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Some Notes on New College Hunters 
 
Hunting for sport is a controversial, highly contested occupation, certainly in recent times. Since 
2005 when the UK Hunting Act 2004 came into force, the hunting of most wild mammals with 
dogs has largely been prohibited in the UK. Historically things have been different, however, and 
hunting was woven into the life of our college for years. 

A 1931 article on Oxford college beagle packs in Country Life describes how ‘At Oxford 
that little group which makes hunting the fox and the hare its first consideration is, perhaps, 
unusually isolated’—a thing apart. With the heyday of hunting already something of the past, the 
writer almost a hundred years ago is seeing in the Oxford hunters an historian’s desire to keep 
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 What is likely the most celebrated and widely read of hunting poems, The Chase (1735), was 
penned by our alumnus William Somervile (1675–1742). He and books he wrote now held in New 
College Library—of which we have a fine collection—are the subject of a recent New College 
Note of mine. But what of other New College hunters whose writings have appeared in print? 
This note delineates some of the most significant.3 
 The Catholic poet George Turbe

/sites/default/files/2022-12/18NCN6%20%282022%29%20Skelton-Foord%20on%20Somervile.pdf
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was long attributed to Turbervile, but is now known instead to be a translation by George 
Gascogine (1534/5?–1577). Literary critic Catherine Bates has set out a duality in Turbervile’s 
usage throughout his poetic oeuvre of the imagery of the hunt: 
 

[H]unting is invoked in traditional terms as the activity that, from ancient times, had 
been seen to embody manliness and vigour . . . the obvious metaphor for the bold and 
purposeful behaviour of the role-model male. 

 
Yet at the same time, because in falconry the female bird of prey—as the larger, heavier, and of 
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But his temper was far from rare—he was quarrelsome and belligerent—and his loyalty to 
the crown would wane. He played a significant role in the coronation of 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/13042
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New College Library, Oxford, NB.73.25 © Courtesy of the Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford 

 
 

 
 

New College Library, Oxford, NB.66.33 © Courtesy of the Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford 
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Bibliographically the most intriguing of all is an 1820 octavo, with armorial bookplates indicating 
ownership by three generations of Jaffray baronets of Studley in Warwickshire, which the library 
acquired only last year. Extra-illustrated with engraved plates dating from the 1840s, our copy has 
thereafter been bound in black morocco gilt, with burgundy watered-silk endpapers, and adorned 
with two concealed fore-edge paintings (one in each direction) depicting two different hunting 
scenes—a remarkable one-off.19 
 

 

 
 

Double fore-edged paintings 
New College Library, Oxford, NB.73.27 

 
The 1810 Albion Press 

edition we hold is also notable for 
crediting authorship erroneously—
or might it have been a marketing 
ploy?—to ‘William Beckford’, a 
character both the antithesis and 
nemesis of our Beckford. 

William Beckford (1760–
1844) was Peter’s fabulously rich, 
famous—notorious, indeed—
younger cousin, an art collector and 
the author of the novel Vathek 
(1786, 1816), an extraordinary 
Arabian Gothic fantasy. Where 
Peter was homegrown English 
squirearchy personified, William 
was all Oriental exoticism and 
queer transgression, and William 
precipitated a scandal resulting in 
his own ostracism from polite 
society and a temporary exile from 

England. 
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Over Christmas 1781 William Beckford staged an opulent, spectacular three-day party at 
his Fonthill Splendens mansion in Wiltshire, where he embroiled both Louisa and the Hon. 
William ‘Kitty’ Courtenay (1768–1835)—thirteen-year-old son of the eighth earl of Devon—to 
take part.20 William Beckford would later credit the events of the party as the inspiration for Vathek, 
and indeed it is hard not to see in the characters—the carnal potentate Vathek, the incestuous 
sorceress Carathis, and the young, effeminate, beautiful Gulchenrouz—representations of William, 
Louisa, and ‘Kitty’ thems

https://doi.org/10.7202/016129ar
https://leghornmerchants.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/louisa-rivers-beckford-02ax.jpg
https://leghornmerchants.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/louisa-rivers-beckford-02ax.jpg
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mixing up our Lowth with his son (1762–1822)—also a Revd Dr Robert Lowth and a clergyman—
is an understandable oversight.23 Robert (b. 1710) stipulates in his will that some books from his 
library were intended for Robert (b. 1762), one of only two of his seven children to survive him, 
and the longest-lived: ‘I give to my Son Robert such Books as will be most useful to him’.24 

Like his father, Robert (b. 1762) went to Winchester College, but then Christ Church rather 
than New College; (he had an elder brother, Thomas Henry Lowth (1753–1778), who had likewise 
preceded him to Winchester and then Christ Church, though Thomas went on to hold a fellowship 
at New College.)25 He hunted with the Hampshire Hunt (the HH), and subsequent printed editions 
of his poem would acknowledge his authorship. With New College Library’s renewed focus on all 
things relating to Lowth (b. 1710) and his circle, earlier this year we acquired two more printings 
of Billesdon Coplow: a very nice copy of the first edition, as well as a fine 1845 printing, in the 
publisher’s decorative paper wrappers, with a bookplate recording the former ownership of HRH 
Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester (1900–1974), himself a keen huntsman, shot, and angler, who 
assembled a notable sporting library of over 1,500 volumes. 
 

  
 

New College Library, Oxford, RS5333 

                                                           
23 Christopher Skelton-Foord, ‘The Librarian writes . . . ’, New College Record 2020 [Oxford: New College, 2021], 29–
32, at pp. 31–2; Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade, ‘Identifying the ‘Revd . Robt . Lowth’ in J. Sturges’s Letter to Mr . 
Cadell’, New College Notes 18 (2022), no. 7. 
24 Will of The Right Reverend Robert Lowth or Lord Bishop of London, Doctor in Divinity (17 December 1787), 
The National Archives, PROB 11/1160/180, ff. 198r–201r, at f. 198v, cited in Ingrid Tien-Boon van Ostade’s 
excellent monograph The Bishop’s Grammar: Robert Lowth and the Rise of Prescriptivism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010), p. 47. 
25 The library holds a short verse work by Thomas Henry Lowth, Rei nauticæ incrementa [Oxford, 1773], signed and 
dated at the end: ‘Tho. Hen. Lowth, Coll. Nov. Scholaris. 1773’, p. 10, New College Library, Oxford, Keynes 97. 

 

/sites/default/files/2022-12/18NCN7%20%282022%29%20Tieken-Boon%20van%20Ostade%20on%20Sturges%E2%80%99s%20Letter.pdf
/sites/default/files/2022-12/18NCN7%20%282022%29%20Tieken-Boon%20van%20Ostade%20on%20Sturges%E2%80%99s%20Letter.pdf
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https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/47172
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 If Hare’s final whodunnit is his huntin’ novel, his second Death Is No Sportsman (1938)—
another set in the countryside, this time centring on a fishing syndicate—is his fishin’ one. It is a 
tale of angling lore whose plot revolves around the sport of fly-fishing, and the novel’s Inspector 
Mallett must get to grips with the nuances of fly-fishing in order to uncover the murderer. Hare is 
a fine fiction writer—not perhaps one of New College’s most celebrated, but he warrants greater 
appreciation, and he is one of whom the college can be proud. Hare’s own assessment of his craft, 
that of the detective novel writer, entailed an attractive modesty: 
 

But is it literature at all? Not, let it be conceded at once, literature with a capital L . . . 
The reason why the detective story can never reach the heights of creative writing lies 
in its very nature . . . It is only at the very end of the book, when all is known, that you 
can appreciate the true nature of the characters you have been reading about, and then 
it is much too late. You will see at once that this is the very antithesis of the object of 
the “straight” novelist, whose mission is not to conceal, but to reveal.39 

 
 A two-



https://doi.org/10.1093/odnb/9780198614128.013.110364

