I found it very amusing that we hacked back to the pub right down “Main Street”.  

Day 8:  On Thursday we went to the farm where Mary King’s “Star Appeal” was from.  We went XC schooling there that day, where I was given a horse that had been broken only a week ago.  Afterwards we went to the Master of the Islands Hunt’s yard, where we met the hounds.  That night we went to another "social evening," but this one was in Waterford.  They once again tried to teach us Irish dancing, and to our surprise, we were much better this go-around.  

Day 9:  On Friday we all traveled to Co. Waterford to our third, and last, host family.  This time we were only split into two groups.  I was in a group with Kendal, Abby, and Shannon from Canada, and Fiona, Sally, and Kristin, our Chaperone, from the US.  We went to the West Waterford Pony Club and I stayed in a home with Sally and Kristin.  That day we went to meet Monty’s Pass, this year’s Grand National Winner.

Day 10:  On Saturday, Fiona, Shannon, Abby, and Kendal hunted with West Waterford, while Sally, Kristin, and I followed on foot, since they didn’t have enough horses.  The day was sunny, although frigid, and the hunt was completely blank, although we did view a fox at the very end.  That night, we all went to a dinner hosted in our honor.

Day 11:  On Sunday, Sally, Kristin, Fiona, Shannon, and I hunted with the Lismore Harriers.  This time I was on a 14-hand 4-year-old Steel gray pony named Lady.  The hunt started below the Lismore Castle, so it was very picturesque.  At this hunt, they were very casual about what they wore: we were the only ones wearing hunt coats.  We did some crazy things that day: like going underneath a stone bridge so low that you had to lie on the horse’s neck in order to fit under it; going straight up the side of a quarry; jumping stone walls right out into the middle of traffic;  going straight up a mountain so messy that I almost lost my head several times in vines; and banks galore!  We even jumped into and out of a river, onto and off of a very large bank; the ponies kept falling over it because they couldn’t make it.  People fell left and right, but fortunately, Lady made it.  We also did banks in the woods, where you would climb up (it would of course be only a foot wide at the top) and then leap off.  You never knew that a bank like this was coming until you were climbing up it.  When we asked why no one warned each other, they replied that is was so nobody would chicken out.  We chose to go in early that day because our ponies were completely exhausted after galloping up the mountain.  After the hunt, we went to a pub and met the Master and the Huntsman.

Day 12:  On Monday, we (the American team) and the Canadian team left at 3:00AM for the airport in Dublin.  There, we said goodbye to the Canadians, and both teams boarded their flights home.  When we finally arrived in Newark, NJ, we all said our good-byes and boarded our own flights home.


This experience was probably one of the best that I have ever had.  I don’t think I’ve ever been as scared as I was out hunting.  When I came home and went hunting again in Virginia, I found all of the trouble that people were having over these “tiny little ditches” amusing.  It made me realize how much I had learned, not about form or etiquette, but about how to hang on for dear life. If one ever goes hunting in Ireland, I have two pieces of advice:  1 - hang on and never let go, and 2 - sit there and literally do nothing. The horses know their job, and do better if you leave them totally alone.  This trip was loads of fun, and I wouldn’t trade the experience for anything.  

