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Hi everyone, and welcome to the summer edition of the British Mensa Animal Welfare SIG newsletter! This is 

my first attempt at producing a newsletter, so please be sure to send in any feedback you have – be it things 

you liked, things you didn’t like, or letters/comments on any of the pieces published here. This is your SIG, and 

every one of you will have experiences and knowledge that is useful to communicate with the group – we can 

all learn something from each other to use to help protect animals and promote animal welfare.  

Many thanks to Victoria Chance and Alfie Moon who have contributed to this edition. Vikki has a thought-

provoking article about an experience she had in Kerala of animals being used for human entertainment, and 

Alfie has an interesting piece about the history of the hunt saboteur movement in the UK. There’s also an 

article about the cultural history of the mountain hare, and a new public consultation exercise in Scotland on a 

proposed law which would implement a ban on the slaughter of these magnificent creatures. Hopefully all of 

you will have some time to give feedback to the Scottish government in support of this bill. [-> continued p2] 
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This newsletter is a little late in coming out, so for that I apologise. My job has been very busy of late and it’s been 

almost impossible to keep a normal life going! But on the plus side, the constant overtime has given me lots of good 

excuses (as if I needed them) to visit my favourite vegan Chinese restaurant. I’ve written a review of this great wee place 

in this newsletter, but if there’s any good vegan or animal-friendly businesses near you, then feel free to write in and let 

us know about them. After all, most of us here in the Mensa Animal Welfare society would love to encourage others to 

take a more ethical stance when it comes to animal welfare, and encourage more of our friends and family to eat less 

animal produce and buy more ethically sourced commercial goods. And one of the greatest questions we probably face 

in doing this is: where are all these nice businesses located and what do they have to offer?  

Perhaps another important question we face is this – how do we persuade others to be more ethical towards animals in 

an intelligent and respectful way ourselves? There’s sometimes a fine line between passionately defending the animals 

we care about and offending others, and once people put up barriers mentally to our arguments it becomes harder for 

their viewpoints to be changed.  

So with this in mind, I was very interested to read the background of a particular animal welfare inspired ‘artivist’ called 

Twyla Francois. It is one of her images that I have used (with her kind permission) on the front of this newsletter. 

Twyla’s philosophy towards art and animals is the focus of the final piece in this newsletter, and I hope you find reading 

about her and her artwork as inspiring as I did. 

Until next time, Ros 

 

As mentioned in my intro, I have been eating take-away rather too much over the last few weeks, but with this place on 

my doorstep, it’s really hard not to! 

Lotus opened up in early 2017, and became the first vegan Chinese restaurant in Glasgow, serving up huge portions of 

fresh and tasty food for extremely reasonable prices. They do a 2-course lunch for £6.49, and the 2-course dinners my 

partner and I get work out to be around £12 each. 

But we keep coming back because the food is amazing! Unlike many other Chinese restaurants, Lotus uses no MSG in 

their food, and everything has a clean and healthy taste. They do not use any animal products, nor any onion or garlic 

either – in keeping with traditional Buddhist beliefs – but the food is so tasty you would never know (and I am a garlic 

fiend!). 

It is owned by Eric Chan and his wife Kwan Mui who come from Hong Kong, and converted the premises of a former 

well-known (to the police) football pub and have turned it into a very friendly vegan restaurant, which aims to serve 

only healthy food that is good for its customers. They do not stock Coca-cola or alcohol on health grounds, so you can be 

sure everything you eat in here is good for you. Eric takes a keen interest in his customers’ wellbeing – he’s given me 

Chinese herbal remedies when I had a cold, and recommended certain dietary supplements – and always has time for a 

wee chat while we wait for our food. I even once saw him run out of the restaurant to attend to people in a car crash at 

the junction outside his restaurant – and he is 70 years old! He is a vegan superstar. 

So if you are ever in Glasgow, I would recommend this as a great place to come to for some ethical, animal-friendly 

food. The salt and chilli aubergines are the best I have ever tasted, and Lotus does a particularly delicious mock fish with 

mustard greens and glass noodles. 

 

Animal-friendly business: Lotus Vegetarian, Bridge Street, Glasgow 
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I recently went to Kerala, India on an escorted tour. I love elephants and I was really hoping I might 

catch a glimpse of one in the wild. Unfortunately I didn’t, as they’re clever enough to stay well away 

from noisy tourists. One of the planned activities on our programme was a visit to an elephant 

sanctuary. Initially I was excited about the visit. But then I did some research online. 

 

The online reviews for the sanctuary painted a picture of elephants that were permanently in chains 

and were hidden from the public if they were ‘bad’. Visitors were not permitted to take pictures, 

which to me was a cause for concern. On arrival in India, we were given an updated itinerary which 

showed the elephant sanctuary had been removed from the programme, following complaints 

about how the elephants were treated there. I was glad that I would no longer be supporting a 

‘sanctuary’ that was treating elephants that way, but I was still sad for the elephants. If word gets 

out and fewer visitors go there, is this a good thing for the elephants or does it mean they might be 

further neglected? 

 

To replace this activity, we had been booked to go for an elephant ride instead. Several of my fellow 

travellers were excited to hear this, but my heart sank. Previously, an elephant ride was something 

I’d have loved to do. But then I did my research and I changed my mind. I had read a number of 

articles online on websites dedicated to animal welfare and also websites dedicated to travel, among 

many others. The overwhelming conclusion is that elephants who are kept in captivity and used for 

tourists to ride suffer greatly in the ‘training’ process, which is vicious and barbaric. Infant elephants 

are taken (illegally) from the wild and repeatedly beaten into submission, and often deprived of food 

and/or sleep, until they are considered ‘tame’ enough. Elephants are incredibly protective herd 

animals, and when a baby is taken, the mother and other females in the herd are often killed during 

the struggle. 

 

The elephants suffer severe back injuries as a result of the riding, which must be extremely painful. 

I’m sure all those of us who have ever suffered with back problems can empathise, and see how 

wrong it is to continue putting these animals through this. Although they are large creatures, their 

spines cannot support the weight of humans riding them day in and day out. The long periods of 

standing on hard surfaces also causes foot problems and elephants are often kept chained and 

confined in cramped spaces. 

 

On the day of the elephant ride, our guide asked if we would all be taking part. Five other guests and 

I said that we didn’t want to do it. One of the other guests asked me why and I told her my reasons, 

which led to her and her three companions deciding not to ride the elephants either. I was really 

pleased about this, but was disappointed in another guest who said, “Oh I know I shouldn’t really, 

but I love them so much”. I can’t understand how someone can say they love elephants and then 

support a practice that is so bad for them. 

 

After the riding had been completed, we had an opportunity to stroke and feed the elephants. I did 

take part in this, and I couldn’t help but notice that the beautiful elephant I fed looked sad. Her spirit 

had been well and truly broken. 

  Animals for entertainment: elephant riding                             

  by Victoria Chance 
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Later on in the week, our guide surprised us with a visit to see another captive elephant. This young 

male was kept on a short chain. The guide explained this was because young males go through a  

certain hormonal phenomenon which makes them dangerous, and so he needed to be kept chained 

until this had passed. But the young elephant was bobbing his head in a way that is characteristic of 

elephants that are distressed. I pointed this out to one of my fellow travellers and she disagreed 

with me, saying that he was young and he was just playing. I can only assume that this is either 

ignorance, or she was trying to justify the situation to herself. 

 

Others argued that at least the elephants in captivity were kept safe and fed. And it’s true that I did 

not see any elephants being mistreated, and they did appear to be well fed and watered. However, 

this part of Kerala was rich with plant life and there was no shortage of water sources either. One of 

the biggest threats to wild elephants is the threat of poachers, including those who capture 

elephants for the tourist trade or for festivals. The captive elephants of course can’t speak, but I 

think if they did, they would sooner trade the guarantee of food and safety for their freedom. 

 

There are sanctuaries out there that visitors can go to in good faith that the animals are being 

treated well. But it is absolutely vital that one does their research beforehand. Sadly, the elephant 

ride I didn’t do had been paid for as a group booking by the travel agent anyway. So although I saved 

the elephant some pain and discomfort, the company still profited. By boycotting these 

establishments on a mass scale, I’d like to think we could hopefully end these practices one day. But 

it relies on people educating themselves and making a decision to do what is right, even if their 

instinct means that they want to be close to the animals that they love so much. 

 

What do you think? Have any of you ever had a similar experience, where speaking out led to people 

changing their minds about abusive conduct towards animals? How do you think we can best reach 

people whose selfish love of animals leads them to harm them? - Ros 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elusive and shy, watchful and wary, mountain hares have long been considered totemic creatures of 

the hillside in Britain.  

 

There are many myths and stories associated with these animals – they appear to have been 

admired in prehistoric times much as they are now – suggesting people feel an affection for them 

that runs deep.  

 

We see something special in them. 

 

In Iron-Age pagan times, their mysterious, secretive gaze made hares the mythical intermediaries 

between the mortal world and that of the gods. In the Roman statesman Cassius Dio’s account of 

the Boudiccan rebellion against Roman rule in England, the Queen of the Iceni herself is said to have 

loosed a hare from her cloaks before assembled crowds, who all cheered in excitement when they 

watched the manner in which it ran – ill-advisedly taking it as an omen of their victory against Rome. 

 Mountain Hares in culture and culling 

 by Rosalind Sampson 
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The ancient Celts believed that hares were the messengers of the gods, and used them for divination 

– and sometimes also as ritual sacrifices – possibly to take messages back to their shadowy 

‘Otherworld’ patrons.  

 

In the Celtic-speaking world, this patron was usually a goddess we now know of as ‘Eostre’, a 

Springtime vegetation deity who governed the rebirth and resurrection of the Earth, and whose 

festival was held every year at the vernal equinox – making her the original ‘Mother Nature’ figure. 

The hare was her sacred animal, and it was said that at the March full moon, the goddess would  

transform herself into a large, white hare and revisit the Earth, breathing new life and new 

beginnings into the hungry, waiting world. In later medieval times, this ancient pagan feast was 

Catholicised, with Eostre’s hare becoming the Easter bunny, and the vernal equinox becoming ‘Lady 

Day’ (the ascension of the Mother of God to Heaven) – still held on March 25th, the old date of the 

Springtime equinox on the Julian calendar. 

 

Irish and British folk tales abound with tales of women – and goddesses – who could shapeshift into 

hares under the light of the moon. The ancient Britons were said to abhor its hunting – to kill a hare 

was akin to killing one’s own grandmother. Writing in De Bello Gallico in the first century BCE, 

Roman Emperor Julius Caesar expressed surprise that the eating of hare flesh was considered 

sacrilegious to the ancient Britons.  

 

To the pagan Norse meanwhile, the love goddess Freyja was said to travel in a chariot pulled by cats, 

with hares serving as her divine attendants. And the Romans themselves respected hares as animals 

sacred to their sinister goddess Hecate – the patron deity of witches, divination, crossroads, and all 

natural (and unnatural) happenings under the full moon’s light.  

 

In fact, the hare has been esteemed by all major cultures worldwide, be it the trickster hare god of 

African legends – transported to the Americas as the Brer Rabbit/Compère Lapin figure of US 

folklore, or the Jade Rabbit that the Chinese once believed lived on the moon. Humanity has always 

had a shared fascination with these fleet, watchful, and graceful creatures, which is perhaps why we 

once constructed so many of our gods in this animal’s image. 

 

These old pagan gods and animal spirits may be departed from the modern world, but their original 

inspirations still live among us, in the same, shared ecosystem, even if we no longer remember the 

old stories we once told about them. But successive shifts in agricultural practice in Britain have 

made our natural world a neutered, weakened shell of its former self, all for the sake of increasing 

profits for the small band of wealthy landowners who own vast tracts of this island and dispose of it 

in their own interests. 

 

And as a result, the wildlife of Britain has suffered for centuries. 

 

Large tracts of the UK – particularly in Scotland – were burned to create vast hunting estates for the 

landed gentry to indulge their love of blood sports. Many predators vital to balanced ecosystems 

have since been persecuted to the brink of extinction to falsely boost the numbers of game birds 

available for hunters to kill: golden eagles, otters, pine martens, white-tailed eagles, hen-harriers, 

wildcats, badgers, red kites. Even harmless prey species such as the threatened red squirrel, whose 

decline is often blamed on their being ‘outcompeted’ by the introduced American grey – are victims 

of the prolific grouse moors. Its favoured woodland habitats are destroyed, and the resulting moors 

are laced with poison and traps which kill squirrels and other animals indiscriminately.  
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Pine martens and red squirrels evolved beside each other so that the squirrels know to flee up trees 

and are light enough to balance right on the tips of braches to avoid the martens, whereas the larger 

grey squirrels are heavier and cannot do this – they are easy prey. Unfortunately, pine martens are 

killed by grouse moors, and are extinct across large swathes of modern Britain. There would be no  

invasive grey population left to outcompete our native reds if our ecosystem was allowed to 

function properly. 

 

More recently, animal welfare organisations have become worried about another harmless victim of 

the grouse moors: the much-beloved mountain hare, lepus timidus. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The shooting of mountain hares is done for the purposes of sport, under the rationale that the 

animal harbours disease-spreading ticks which threaten grouse numbers – thereby making the 

mountain hare a potential threat to the profits from the driven grouse estates. They are also shot 

near timber plantations (hares love to nibble on the bark of young trees), although the number of 

hares killed for this reason is not thought to be large – 90% of the killings are on grouse estates 

Sometimes called the blue hare due to its 

tawny brown colour – which changes to white 

in the winter months – the mountain hare is 

the only native lagomorph on the island of 

Britain. Rabbits and brown hares were 

introduced to the island by the Romans, and 

quickly colonised the lowland regions, but the 

mountain hare is indigenous. Nowadays, 

apart from a reintroduced colony in the Peak 

District, the mountain hare is confined to the 

Scottish uplands, where it lives peaceably and 

attracts many visitors who hope to catch a 

glimpse for their photographs. 

 

Sadly, the mountain hare is widely persecuted 

by game-keepers, and charities like the 

Mammal Society note its local extinction in 

areas where only ten years ago, it was 

abundant. No figures have been officially 

collected since 1995, when its population was 

estimated at around 350,000 – so the true 

population collapse is still unknown, but 

survey evidence collected by charities paints a 

grim picture. The British Trust for Ornithology 

reckons the mountain hare has declined by as 

much as 34% in the 18 years between 1996 

and 2014. However, since there is no legal 

need to report the killing of these hares, and 

because the larger culls generally take place 

in the winter in isolated places, the true 

number killed year on year is unknown. 
 

 

Mountain hare in the heather Shutterstock image 
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under the ‘precautionary principle’ of saving grouse from louping-ill virus so they can instead be shot 

by people. 

 

Publically funded culls of the hares also take place (including on Scottish national park land) to 

preserve the grouse for the shotgun, although there have been increasing calls for this to be 

abandoned, due to the sharp decline in the hare population and widespread public disapproval.  

 

For despite all this killing, there is no reason to believe the mountain hare is a disease vector to 

grouse. There is no scientific evidence to back these industry-circulated claims – a fact that Scottish 

Natural Heritage freely admits – as grouse numbers are at their highest levels since the 1930s, and 

are similarly prolific whether mountain hares coexist locally or not. But this lack of evidence does not 

stop their persecution, which is becoming a lucrative ‘sport’ in its own right on the grouse moors. 

And this persecution is funded by the British taxpayer. 

 

There are currently at least 25 online companies offering trips to shoot these hares, and their online 

publicity is funded in partnership with the publically-funded bodies Scottish Natural Heritage and 

Visit Scotland. UK taxes are paying for the likes of Mirani Hunting – with its online images of proud 

‘hunters’ displaying rows of dead white hares laid before them – to be advertised around the world 

as a representation of Scotland and its heritage. Some would argue this is a rather offensive image of 

modern Scotland, and wonder whether this public money might be better invested elsewhere in 

Britain. 

 

Their escalating persecution suggests the grouse moors are making good money from slaughtering 

mountain hares. Or maybe it is merely a pretext to protect the profits they make from shooting the  

grouse – an expensive ‘sport’ for which a single shooter pays around £4000 a day? As the ecologist 

Dr Adam Watson told the Scottish animal charity OneKind: “Gamekeepers on several estates have 

told me they were instructed to reduce hare numbers and to try to eradicate them.” It seems the 

grouse estates have little respect for the native ecosystem or our wildlife – the countryside is just 

another natural resource to be asset-stripped by its wealthy owners. 

 

Grouse estates themselves boast they generate £515,000 per annum for the Highland economy, but 

these are industry figures which do not itemise the costs to the public, or estimate how much extra 

revenue might be derived by alternative use of this land.  

 

And these grouse estates damage the Scottish ecosystem in a number of ways.  

 

The feed which is laid out for grouse on the shooting estates is usually laced with various veterinary 

medications which seep into the water system and throughout the rest of the ecological food chain. 

The long term effects of this are unknown, but the unregulated movement of similar drugs through 

the ecosystem in India suggests it has led to the ‘catastrophic’ decline of the Gyps vulture species. 

Other chemicals released by the incessant burning of the moors are thought to damage the carbon 

content of the soil and create pollution throughout the water table. This also releases the 

greenhouse gas CO2 and is in violation of international agreements to restore blanket-bog areas to 

their natural role as global carbon sinks. And all this dirty water has to be cleaned at someone else’s 

expense.  

 

It also has the potential to increase the flood risk for nearby areas, as this degraded ground creates 

excessive water run-off. The grouse estates are responsible for dramatic damage to public property. 
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It might be remembered that the Yorkshire town of Hebden Bridge suffered devastating floods 

several years ago – floods which were partially caused by the (illegally constructed) upstream flood-

banks on the Walshaw Moor grouse estate which protected its grounds at the expense of everything 

else downstream – ordinary people’s homes and local businesses in the town. 

 

A resulting criminal investigation of 45 separate charges against the estate was set to be brought by 

Natural England, but in 2012, after the Moorland Association had been lobbying the Tory 

government minister Richard Benyon, not only were all charges quietly dropped but the estate was 

instead paid an extra £2.5 million of UK public money! No instruction to dismantle the illegally 

constructed  floodbanks was ever mandated. 

 

It shouldn’t be a surprise to hear that Richard Benyon, the UK minister for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs, was a grouse moor owner himself.  

 

And rather brazenly, two years later the Tories increased public subsidy to the grouse moors again 

by a massive 84%, bringing it upto £56 per hectare. This was in 2014 – just after the introduction of 

the bedroom tax, the closure of SureStart centres and the scrapping of Legal Aid throughout the UK. 

It was at a time of stalling public sector wages, 3% cuts to Westminster departmental spending, local 

library closures all across England, and reductions to the Scottish Parliament’s budget of 8.5% on its 

2010 levels. After the Tories unleashed a torrent of austerity for the masses – they chose to feather 

their own nests and invest in their own assets at public expense. 

 

Because against the backdrop of UK public service degradation, the UK government continues to 

subsidise these estates – owned by such House of Lords luminaries as Richard Grosvenor, the Duke 

of Buckingham, the UK’s wealthiest landowner – to the tune of £4 million per year in England, while 

north of the border, the Scottish Government pays out another £300,000 a year from the public 

purse. In these hard times, money that comes from our tax money is being used to fund the 

destruction of our hares and wildlife so that the super rich can enjoy shooting defenceless birds.  

 

Meanwhile, the public have no claim on the private profits derived by landowners from these 

activities. And the British landed gentry appear to treat UK law with nothing but contempt.  

 

For while nobody can directly prove it is the gamekeepers that illegally kill monitored raptors, it is a 

strange coincidence that so many protected species vanish in the vicinity of their grouse estates – 

along with the attached satellite tags. No trace is ever found of these birds – including the recent 

case of Fred, the golden eagle who vanished over the Pentland hills back in January 2018. A recent 

investigation conducted by the RSPB looked at 77 birds of prey which vanished whilst flying over 

grouse moors since 2009 – including 44 golden eagles, 25 red kites, and 8 hen harriers (all 

endangered and subject to legal protections) – and found a definite correlation.  

 

Something is killing these animals when they fly over grouse moors, and it probably isn’t the grouse.  

Investigations by academics also implicate these Scottish estates on the illegal use of poisons and 

snares (after these cruel devices were banned by the Scottish Government in 2014 on animal 

welfare grounds). Those who run grouse moors appear to have little respect for public laws, despite 

the amount of public money that they soak up. 

 

If you are uncomfortable with this reality, then it’s not too late to make your views count. 
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Nicola Sturgeon, the First Minister of Scotland, told the Scottish Parliament over a year ago that 

large scale culls of mountain hares on grouse moors was “not acceptable”. Despite pledges by her 

SNP government that all options would be explored in preventing the culls, no action has been 

forthcoming from the SNP – who despite their innovation in certain political matters have usually 

maintained a rather ‘traditionalist’ approach to land management in Scotland. 

 

It has fallen to the Scottish Green party – the SNP’s coalition partners in government, to try to push 

legislation forward on this issue. Following yet more footage of industrial-scale hare slaughter in the 

Cairngorms this Spring – which the Scottish Greens believe killed over 25,000 mountain hares or 14% 

of their entire UK population – a bill has been drawn up to end the culling for good.  

 

Alison Johnson MSP, the co-leader of the Scottish Greens, launched a public consultation on the 

24th June regarding her proposed bill which will both tighten existing legislation around fox hunting 

in Scotland and also ban the killing of all species of hare without a special license.  

 

The proposed bill is currently under public consultation until the 15th September 2019, so any 

interested UK and Irish Mensans who would like to contribute their views should do so before this  

closing date.  A link containing detailed information about the bill and a link to the Scottish 

Parliament’s public survey can be found on the Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust’s website 

here: https://www.gwct.org.uk/scotland/policy/consultations/ban-on-fox-control-and-hare-

management/ 

 

In the meantime, OneKind have a long running ‘Hare Care’ campaign to try to raise public awareness 

of the plight of Britain’s mountain hares, and the RSPB have spoken out against the illegal killing of 

endangered birds of prey. You can campaign alongside these organisations, and also email or tweet 

to bodies such as VisitScotland and ask why they are spending public funds on supporting blood 

sports. 

  

The mountain hare has been a beloved part of the cultural and ecological fabric of Britain for 

thousands of years. But if this species is not soon properly protected by legislation in its remaining 

enclaves, the opportunities for future generations to see this beautiful and iconic animal on British 

hillsides will be gone forever. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first recorded action of the Hunt Saboteurs Association took place on Boxing Day 1963, went 

activists threw 50lb of meat into the path of the hounds of the South Devon hunt. The hounds 

gorged themselves and could not hunt for the rest of the day, and the HSA had been born! 

 

There are several different types of hunting in the UK, some of which may not be familiar to our 

readers around the world, so let me start with a description of our foes. 

 

 A brief history of the Hunt Saboteurs Association  

 by Alfie Moon 
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Shooting in the UK falls into two main categories. Pheasants and grouse are battery reared before 

being released prior to a ‘driven shoot’, in which ‘beaters’ drive the birds towards the guns. This 

tends to be a large scale activity. Stalking and rough shooting are the methods employed against 

deer, rabbits, hares and ducks. Here, smaller groups or solo hunters lie in wait for passing targets or 

walk across the countryside looking for victims. 

 

‘Hunting with Hounds’ is the activity that most British people would envisage when hunting is 

mentioned, in particular the revolting spectacle of a hundred or so riders on horseback, wearing the 

traditional red or black hunting jackets, following a pack of fifty hound in pursuit of a fox, stag or 

buck. Somewhat less well known are the beagle packs, which hunt hares, the otterhounds, which 

hunt otters and mink and the fell packs used against foxes in mountainous terrain. These still use up 

to fifty hounds, but the hunters are on foot. 

 

Far less well known is the work of the terriermen, who work around the shooting estates and in 

tandem with the fox hunts to locate and kill any foxes that have gone to ground. ‘Culls’ of many 

species of wild animal, including deer, seals and seagulls, also go largely unnoticed by most of the 

British public, but not the ever vigilant HSA! 

 

Hunt Saboteurs are dedicated to non-violent direct action in the defence of all hunted animals. 

The primary focus of ‘sab’ activity has, however, been the traditional mounted fox hunts, which take 

place right across the UK. 

 
Organised opposition to hunting can be traced back to the formation of the League Against Cruel 
Sports in 1927, but they were only a monitoring and campaigning group. The first mention of a hunt 
being ‘sabotaged’ dates from 1958, when activists from LACS used false scent trails to disrupt a stag 
hunt. This seems to have caused some disagreements within LACS between those who favoured 
direct action and those who wished to stick to campaigning. Sporadic actions continued over the 
next few years, but they didn’t have the approval of the majority of LACS supporters. The way had 
been paved for a new, more dynamic organisation. 
 
The Hunt Saboteurs Association was founded in 1963. It is not known if LACS trained the original 
‘sabs’, but some of the tactics, especially the false trails, certainly transferred across. On the same 
day that the fledgling HSA sabotaged the South Devon, LACS activists disrupted a hunt at Amersham. 
The original sab group in Brixham, Devon, also set up a national headquarters there. 
 
Within months, four groups of hunt saboteurs had formed across south and west England, and by 
the end of 1964 the HSA had spread to the midlands and an estimated 120 hunts had been 
sabotaged. Tactics in those days included blocking roads, feeding the hounds and laying false scent 
trails  
 
Not surprisingly, the hunts soon became frustrated with the HSA’s disruption of their sick pastime. In 
1965 the thugs of the Sparkford Vale Foxhounds (still one of the most violent hunts in the country) 
attacked sabs with an axe and the Culmstock minkhounds surrounded sabs’ cars and used poles and 
whips against the occupants. The incredible bias that sabs still endure at the hands of the police and 
courts also became apparent in these early years. Sabs who had come to court to give evidence 
against the violent hunters found themselves subject to restrictive orders that effectively prevented 
them from sabbing. The Brixham group, and with it the national HQ, fell into disarray. Some of the 
early groups folded under pressure from hunt violence and police harassment, but new groups were 
springing up all the time and the HSA extended its influence in to northern England.  
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The London group took over from Brixham as the HSA’s headquarters and by the end of 1967 the 
sabs were firmly established as a national organisation, although some of the founding members 
had departed after becoming disillusioned by increasing left wing influence on the movement. 
During the 1970s the HSA continued to grow, with a new, dynamic leadership and groups springing 
up in many British towns and cities. Annual General Meetings were held around the country and 
helped to push the recruitment drive. Initially, member’s own cars were used to transport sabs to 
hunts, but these gradually became replaced by vans owned by the group as increasing hunt violence 
deterred people from taking their own vehicles. Communications were also a major issue in the days 
before mobile phones and CB radios, and sabs had to rely on public phone boxes and a central 
phone line to relay information! 
 
Hunt violence also led sabs to form up in greater numbers, with several groups coming together in 
‘joint hits’ on hunts that couldn’t be sabbed by a single group. Tactics were also being refined. 
Feeding the hounds had fallen out of favour and gaining control of the pack using horning horns, 
voice calls (mimicking those used by the huntsman) and home made whips (to imitate the 
huntsman’s commands, never to hit hounds or any other species), combined with citronella spray to 
mask the scent of the hunted animals had become the order of the day.  
 
The 1970s finished with a joint operation between the HSA and Greenpeace against the seal cull in 
the Orkney Islands. The significance of this would only become apparent later, but Greenpeace 
pulled out when they reached an agreement to reduce the number of seals being killed. This was, of 
course, wholly unacceptable to the sabs, who battled on until the weather defeated them. 
 
During the 1980s, membership of the HSA declined from its peak of 7000 to around half that. 
Increasingly the committee wanted to concentrate on large scale, but infrequent, hits, along the 
lines of Greenpeace. Sab groups around the country were still turning out on a weekly basis against 
their local hunts, and policy direction became increasingly unpopular. The arguments continued and 
a vote of no confidence was held at the AGM the following year, leading to a breakaway group 
seizing the membership lists and forming the HSA as it exists today. The original organisation quietly 
faded away, and membership of the new group sank to 1000. 
 
One of the main players in the new HSA funded the group out of his own pocket, and the dynamic 
new leadership quickly re-established the core principles of numerous sab groups disrupting hunts in 
their own areas on a weekly basis. The hunt sab magazine, HOWL, began to chronicle the story of 
the sabs, and the movement grew again. 
 
Tragically, on 9th February 1991, hunt sabs were thrown into the media spotlight for all the wrong 
reasons when 18 year old Mike Hill became the first sab to die at the hands of the hunt. Mike was hit 
by the hound trailer being towed at dangerous speeds on a country lane. No-one faced prosecution 
for Mike’s death. Just two years later, 15 year old Tom Worby became the second sab to lose his life 
protecting hunted animals when he was crushed against a wall by the hound van. Again, the hunters 
escaped prosecution. Far from deterring people from sabbing, the sad loss of these two young lives 
galvanised yet more people to join the resurgent HSA. 
 
In 1994, the right wing government of the day introduce a draconian piece of legislation against hunt 
saboteurs. It became a criminal offence to trespass with the intention of disrupting a lawful activity. 
Protests against the legislation followed, and in November 200 protestors, including sabs, arrived at 
a fox hunt near the village of Good Easter in Essex. Police discipline quickly broke and numerous 
protestors were savagely beaten by the police. 30 were arrested. The incident is now, many years 
later, being examined by a public enquiry. 
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Despite the violence and police harassment, sabs continued to disrupt hunts and save the lives of 
countless wild animals throughout the nineties. A left wing government, which had promised to 
abolish hunting with hounds, was elected in 1997, but legislation was slow in coming and it wasn’t 
until 2005 that ‘The Hunting Act’ became law. Tragically, in the meantime, another hunt saboteur, 
Steve Christmas, had been run over by a hunt vehicle. He survived, but with life changing injuries. 
The Hunting Act created a new crisis for the HSA. Many people believed that the battle was won and 
that it was now the job of the police to prevent hunting. There was a fierce debate within the 
movement about whether to continue to sabotage hunts or whether to switch to monitoring and 
hoping to gain evidence of illegal hunting. The number of sabs dwindled and the monitoring faction 
temporarily got the upper hand. 
 
It soon became apparent, however, that hunts were simply ignoring the law and that the police had 
no intention of enforcing it. Needless to say, this revitalised the movement and groups started to 
grow again. In 2013 the new right wing government started to cull badgers in a futile attempt to 
reduce Bovine TB. The HSA has been at the heart of the direct action against this insane slaughter, 
and has trebled in size as a result. 
 
The HSA continues to grow and expand. In the last few years we have established the Hunt 
Saboteurs Global Network. This locates and supports groups outside the UK and helps to establish 
groups in areas where none currently exist, training, support and reciprocal visits have been, and 
continue to be, arranged, and we now have contacts across most of Europe and North America. 
 
We will not rest until every wild and captive bred animal is truly free and safe from the hunter’s guns 
and dogs. 
 
For the wild. For the planet. HSA. 
 
Have any Mensa members ever been active with the hunt sabs? I’m sure many of us greatly admire 
what these people do and the sacrifices they make to protect our wildlife. What do you make of the 
recent talk by certain politicians of relaxing the foxhunting legislation in England and Wales? - Ros  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While searching for some animal-rights-inspired art to use on this newsletter, I came across the 

webpage of a Canadian activist-turned-artist called Twyla Francois. 

 

Originally from a rural farming community, Twyla always felt a special sympathy for farm animals 

and grew up to become an animal cruelty investigator – with a rather impressive CV. She has worked 

for both Canadians for the Ethical Treatment of Farmed Animals and the Canadian Horse defence 

Coalition, as the Head of Investigations within Canada for the international animal welfare 

organisation Animals’ Angels, and recently she served as the Director of Investigations for Mercy For 

Animals Canada, where she oversaw the footage of seven undercover investigations released to the 

media. 

 

 

  Art and Activism: The Art of Twyla Francois 

  by Rosalind Sampson 
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Many of these investigations have led to the rescue of abused farm animals, the closure of their 

facilities by the authorities, animal cruelty charges and convictions for guilty parties, and have even 

sparked government-commissioned research into animal welfare issues. 

Some of these investigations are briefly described on her blog, which gives an insight into the 

harrowing scenes she witnessed, and the banal inhumanity common in the attitudes of many 

workers in the meat industry. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Twyla writes: “On a bitterly cold afternoon in late January, a colleague and I picked up and trailed a 

densely loaded turkey truck just outside of Des Moines, Iowa. We followed the truck for 4 hours to 

its destination – Sara Lee Foods in Storm Lake, Iowa. The truck was uncovered, exposing the turkeys 

to the frigid temperatures and icy winds. Many of the birds were in very poor shape with what 

appeared to be broken legs, ripped off digits and signs of frostbite on their heads and toes. A few 

turkeys appeared dead and some were crammed into a broken container. There was a large amount 

of blood on the ceiling of one of the cages. Many of the birds had badly soiled, feces-caked keels 

indicating that they had been too sick or injured to walk for some time before being loaded. 

Once the trailer arrived at the plant the sun had gone down, lowering the temperature even further. 

Still, the turkeys were left on the truck un-tarped and unprotected for yet another 2 hours in the 

freezing cold. 

 

Lady with a Liberated Ermine by Twyla Francois 
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Deeply concerned with the state of the birds and the lack of protection afforded them, we asked to 

speak with the facility manager. Two men from the slaughterhouse came out and spoke to us. When 

we expressed our concern with the birds being exposed to the cold and developing frostbite on their 

heads, legs and feet the men responded: “We cut those parts off, ma’am.” Each time we reiterated 

our concern, they responded with the same: “We cut those parts off.” They truly couldn’t 

comprehend why we were concerned about the turkeys. When we finally tried to clarify that our 

concern was for the welfare of these birds while they were alive and that they were suffering 

terribly, the men re-stated their position, then clarified a little themselves, saying: “By the time the 

USDA inspector gets to them, those parts are already cut off.” 

  
 

Unsurprisingly, Twyla has spent many years trying to educate the general public on the conditions 

endured by animals within the meat and dairy industries, seeking to open the eyes of individual 

people to the power they possess to improve the world for animals through choosing ethical 

shopping and eating. As a result, she has puzzled over how to best engage with people in challenging 

their perceptions and lifestyle habits in a way that is both respectful and engaging. Eventually she 

realised her talent for art could be put to good use, and has also found a therapeutic solace in using 

her creativity in this way. 

 

Twyla notes that, for animal welfare activists: “A lot of activists have artistic talent – be it writing, 

photography or the more traditional arts of sketching and painting. I suspect many came to it the 

same way I did – as a means to cope with the deep sadness we feel when faced with what can seem 

an impossible task.” 

 

She continues: “Most of us came to the movement because of imagery in one form or another. If it 

was in the last 10 years, that imagery was likely in the form of investigation footage or photos. If 

earlier, through evocative words in a book that painted a picture of the suffering of animals. It’s 

these images (whether real or imagined) that are difficult to shake. They bring many of us to our 

senses and compel us to become a voice for animals.”  

 

But even among animal activists, Twyla has found that many of the graphic images of animal 

suffering that she has collected on her investigations can be hard to stomach.  

 

“I’ve found that something happens after we know the truth. We start turning away from the 

images. How many times have you thought: “I know this. I don’t need to see it again.” After 

producing such graphic images for over a decade, even I began having difficulty with them. 

(Interestingly, hardened investigative journalists I’ve worked with have also admitted that they had 

to watch the footage I gave them in steps – generally starting without audio).” 

 

The meat and dairy industries however, thrive on hiding the truth of their exploitative and cruel 

behaviours away from public sight – and even animal advocates perhaps need to be reminded of the 

horrible truth every now and again. 

 

“We know from recent surveys that veg’ism has a high drop-out rate. Whether we want them or not, 

we may need those images as reminders of why we choose this (oftentimes difficult) road.” 

Twyla concludes that both hard-hitting graphics and softer, gentler images which promote animal 

welfare have a part to play. 
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“This hasn’t made me question the need for investigative footage, but it has made me realize that 

we need to offer both graphic imagery and artistic imagery. My hope is that through art I’ll be able 

to help others remain a voice for animals and draw in those who would otherwise not be reached by 

graphic images.” 

 

The ability of art to communicate wordlessly with people – in a visual language that is both arresting 

and beautiful – perhaps means it can be a vehicle for the transmission of messages that bypass 

people’s natural defensiveness when they feel their beliefs or behaviours are being overtly 

challenged. These non-verbal messages can seep into a person’s awareness in a more subtle and 

organic way, so that when they seek to know more about improving animal welfare the decision to 

do so comes from within themselves, and makes them feel empowered. 

 

After all, people do not just decide to make change in their lives and the world for no reason – they 

are personally moved to change their mind by emotionally powerful stimuli. 

So says the US-based Center for Artistic Activism (www.c4aa.org), a research and training institute 

which works with activist networks globally to make them more artistically sensitive in their 

deployment of cultural imagery, and to train artists to be more effective at channelling their desired 

political messages. 

 

The advantages of artistic activism are explained by the Center in this way: “Art and activism often 

conform to expectations – and for many people those expectations are, unfortunately, negative. 

Artistic activism is activism that doesn’t look like activism and art that doesn’t look like art.” 

 

In the age of Donald Trump and Brexit, it should perhaps be plain to see that people’s political 

beliefs are seldom formed by rationalism and fact-based arguments alone – and cognitive science 

reinforces this notion: people make sense of the world through inner narratives in which stories, 

symbols, art and drama frame their whole belief systems, into which facts are then slotted when 

convenient. 

 

The Center for Artistic Activism explain it like this: “Acknowledging that the political landscape is also 

a cultural landscape opens up new terrain to work upon. Whereas art tends to be limited to 

museums and galleries, and activism to street demonstrations and state houses, artistic activism is 

at home in town squares and shopping malls, on billboards or through social media... as well as 

galleries and state houses. This new terrain, neither overtly ‘arty’ or ‘political’ is more familiar and 

safer to an audience than a museum or a rally, and thus makes artistic activism more attractive, 

approachable, and friendly than traditional art or activist practices. Artistic activism – as an affective 

image, performance, or experience – is also well suited for an age of cell phone cameras and social 

networks. People don’t share policy papers, they share things that move them.” 

 

Reflecting back on her conversations with the Iowa slaughterhouse workers, Twyla was struck by the 

realisation that “It was like we were speaking different languages” – and the language of animal 

welfare made little sense to men hardened by their own violence against animals every day. 

 

While such men are arguably legitimately damaged in their own way, and perhaps more in need of 

psychological care than political sloganeering, they are not always unreachable to softer and more 

subtle forms of argument.  
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The Center explains: “The ability of artistic activism to surprise us – to show up in unlikely places (eg. 

not a gallery) or take on unfamiliar forms (eg. not a protest march) provides an opportunity to 

disrupt people’s preconceived notions of art and protest, and their predetermined ideas about the 

messages we are trying to communicate. Artistic activism creates an opportunity to bypass 

seemingly fixed political ideas and moral ideals and remap cognitive patterns. Surprise is a moment 

when hearts can be touched and minds reached, and both changed.” 

 

Perhaps this is what happened to Virgil Butler, who is the subject of a moving painting by Mary 

Britton Clouse, one of Twyla’s fellow animal welfare activists. Mary runs the Chicken Run Rescue in 

Minneapolis, and has rescued over 1000 chickens from horrific conditions in the last twenty years. 

One of her paintings – of Virgil Butler – is a touching tribute to this former slaughterhouse worker. 

Virgil worked for Tyson Foods at a chicken slaughter plant in Arkansas between 1997 and 2002, until 

he had a change of heart, quit the job, and became an animal rights activist. In 2002 at the United 

Poultry Concerns annual forum in Virginia, he spoke publically about his experiences in a talk 

entitled “Inside Tyson’s Hell: Why I Got Out of the Chicken Slaughtering Business”, and in 2003 he 

compiled a catalogue of the daily abuses suffered by chickens at the Tyson Foods slaughter plants 

for People for the Ethical Treatment for Animals. 

 

Such an awakening shows that nobody is beyond the capacity for change, and given the right trigger 

– even a slaughterhouse worker can radically rethink their lifestyle and become a friend of animals 

rather than their killer. And alongside the many rational, ethical and environmental reasons for 

promoting veganism and greater animal welfare protections, we should perhaps all be mindful of 

the power of art and imagery in changing people’s beliefs, and progressing the cause of animals. The 

work of Twyla and other artistic activists can provide us with another tool to unlocking people’s 

innate sense of compassion, and changing people’s interactions with their fellow sentient creatures 

on this earth. 

 

 

 

Twyla has very kindly 

allowed me to reproduce 

some of her artworks in 

the newsletter, and I hope 

you find them as amusing 

as I did. If you enjoy these 

images, her website has 

some further materials 

which can be freely shared 

and disseminated among 

your friends, families, 

colleagues etc – as well as 

some beautiful art prints 

and products that would 

make unique presents for 

all your favourite animal 

lovers! You can view her 

artworks and blog online 

at www.twylafrancois.com 

 

Wilbur by Twyla Francois 

Please send any comments, questions and discussion to: rosalindsampson@gmail.com 

Next newsletter out in September/October 


