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Front endpapers: Left, Alice H. Bull, a remarkable pioneer in the role of women in competitive target shooting in the United States, was recognized as the person who opened up shooting sports to women in America. In addition to numerous wins in national rifle competitions, she was the first woman elected to the board of directors of the National Rifle Association (1949), and the first woman to receive an honorary NRA life membership. Her achievements, which began on a national level as early as the mid-1930s, were given formal recognition by establishment of the Alice H. Bull Trophy, an annual National Board for the Promotion of Rifle Practice award in the government matches at Camp Perry, Ohio.

Center: Books and art reflecting the diversity of themes in which women have used weaponry. At right, fictional defense worker Rosie the Riveter, celebrated Norman Rockwell painting on World War II Saturday Evening Post cover, from Norman Rockwell Museum, Stockbridge, Massachusetts; note influence of Michelangelo. Lower right, Post-its mark numerous historic houses and sites associated with women shooters and hunters. Top center, Sharlot Hall, Arizona pioneer and accomplished outdoorswoman. Below, Aldo Uberti with daughter Maria Laura, formerly president of Uberti U.S.A., gunmakers. Center, teaching young lady to shoot, scene from Amos Gital’s anguished film Kedma, from Jewish Museum, New York. Left center, former Hermitage (St. Petersburg, Russia) Museum curator of arms and armor Dr. Leonid Tarassuk, with wife, Nina, and children Ilya and Irena, at opening of arms and armor gallery, Art Institute of Chicago, in the 1980s.

California gunmaker Roy Weatherby and his family, all shooters; bottom center, in library at Southgate home, from left, daughters Diane and Connie, Weatherby, Sr., son Ed, and wife Carmella. The internationally celebrated maker of high performance hunting rifles established the Weatherby Trophy, to this day the most distinguished award in the world of big game hunting. Although several female hunters are among the attendees at this annual event, the Oscar of the hunting world, no woman has received this honor—yet. Among Weatherby clients pictured, Countess Claire d’Acquarone of Verona, Italy, kneeling by 100-pound elephant, taken in Kenya, and actress Jane Powell admiring rifle (left center).

Page i: Pen-and-ink drawing by Friedrich A. von Kaulbach of women shooting at men targets. Woman at right, firing pinfire revolver of Belgian or French style. Von Kaulbach was best known for his painting of the Schützenliesl. This drawing was discovered by writer-researcher Tom Rowe, and is one of numerous illustrations in his magnum opus on single-shot rifles.

Frontispiece: Several centuries of women at arms, beginning upper left, and sweeping through into modern times, at right. Beginning with women warriors, the saga gradually evolved into innumerable disciplines within the umbrella of the shooting sports. These spheres have been primarily target shooting, hunting, and self-defense—on a nearly universal scale. Woman in pagoda at upper left is from the nineteenth century (painting is presently in Cleveland Museum of Art). It likely depicts Maharani of Kotah, a family with strong hunting traditions.
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To the
countless millions of women
through the centuries
who have mastered
the captivating world of firearms
and know the great pleasure
of marksmanship and wilderness adventure
and the appreciation of works of art, craftsmanship,
and mechanical ingenuity.
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Hunting license for ranger or gamekeeper of Windsor Little Park, issued by Queen Caroline of England, August 9, 1736, for benefit of the Duke of Newcastle. Note reference to a quick kill, which was best for the quality of the meat, and in humane consideration of the buck.


It’s ironic thinking of men and women shooting

out here [Africa]. The women are better shots.

—Philip H. Percival, dean of Professional Hunters in Africa, president, East African Professional Hunters Association (Statement made to Peter Beard in 1961. Among the women Percival guided in the bush were Lady Delamere, Beryl Markham, the Duchess of Connaught, Osa Johnson, Karen Blixen, Delia “Mickie” Akeley, and Lucille Parsons Vanderbilt.)

The deerskin rug on our study floor, the buck’s head over the fireplace, what are these after all but the keys which have unlocked enchanted doors, and granted us not only health and vigor, but a fresh and fairer vision of existence.

—Paul (Paulina) Brandreth, Trails of Enchantment

The return of the most sporting time of the year brings such thoughts to the surface, the promise of what the months as they unfold their treasures may hold for those who find their best pleasures in the worship of Diana and in the trumpet sound of the true keynote of sport.

—Hilda Murray, Echoes of Sport

Also, I do not want to be thought to claim credit for being a woman who was doing a man’s work. I honestly believe that any healthy woman with a love of sport can hunt through British East Africa today almost, if not quite, as easily as a man.

—Gretchen Cron, The Roaring Veldt

I had just obtained a new gun. Nobody knew I owned such a thing. It was a .22, and my most treasured possession.

—Fran Hamerstrom, Is She Coming Too?

When you shoot your first pheasant and he comes down …, you feel you really are a sportswoman, and a new confidence which brings success in its train, springs up in your heart.

—The Honorable Mrs. Lancelot Lohther, The Sportswoman’s Library

With all due reverence, I defy anyone to deny the importance of such a trinity in life as—God, sex and shooting.

—Marjorie Wiggin Prescott, Tales of a Sportsman’s Wife: Shooting

A fighting force of child-bearers would solve several questions: the question of overpopulation that precedes wars and “shortage of men” that follows them. And the question of how to rid war of its romantic implications: there would be far fewer sentimental gold-star mothers of the next war if there had been disillusioned war-veteran mothers of the last. It might even solve the question of war itself. What nation would plunge into a war in which its men fought not for their wives and sweethearts, but with their wives and sweethearts?

—Clare Boothe Luce, quoted in Rage for Fame, Sylvia Jukes Morris

To the extent that hunting has served both patriarchy and feminism as a root metaphor for men’s activity in the world, Woman the Hunter is a necessarily disruptive figure.

—Mary Zeiss Stange, Ph.D., Woman the Hunter

Woman fair and turkeys wild,

In this progressive age we’re living,

A woman brings us our Thanksgiving.

—Anonymous

Only the lack of opportunity and mentors has kept millions of interested women from participating.

—Sue King, Women on Target (on hunting and shooting)

The questions as to which of the five big-game animals—elephant, lion, buffalo, leopard, or rhino—is the most dangerous to hunt is one that is constantly being debated by big-game hunters…. If a woman may venture an opinion—formed after five strenuous years of big-game hunting, two and a half years of which were spent following elephants for scientific purposes—I would say that the hazards of tracking these mammoth creatures through the vast primeval forests of Central Africa are infinitely greater than the perils attending the hunting of any other kind of so-called big game…. In the forest, where but few white men go to hunt, the odds are all in favor of the elephant….

—Delia Akeley, Jungle Portraits


PREFACE

Angie Rosenbruch-Hammer, director, Rosenbruch Wildlife Heritage Museum

Coming from a pioneer family in the American West, and one whose life’s blood for generations has revolved around hunting, it might be said that the subject of women at arms is one that our family has taken for granted. My mother, MaryAnn Rosenbruch, is a registered guide in Alaska, as is my younger sister, Alisha. We grew up in Utah and in Alaska, and virtually all the girls and women we knew could shoot and hunt—and could do so every bit as well as the men (sometimes better).

A love of the outdoors and dedication to the shooting sports were vital foundations of our life, helping immeasurably to form an essential, indeed, unequaled family bond.

As Alisha relates in her passages in Silk and Steel, sometimes her male clients mistakenly assume that as a “girl guide” she is not in the same league as the men, and that hunting and shooting are activities for men only. Some are even so retrograde and chauvinistic that they only reluctantly agree that women might be allowed to come along on a field trip!

Silk and Steel challenges conventional assumptions, indeed, vaporizes them as the myths they surely are. This book documents the vital role of women throughout arms history, proving time and again that they have made important contributions to the traditions and achievements in a wide range of subjects in firearms history—among them gunmaking, engraving, engineering, manufacturing, target shooting, hunting—in other words, virtually every other aspect of the shooting sports.

At the Rosenbruch Wildlife Heritage Museum, most of our exhibits were collected worldwide by my father, Jim; my mother, MaryAnn; my brother, Jimmie; and by Alisha. In doing so they carried on the traditions of such pioneers in creating natural history museum collections as Carl and Delia Akeley, Jim and Sally Clark, and Martin and Osa Johnson. As long as there has been taxidermy, such collecting trips were often under extremely trying circumstances—so clearly documented in Silk and Steel.

We first knew of the author’s work through his accompanying our longtime client Bob Lee, with Anne Brockinton, on a Glacier Guides expedition in the Alaskan Archipelago (spring 1997). While Larry was on board our flagship, the Alaskan Solitude, we became enamored of how he could bring history alive. With laptop before him whenever on board, he was incessantly recording observations and information; some of his adventures afield appeared in the recently published Lock, Stock, & Barrel memoir. We were delighted to learn of the Silk and Steel project—and anxious to help.

By focusing on the significance of women in the long and complex chronicle of firearms, Silk and Steel stands as a milestone. By convincingly extending the level of scholarship on this vital theme, women are finally being given the credit they so richly deserve. Never again, after studying this book, will we ever think of firearms as a theme “for men only.”

With women from our family having braved expeditions and adventures on six continents, the Rosenbruch Wildlife Heritage Museum takes particular pride in launching the traveling exhibition accompanying Silk and Steel. Our congratulations to the author, the publisher, and particularly to the women who are celebrated in this landmark book.


FOREWORD

Guy M. Wilson, Master of the Armouries, H.M. Tower of London (ret.); Director, Royal Armouries Museum, Leeds (ret.)

This is a book to make us all think again and confront our prejudices. Larry Wilson has gathered together a mass of evidence that shows that the use of arms (and armor) has never been the preserve of men alone. From prehistoric times to the present day, women, too, have been users of weapons. They have fought, they have hunted, and they have defended themselves. Social attitudes toward female involvement with weapons of violence have varied considerably over the centuries and among different cultures, but the evidence here presented shows that women have been far more frequent users of arms than our modern Western prejudices have generally allowed us to believe.

Given what Western culture owes to the classical world, this should not surprise us, but it does. This new book encourages us to remember that in both the Greek and Roman pantheons, there was not a god but a goddess of hunting (Artemis, or Diana), and that in Greek mythology Athena was the goddess of war and the Amazons were the most formidable of warriors. There is no reason to believe that these myths developed by chance, and if the historian Herodotus thought it a marvel that a woman, Artemesia, should lead troops against the Greeks in the war with Xerxes, modern science is raising the possibility that female warriors were more common in prehistory than our prejudices have allowed us to appreciate. There is growing evidence that the assumption that when weapons are buried in a grave the associated body will be that of a male may not be entirely true. DNA testing may soon reveal the extent to which the Amazon myth is based on an unexpected reality.

If we test the past against the evidence both of today, when women serve in the front line in many armies and fly warplanes in many air forces, and of the twentieth century, when women served and fought in many theaters, even in covert operations behind enemy lines, we can perhaps judge how much thoughtless prejudice has clouded our collective judgment of the past. Add to this the evidence here presented of the considerable and active involvement of women in hunting, not to mention their frequent use of weapons for self-defense, and a very different perspective is thrust before us.

It is to be hoped that this excellent and intriguing book will help to set the record straight and ensure that future studies of the making and use of arms will treat these simply as human activities without either sexual bias or tokenism. Larry Wilson has shown us all the way to a new and fairer approach and has opened our eyes to hitherto hidden aspects of the history of arms.
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V. Cornaro’s “A Day’s Sport” captures the spirit of adventure enjoyed by two fortunate lady wildfowlers from the nineteenth century. Bridgeman Art Library, New York, London, and Paris.

AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

Silk and Steel: Women at Arms sprang forth as a consequence of the first tour of the United States by a party of five, investigating the possibilities of a presence in the Western Hemisphere for the Royal Armouries Museum, Leeds. Leading the tour was an old hand at traveling to arms and museum sites: Guy Wilson. His chief associate was Royal Armouries board of trustees’ member Sir Blair Stewart-Wilson, formerly equerry to the Queen (1976–94) and a key adviser to Her Majesty. Nick Thompson, then manager of sales and marketing for the Royal Armouries Museum, was on the expedition, as were Tom Costello, U.S. representative for the RAM, and the author.

During this tour it was decided that the Royal Armouries’ presence in America would be best served at first by organizing gallery space in existing (or soon-to-exist) museums.

We traveled from coast to coast, and in the interchange with museums and private collectors, the idea was hatched to do a book, traveling loan exhibition, and television documentary on the subject of women and firearms.

What better way to market the Royal Armouries Museum in the United States than a traveling exhibition celebrating the unique role of women in the world of firearms—particularly in that Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II is the custodian of several institutions featuring arms and armor subjects including the Royal Armouries Museum and the Windsor Castle Armoury.

Among participating Museums are the Buffalo Bill Historical Center (Cody, Wyoming), the National Cowboy Museum and Western Heritage Center (Oklahoma City), the Tennessee State Museum (Nashville), the New York Historical Association (Cooperstown), and the starting point for the exhibition—the Rosenbruch Wildlife Heritage Museum (St. George, Utah). The Royal Armouries Museum itself was the likely final stop on this ambitious tour. Further, a Silk and Steel documentary for television would follow the exhibition.

The story of the role of women in the firearms history of America was lost, in large part because the later generations—those who wrote the story, thought as men, and thought of guns as manly objects—forgot that, in a pioneer nation, which required firearms to survive and to flourish, firearms as the tools of one sex alone was an untenable concept.

In looking back on the gestation period of this book, it is inevitable that a recurring image is foremost: that of resourceful, dedicated, energetic, often intelligent, inspiring, and brave women building their own history, in a field that has been written off as the exclusive purview of men.

Silk and Steel reveals a world of firearms, hunting, shooting, and the outdoor sports that belongs to women, too. In America, particularly, there is a grassroots movement of women, and girls, joining their sisters in the shooting sports—an evolution that has been gaining momentum for centuries. One might say that ever since Queen Elizabeth shot three stags (albeit with a crossbow) in a private game park in the late sixteenth century, women have been embracing the shooting sports with a vengeance. The unique American experience with firearms has given that movement its particular impetus.

The author is especially indebted to Peter Hawkins, Christie’s arms and armor specialist for many years, and a sport shooter of wide experience, who had himself conceived of a book along the same lines of Silk and Steel more than thirty-five years ago. In the best spirit of friendship and generosity, he has kindly shared a tremendous amount of information and suggestions that have proven invaluable in the research and presentation of Silk and Steel. I am hopeful that this book will do justice to his own conception of what a work on this subject should be.

R. L. Wilson

June 20, 2003
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Original records and the limited number of surviving paintings and prints would suggest that this type of enclosed hunt was popularly and not infrequently conducted by aristocratic men and women. The elaborately costumed women in pagodas are shooting flintlock rifles at wild boar, stag, and other beasts, driven into the enclosure by huntsmen. Residue from black powder made this type of hunt a somewhat polluted experience. Considerations of safety would suggest an occasional wounding of gamekeepers. Prunkjagd of Kurfurst Carl Philipp von der Pfalz (1716–42); oil painting by Jacobus Schlachter, Mannheim, 1733.


CHAPTER I

Aristocratic Shooters and Collectors From Queen Elizabeth I to Queen Elizabeth II
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Diana, chiseled detail from triggerguard of flintlock pistol from the Musée de l’Armée, Paris; eighteenth century.

All the men of quality at Vienna were spectators, but only the ladies had permission to shoot, and the Archduchess Amalie carried off the first prize. I was very well pleased with having seen this entertainment…. This is the favourite pleasure of the Emperor, and there is rarely a week without some feast of this kind, which makes the young ladies skilful enough to defend a fort, and they laughed very much to see me afraid to handle a gun….

—Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, after witnessing a target match, writing to her sister, Lady Mar, from Vienna, September 14, 1716

Historians and anthropologists have assumed that, from the earliest of times, men were the hunters and warriors within the social structure while women were the gatherers and nurturers. Recent research, however, is revealing a different picture. Women were sometimes part of a hunting band, even bringing their children along. Driving herds of animals over cliffs, for example, was one means of primitive hunting in which women and children could work together. Even those women left behind had to be armed and ready to defend themselves and their homes from predators—animal and human.

Mary Zeiss Stange, professor of sociology and religion at Skidmore College, has done groundbreaking research into women’s role in hunting.


There are surviving hunting-gatherer cultures in which women hunt. Among the Agta people of the Philippines, both men and women go out and hunt, using whatever techniques work for them. Or there’s the Tiwi people of Australia, where the men’s job is to fish and the women’s is to hunt, which they do with stone axes that they make for themselves…. There’s an assumption that the stone weapons we find from the Paleolithic era must have all been fashioned and used by men. But who knows who used these weapons—women or men? I think you can assume that there were individual women who hunted, just as there were individual men who did not….1



It is no coincidence that the patron of hunters in Greco-Roman mythology was a woman—called Artemis, or Diana—or that she has inspired hunters and arms makers to the present. Dr. Stange notes,


Even before I became a hunter, I was very attracted to [Artemis’] image, but also found her very forbidding. She was violent, a hunter, and her worship demanded a lot of blood sacrifice…. There’s a tendency to forget that she’s not only the goddess of childbirth, but of the hunt….2



Artemis/Diana: Goddess of Hunting

Gracing some of the finest sporting arms built over the centuries is the lithe, graceful, beautifil, and woods-wise figure of the goddess of hunting. Her image can also be found as a decorative motif in elegant hunting lodges, in palaces of princely hunters, on powder flasks and other accessories, and in paintings, prints, and drawings.

Known to the Greeks as Artemis, her domain was that of animals and fish, and she had power over famine and feast, bad fortune and good. She was also, though a virgin goddess, the patron of childbirth. Born on Delos, the daughter of Zeus and Leto and the twin sister of Apollo (god of light), her association with the hunt probably stems from her encounter with the hunter Actaeon, who happened upon her when she was bathing. The angry goddess turned Actaeon into a stag, whereupon his own hounds turned on him and tore him to bits.

An authority on deer hunting and its history, Robert Wegner cites a Homeric hymn to Artemis:

I sing of Artemis of the golden shafts, the modest maiden Who loves the din of the hunt and shoots volleys of arrows at stags

He goes on to note that Artemis


appeared throughout the ages in deer hunting attire made of deerskin with a silver bow and a quiver of arrows on her back and often in the company of a deer. Dressed in deerskins, Artemis pursued deer in groves called “deer-gardens” (German Tiergarten).



In her Roman guise as Diana (from diviana, “the luminous one”), the goddess was popular in medieval times as the protector, guide, and inspiration of hunters, though the Church denounced her as demonic. During the Renaissance, she was venerated by hunters, and her classical figure would become a popular subject for painting, sculpture, and the decorative arts, and embellish some of the finest sporting arms.

The Hunting Aristocracy

As weapons for war and the hunt grew increasingly sophisticated, from the development of the first functional firearms until the French Revolution of 1789, they came to be considered the purview of the aristocracy. Allowing such dangerous implements, with their potential for leveling social hierarchies, to fall into the hands of their subjects was not thought to be in the best interests of the ruling classes. The American and French Revolutions were bellwethers that did, in fact, exploit more widely available firearms to effect significant change in the New World and the Old.

Even today, hunting and shooting remain primarily aristocratic pursuits in Europe. Hunting lands are largely in private hands, and are available only to their owners or those with connections. (In America, hunting lands are predominately public, and the enjoyment of the shooting sports has been far more egalitarian.) If shooting sports have, historically, been restricted to the privileged classes, one may wonder how often a woman, or a girl, even one from the social and aristocratic elite, might have owned a firearm—or had the opportunity to use one. These are challenging questions, because, unfortunately, historians have shown scant interest in the sporting enthusiasms of the prerevolutionary elite—whether American or European. Collectors, on the other hand, have long found shooting sports and their artifacts fascinating. To appreciate and understand firearms and their accessories, they have tried to gain knowledge of those who owned them and those who designed and made them.

Interestingly, one of the first books on the hunt was written by a woman. Dame Juliana Berners was a fifteenth-century English nun, whose treatise The Boke of St. Albans, published in 1486, paid eloquent and witty tribute to the chase of the stag.

[image: images]

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth I, after felling a stag with a crossbow, accepting a knife for the traditional ceremony of the initial step in the rendering of the fallen beast. From The Noble Arte of Venerie or Hunting, 1575, by G. Turbervile. Courtesy of the British Library, London.


The Archduke Ferdinand and His Wife, Anna, 1521

A rare weapon combining the power of a crossbow with the trajectory of a gun was made for the Archduke Ferdinand and his wife, Anna, dating from 1521. It is one of the earliest known wheel locks, and boasts heraldic arms with the initials F and A. The combination weapon is in the Bayerisches National Museum, Munich.



Queen Elizabeth I: A Passionate Huntress

All forms of hunting and shooting were popular at the court of Queen Elizabeth I. Her Majesty particularly enjoyed both the chase (hunting from horseback) and the battue (shooting at game with crossbows in an enclosure). She was often presented with the kill after a hunt. Other ladies of her court also were skilled at hunting, as well as hawking and target shooting.

Howard Blackmore’s Hunting Weapons notes that when “Duke Frederick of Württemberg visited Queen Elizabeth in 1592, an English Lord was detailed to escort him to a deer hunt at Windsor.” Apparently, Her Majesty also extended to guests the pleasures of the hunt, which she herself so enjoyed.

According to Robert Wegner:
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The so-called Rainbow Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I, attributed to Marcus Gheeraerts, c. 1600. Historical print depicts regal hunt; note wheel-lock carbine carried by huntsman, near aristocratic woman on horseback; engraving by Joseph Anton Zimmerman after designs by Peter Candid, for tapestries of the twelve months by Hans van der Biest (Bayerisches Nationalmuseum, Munich). Note hunting swords, wheel-lock gun, powder flask, and other accessories and costumes.


When noblemen entertained the Queen, they took her deer hunting. When Shakespeare aimed to please her, he made references in his plays, especially “The Merry Wives of Windsor,” to the deer hunt as sexual pursuit and to deer antlers as signs of cuckoldry.

Queen Elizabeth was passionately fond of deer shooting…. The Master of the Buckhounds, the Earl of Leicester, frequently accompanied her on … many uproarious, deer-hunting exploits. He reportedly presented her with a richly enameled crossbow which deer hunters used at this time to dispatch the buck after being brought to bay by the hounds.3



An eyewitness account of “Good Queen Bess” killing a deer with a crossbow was published by J. Strutt in Sports and Pastimes of the People of England:


When Queen Elizabeth visited lord Montecute at Cowdrey in Sussex, on the Monday, August 17, 1591, Her highness tooke horse, and rode into the park, at eight o’clock in the morning, where was a delicate bowre prepared, under the which were her highness musicians placed; and a cross-bow, by a nymph with a sweet song, was delivered into her hands, to shoote at the deere; … of which … she killed three or four, and the countess of Kildare, one.



In addition to deer driving, Queen Elizabeth also liked to course deer with horses, horns, and hounds. Historians of hunting note that even in her sixty-seventh year, she still engaged in coursing. The deer hunts of Queen Elizabeth I were grand and magnificent extravaganzas. On one hunt in April 1557, she pursued bucks with twelve ladies on horses clad in white satin and twenty yeomen dressed in green. British deer authority G. Kenneth Whitehead describes the colorful scene: “It was all very magnificent, and on entering the Chace she was met by fifty archers in scarlet coats, blue lapels and yellow caps and vests….”
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Mrs. Russell Barnett Aitken with firearms treasures in Fifth Avenue apartment, New York City. A member of the Visiting Committee, Department of Arms and Armor, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Irene Aitken ranks among the foremost connoisseurs of fine guns, and of seventeenth-and eighteenth-century French decorative art. Female motifs depicted within decoration of exquisite wheel-lock gun; Adam Vischer stock with bone inlays (engraving attributed to Johannes Sadeler); the metalwork sculpted in steel by Daniel Sadeler.

Mrs. Aitken holds some of the choicest arms: in vignette, musket rest, formerly Rothschild Collection, mate to wheel-lock gun in Royal Armoury, Turin. Below, sculpted steel and gilt combination French wheel-lock gun and sword, based on designs by Etienne Delaune (mid-sixteenth century). Bottom, exquisite flintlock pistol by Nicholas Noel Boutet.
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“Kenau Hasselaer and the Battle of Harlem,” by Egenberger en Wijnveld, from the Frans Hals Museum. Graphic painting depicts the ferocity and determination of women during the sixteenth-century siege, especially after they had heard how badly the Spaniards treated women following the fall of the towns of Mechelen, Zutphen, and Naarden.

Hunting and Target Shooting on the Continent

Tantalizing references exist referring to the keen pursuit of hunting at the courts of Louis XIII and Louis XIV (the Gun and Sun King, respectively). Certainly, many country estates were built in locations considered prime hunting lands. The royals enjoyed escaping from Paris to indulge in hunting on horseback, and shooting wild game. As noted in the author’s Steel Canvas, Louis XIII had a well-inventoried, large, and exquisite arms collection. His Majesty took considerable pleasure in the hunt, and in taking apart and reassembling his treasured firearms.

Less well known are the shooting and hunting pursuits of the Austrian court, particularly at Vienna. As early as the seventeenth century, journals and works of art document a passion for these sports, in which girls and women played an active role—often in women-only events, with men and boys serving as gamekeepers, drivers of the intended quarry, and attendants for loading and looking after the firearms.

A number of firearms exist today that were once the property of aristocratic girls and women, particularly from countries where bird shooting and target shooting were popular. In fact, so many examples have been identified that this chapter could easily be expanded into an entire book on the subject.

As firearms became more reliable and cleaner to operate, women and girls became increasingly infatuated with sport shooting. The elegant young lady celebrated in Parisian artist James Tissot’s “The Crack Shot” shows the typical social status of a gallery target shooter in Paris. Photographs of women from English country estate shooting parties reveal her counterpart in the field.

It is clear that hunting was the true sport of kings—and queens.
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Well-armed Kenau Simonsdaughter Hasselaer (1526–88), leader of a group of three hundred women who fought the Spaniards in the celebrated siege of Harlem; c. 1572–73. The conflict was part of the Eighty Years War (1568–1648), in which the Dutch fought for liberation from Spain. Hasselaer was a shipyard owner and a builder, and was evidently left-handed. By Adam Willaerts (1600–50), from the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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From the Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden: pair of wheel-lock rifles by Christian Herald, Dresden, 1669; barrel of iron, engraved, blued, partly gilded. Signed CHRISSTIANUS HEOLD DRESDA; lock of iron, engraved, gilded, and with enamel; stock of wood, with silver inlay, colored enamel medallions, and colored stones. Note female figures within decoration.

Evolving Devotion to Hunting and Firearms in the Courts of Europe—the Seventeenth, Eighteenth, and Nineteenth Centuries

Beginning with the French, whose tradition of shooting and the hunt continues with particular dedication into modern times, the pomp and splendor of the royal court lent considerable scope to elaborate hunting expeditions. Hawking, battue, the chase, and shooting were all popular, and were often patronized by queens.

Some court shoots were lavish spectacles, and were organized as state events, whether in celebration of a marriage, a festival, or in honor of distinguished guests. The royal families of Europe competed to see who could put on the most spectacular show. Some of the hunting lodges were more like palaces: Nymphenburg, near Munich; Hubertusburg, near Dresden; and the most famous of them all, Versailles.

Spectators were allowed to watch, from stands, and hunting scenes were recorded in word, song, and in works of art. Melchior Russell (1622–83) executed a half-dozen etchings, in commemoration of the wedding of Emperor Leopold I and Margarita of Spain (1666). Yet another such spectacle honored the marriage of Duke Karl of Wurtemberg to Elisabeth, Countess of Brandenburg-Bayreuth (1748).
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Their Majesties Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette

King Louis XVI was a keen huntsman. He took part in all forms of the hunt, pursuing most species of game—stag, roebuck, boar, and birds, both shot and hawked. Marie Antoinette was a noted equestrian and frequently hunted with him. A brief account of Louis’s hunting appears in Campan’s Private Life of Marie Antoinette.


[The King’s] only passion was for hunting. He used himself to select the meets, and kept notes of the stags hunted, of their age, and of the circumstances of their capture. He also very often went out shooting, and although short-sighted shot very well, and often came back with his face blackened with powder. He was a bad rider and wanting in confidence. The Queen, on the other hand, rode on horseback with much eloquence and boldness.4



Fowling pieces exist that were made for Marie Antoinette—for her own use or for her to give as gifts. The most exquisite of these arms is pictured.

The German States

Empress Amalia, consort of the Holy Roman Emperor Joseph I (1705–11), took part in elaborate target shoots, which were staged for the ladies of the court in Vienna. The quotation that begins this chapter is from the eyewitness account of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, in a letter to her sister. She also noted that


the Empress sat on a small throne at the end of a beautiful alley in her garden, and two groups of young ladies were posted one on either side of her, headed by two arch-duchesses. All were finely clad and wearing their jewels, and each had a light gun in her hands. The ladies had to fire at three oval targets and the winners were presented with the most handsome prizes, including jewelled rings, gold snuffboxes, porcelain etc.5



Among firearms known to have been used by an Austrian woman is a wheel-lock target rifle, custom-made for Maria Theresa, the Holy Roman Empress and wife of Franz von Lothringer. The arm is of small proportions, and likely dates from when she was a young lady. In most instances, these guns were made in sets, or garnitures, some composed of longarms and pistols together,

Scandinavian Huntresses

Queen Christina of Sweden (1632–54) and Queen Marie Sophie von Frederikke of Denmark, wife of King Frederick VI (1808–39), both had a practical interest in the firearms of their times, and had pieces specially commissioned for their pleasure.
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Wheel-lock rifle by Johann Leopold Milotta, Dresden, 1752. Iron lock, marked LE MILOTTA A DRESDE 1752. Exquisitely engraved, and featuring women in hunting costume, with falcon. The lock including woman with hunting horn and spear, surrounded by game motifs. From Staatliche Kunstsammlungen.
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A pair of wheel-lock rifles by Franz Joseph Marr, Prague, c. 1760; barrel and lock iron and brass; engraved and chiseled in relief. Stock of richly carved walnut. Note armed figures of women in hunting attire on hammers. These elegant pieces were likely made specifically for women. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden.
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Pair of ladies’ guns made for court shoots, in Vienna, by Caspar Zelner, c. 1720. Zelner (1661–1745) was master of the Vienna Guild of Gunmakers in 1695. Lock of gun at top with figures and hunting scene; note decoration of sideplate of mate, below. Top view shows detail of mounts, with hunter carrying the dead game, then the tables turned, with the game carrying the dead hunter. Buttplate with additional refinements.
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Hunting sword of Queen Sophie Amalies, Denmark, from the 1650s: among the embellishments, Her Majesty’s royal cipher. She was a keen huntress, as reflected in this magnificent sword; from the Castle Rosenborg, Copenhagen.
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Bullet crossbow made for either Catherine de’ Medici (1519–89), Queen of France, or her son, King Charles IX (1550–74). For shooting birds and small game. With its light draw weight, this type of bow was more suitable for ladies than larger crossbows, Its shorter range, due to the lighter pull, meant the huntress had to stalk closer to the intended quarry. Lombardo-French, c. 1560. From the collection of the Musée de l’Armée, Paris.

The memoirs of Prince Raimund Montecuccoli state that Queen Christina had requested him (in December 1653) to order a repeating carbine capable of firing thirty or forty shots from the Salzburg gunmaker Klett. A deluxe crossbow was also made for Queen Christina. Decoration on the bow, with which she hunted, reveals that it was also used for target practice. In addition, there were no less than fifty-eight sporting guns in her private armory. She was painted by Sebastien Bourbon in 1653 astride a favorite horse, with hawk and hounds and accompanied by a gamekeeper.
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Flintlock gun by Philip Muller, Dresden, 1754. Iron barrel, in-the-white; marked PHILIP MULLER A DRESDE. The barrel breech superbly engraved with woman and dog, the huntress holding her flintlock gun. Carved walnut stock. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden.
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Breech detail of three flintlock fowling pieces by Johann Christoph Stockmar, active c. 1719–47, with stocks by Johann Stephan Seeber, 1708–92. The barrel breech details, sculpted with gold and silver background, rank among the most exquisite and beautiful of any known flintlock sporting guns. From the Historisches Museum, Dresden.


Anne of Denmark—Wife of King James I of England

Alongside her husband, Queen Anne enjoyed the chase, and was also keen on shooting with the crossbow. During James’s reign, attempts were made to enforce the statutory practice of longbow hunting, which maintained it as a sporting weapon after its military use was eclipsed by firearms.

Blackmore’s Hunting Weapons describes an accident on a hunt (1613), which caused some consternation by His Majesty:


The Queen, shooting at a deer, mistook her mark, and killed Jewel, the King’s most principal and special hound; At which he stormed exceedingly awhile, but after he knew who did it, he was soon pacified and with much kindness wished her not to be troubled with it, for he should love her never the worse; and the next day sent her a diamond, worth £2,000, as a legacy from his dead dog….





Details of the firearms and hunting interests of Hedvig Sofia, favorite sister of King Karl XII, were chronicled in the Swedish historical journal Livrustkammaren. Headlined “A Princess Out Hunting,” the article described a handsome painting of her, with a sporting gun:


[The princess stands] erect, her slender, supple figure placed asymmetrically on the left in a forest, clearly outlined against the pale reddish-yellow skies showing through the sparse vegetation behind her. Apart from a precious ornament in her hair she is suitably dressed in a dark, tight-fitting coat of the same cut as the uniform of her brother’s soldiers…. In the right half of the picture the forest is dense and steeped in brown shadows, housing the intended prey (caperzeailzie). The princess is holding her gun demonstratively in front of her with both hands …, clearly displaying the flintlock, which on closer inspection is found to be engraved with the place of manufacture, Stockholm. It is worth noting that Hedvig Sofia started to accompany her father on his hunts when she was only 11 years old. Her interest in hunting lasted until her untimely death [from smallpox, at age twenty-seven, in 1708].6



Russian Empresses

The Empresses Elizabeth (1741–62) and Catherine the Great (1762–96) were both deeply interested in Russia’s firearms, the manufacturer of which was centered in the city of Tula. Both were responsible for importing foreign craftsmen, mainly from Scandinavia, Germany, and France, to work there. Several special arms were made for the empresses, both of whom were keen on shooting and hunting.

A fascinating and rare image, published in V. Berman’s Masterpieces of Tula Gun-Makers, shows a woman shooting game from an ornate balcony. A footman is nearby, holding a gun to hand to her for the next shot.7


Dueling—Personal Warfare of the Upper Class

Discouraged, reviled, and even outlawed, the duel was a unique institution, thought by the upper classes to be a privilege of theirs—a means of asserting status—that lasted up to the twentieth century. Though women were often the cause of such affairs of honor, it is difficult to imagine them actually participating. But they did, and not infrequently.

V. G. Kiernan, in The Duel in European History: Honour and the Reign of Aristocracy, covers duels fought over women, as well as duels between women.


… [In France a] baroness was contemptuous of a bourgeoise who declined the honor of a duel with her…. In 1650 a fight between two sisters, near Bordeaux, was followed by their husbands fighting; in each case one died of wounds…. Actresses were the best known for their prowess; they were among the first liberated, self-reliant women, along with prostitutes…. Two French actresses fought with swords in the theatre, and one was wounded; another pair with pistols, at which Louis XIV is said to have condescended to be amused….

Usually women fought over a man, as men so often did over a woman; doubtless men appreciated the flattering tribute as much as women did, though some might balk at a mistress of such militant disposition…. But about [1715] two grandes dames, the Comtesse de Polignac and the Marquise de Nesle, fought with pistols, one being grazed by a bullet, to decide their claims on that thoroughbred duellist the Duc de Richelieu, whom they could expect to be suitably impressed….

… The first shot was fired by Queen Victoria, from a Whitworth rifle on a machine rest, at 400 yards, and struck the bull’s-eye at 1¼ inches from its centre. The Whitworth muzzle-loading rifle won most of the important prizes at it, and at subsequent meetings until 1871—for its use was compulsory in the Queen’s Prize, except in the years 1865–66–67….

Women fought for other reasons as well. Two aristocratic ladies, Princess Metternich and Countess Kilmannsegg, had words over arrangements for an exhibition to be held in Vienna and attempted to settle their differences in a duel. They both suffered injuries in the encounter.

Dueling in America, especially in the South, had its own special history. As in London and Paris, certain locations were established as dueling grounds. In New Orleans, considered the capital of southern chivalry, the most renowned of these was the “Dueling Oaks,” where one would find a refined etiquette, and an audience to observe what transpired.

During the Civil War, a New Orleans actress, Adah Menken, was playing the role of Naked Lady in Mazeppa on the New York stage. When her loyalty to the Union was questioned, she responded by challenging any man from the audience to a duel—with sword or pistol. She then put on a display of her skills with each. Apparently, there were no takers.
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Lady Teresia Shirley with her Scottish all-metal pistol, in portrait by an English artist, c, 1624–27. Holding the pistol in a prominent way is indicative of her intent that the artist capture an object of which she was very proud—and which was symbolic of her substantial social rank. Collection of Berkeley Castle, Gloucestershire.
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Exquisite pistols of the Empress Catherine the Great, by Johan Adolph Grecke (Swedish-born master gunmaker). Built in St. Petersburg, 1786; soon thereafter presented by her, as part of a garniture, to King Stanislaw August of Poland. Of chiseled steel, engraved, gilded, and blued; the stocks of ivory, engraved with green-tinted foliation; the mounts of steel and brass chiseled, engraved, and gilded. Overall length 14¼ inches. Metropolitan Museum of Art, gift of John M. Schiff, 1986 (1986.265.1-.2). Photograph © 1982 Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Marquise de Heutefeuille, ready for the hunt. Late-eighteenth-century print from the Musée de la Chasse, Chateau de Gien.
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Oil painting by French portrait artist depicts Bavarian princess, in hunting costume and with favorite flintlock fowling piece. Late eighteenth century. From the Musée de la Chasse, Chambord, France.
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Flintlock gun by Pierre de Sainte, active 1747–88, and “gunmaker in ordinary to the King at Versailles” under Louis XVI from 1763. Number V from set of twelve ladies’ sporting arms, originally a gift from Archduke Albert of Sachsen-Teschen to his niece Empress Maria Ludovica Beatrix d’Este (1787–1816), the third wife of Emperor Franz II (1768-1835; reigned from 1792). At some point in their history, the set is believed to have been sent by Marie Antoinette to Vienna, where ten examples remain in the Waffensammlung. Number V became a part of the Liechtenstein Collection in 1925. De Sainte was father-in-law to French gunmaker Nicholas-Noel Boutet.

Oil painting depicting Her Majesty hunting on horseback; in the background. King Louis XVI, also in pursuit of stags; by Louis-Auguste Brun, 1783.
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Pair of flintlock pistols by Harrison & Thompson, London, 1782. Silver mounts with maker’s mark of MB, for Michael Barnett. One of only two known marquetry cases of the period, of which this is the best specimen. Penelope Harrison was the widow of John Harrison; James Thompson was their son-in-law. The firm was at 18 Swan Street, Minories, c. 1779–1803, and was a contractor to Ordnance and to the East India Company.
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Also by de Sainte, believed made for Marie Antoinette, this flintlock fowling piece boasts light weight and small proportions, sculpted steel décor, gilding, and silver wire inlay, mounts, and sights. Velvet-covered cheekpiece and buttplate; 49½-lnch overall length. An elegant gun befitting the Queen of France, one of history’s most famous women.
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From Napoléon Bonaparte to the Marquisa de Santa-Cruz, c. 1803–04, this magnificent cased presentation garniture of flintlock firearms is symbolic of the significance of fine arms in diplomacy, as well as the important role of women in such matters. One of history’s most distinguished gunmakers, Nicholas Noel Boutet—holder of the official title Directeur Artiste, from the Emperor Napoléon Bonaparte—was accustomed to creating exquisite arms. Set delivered on behalf of the emperor to the Spanish marquise early in the Napoleonic period.

The rifle, and pairs of holster-and pocket-size pistols, are encrusted and inlaid with gold, with gilt silver mounts. Garniture documented in the gunmaker’s own records as the most elaborate set ever made. The rifle of approximately .60 caliber; holster pistols, .50 caliber; pocket pistols of .45. Case measures 47¼ inches × 16 inches and is 4½ inches thick. Within lid, visible when the velvet lining has been removed: documents giving the set’s history of being transported to its regal destination in Spain. Boutet’s unsurpassed artistry spanned the years from before the French Revolution (1785) through the Revolution, Directory, Consulate, Empire, Restoration, and Paris periods.

Silver lid plaque and set of Boutet pistols, presented to Simón Bolívar, the “George Washington of South America,” later a gift by his mistress, Manuela Saenz, to Ricardo Stonehewer Illingworth. Also known as “the Liberator,” Bolivar had befriended John Illingworth, a Horatio Hornblower–type British naval hero, who served on various vessels under the flags of rebels in Chile, Peru, and Colombia. The recipient of the presentation set from Manuela was a brother of John Illingworth.

Manuela Saenz (1797–1856) had met Bolívar in 1822, just after the liberation of Ecuador. She became his great passion, and he hers. She shared in his triumphs thereafter, but also in his failures. Saenz saved him from conspirators when in Bogotá, Colombia, and upon learning of his death (December 17, 1830), she attempted to commit suicide.
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Exquisite powder flask by renowned Parisian gunmaker LePage, decorated in relief with Diana, a hound at her feet and stag at her head. Signed, and dated 1838. Of anodized copper, gold inlaid, with silver rivet borders; monogram FPO surmounted by a crown. Note ivory on spout. Not visible are viewing ports of blue glass in nozzle. From a cased set, and made for an elaborate over-and-under rifle. 9[image: images] inches overall length.
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Images as adapted from Kurt G. Bluchel’s Game & Hunting, a lavish two-volume treatise celebrating European game and the Continent’s culture of hunting. A vital part of the book’s content was drawn from Munich’s Hunting and Fishing Museum (Deutsches Jagd-und Fischereimuseum). Hunting party, below, from nineteenth century, “Departure for the Hunt.” Bottom center, Meissen porcelain figures depicting armed huntresses. Remaining vignettes primarily as depicted in fashion magazines, from as early as the late eighteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries—including the Italian edition of Vogue. Hunting costumes, though sometimes immune to changes and whims in fashion, are a study in themselves. Throughout Silk and Steel are depictions of women in a variety of hunting attire—a subject worthy of volumes.
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For decades the standard work on firearms was British gunmaker W. W. Greener’s The Gun and Its Development, published in numerous editions, from 1835 (first by his father, William Greener). Pages 748–49 of the ninth edition document Queen Victoria’s firing of the first shot at the British National Rifle Association’s initial meeting at Wimbledon, July 2, 1860. To quote from Greener’s description of this historic event:

The Whitworth rifle fired by Her Majesty is pictured on its secure rest, with the cord attached for her to pull. The target is also shown. Photographs taken in 1860 by Roger Fenton. Courtesy The Royal Archives © 2001, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.
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Fashionable French lithograph, for New York journal, as indicated in engraved description. Except for the muzzle-loading percussion pistol being fired by lady targetshooter, and its mate in hands of gentleman at left, all guns shown are pinfires.


Catherine the Great—Arms and Art Collector and Patroness of Gunmakers

Besides her keenness for fine guns and other weaponry, and for hunting, the Empress Catherine II was founder of the Hermitage Museum and a keen collector of art. More generally known as Catherine the Great, her interest in arms even extended to miniatures, some of which she presented at holiday time to her favorite grandson, Grand Prince Alexander. The empress’s affection for arms and her patronage of their makers is evident in observations by the late Dr. Leonid Tarassuk, Department of Arms and Armor, the Metropolitan Museum of Art:


Enjoying the patronage of the monarch and the nobility, foreign armorers produced excellent decorated weapons and provided training for Russian craftsmen and decorators.

One of these immigrant masters was Johan Adolph Grecke, son of a Stockholm court gunmaker…. In 1780 Grecke made for the empress a splendid hunting garniture of a fowling piece (blunderbuss), a rifle, and a pair of pistols …, all marked in Saint Petersburg and dated. Another fowling piece and a rifle made by Grecke for Catherine II are dated 1783….

Soon the master was rewarded for his skill and appointed Master Armorer of the Imperial Hunt. This title, in French, first appears after his name on a magnificent ivory-stock fowling piece dated 1786…. The pair of ivory-stocked pistols was designed and decorated en suite with [a fowling piece and a rifle]. On the grips [of the pistols] is an oval steel escutcheon formed by two swags and a laurel wreath, which encloses Catherine II’s monogram under the Russian imperial crown.8



The magnificent set of guns was presented by Catherine to King Stanislaw August Poniatowski of Poland, for many years a personal favorite of the empress. However, since the garniture had originally been made for Catherine herself, the decoration of the locks and steel mounts included garlands and vases, flowers and classical figures, along with the elegant scrollwork.



Spanish Royalty and the Hunt

King Philip V (1700–46), grandson of another hunting enthusiast, King Louis XIV, took part with his queen in daily hunts, at first for birds, later concentrating on large game. On one such occasion, as recorded by an aristocratic observer—the Duke of Saint-Simon—the Duke del Orco oversaw the events, even choosing the site where the royal couple would stand at the ready. Accompanied by the captain of the guards and the grand Ecuyer, the party was armed with some twenty guns and loading paraphernalia.

The Duke of Saint-Simon was in a nearby shooting enclosure, with the Prince of the Asturias, the Duke de Popoli, the Marquis del Surco, the Marquis de Santa Cruz, the Duke Giovenazzo, and a handful of others. Between two hundred and four hundred peasants beat the countryside “with hue and cry,” driving the game to the hunters. As the animals ran by at top speed, “the King and the Queen banged away in good earnest…. And this is the daily diversion of their Catholic Majesties….”9

Shooting Sports and Queen Victoria—the Nineteenth Century in Great Britain

Queen Victoria had relatively little interest in the shooting sports. She was not a huntress, and generally disapproved of ladies who fired guns, stating it was the pursuit of “fast women.” Despite her disapproval—or perhaps because of it—her daughter, Princess Victoria, was a frequent participant at shooting party weekends.

On the other hand, Her Majesty was a patron of shooting: she fired the inaugural shot of the National Rifle Association’s first competition at Wimbledon, in 1860. And although there is no evidence of her personally firing a gun again, a few guns were made for her. These stand as works of art and craftsmanship, and proof of Victorian technical superiority and mechanical ingenuity. Victoria’s personal journals contain no references to shooting or to hunting, but she clearly enjoyed the performances of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West, in which gunfire played a prominent role. Her admiration for Annie Oakley was such that she remarked she was “a very clever little girl.”

Deer hunting, long regarded as the greatest of sports, has had a long and regal history in Britain. Chasing deer on horseback reached its height during the reign of Elizabeth I—the golden age of sport—when seven hundred deer parles were scattered about the countryside. Interest subsequently declined until, by 1910, there were fewer than half that number—and even those were disappearing. Deer shooting, also popular in the Elizabethan period, became more so with the advent of accurate and reliable firearms. The stalking of deer came fully into its own in Britain in the second half of the nineteenth century, when vast tracts were opened in the Scottish Highlands for this purpose.

Many of the original English deer parks continued to be maintained through the centuries, including several owned by women at the end of the nineteenth century. That the relationship between the parks and hunting in England was still strong, there is no doubt. Many of the lady owners may well not have been interested in hunting by this time, but at least some would have hosted stag hunts or shoots, and participated themselves.

As deer hunting became confined to parks and Highland stalking, foxhunting rose in popularity for those who enjoyed the unbridled chase across open country.

Deer Stalking and the Determined Lady Breadalbane

Deer stalking in the nineteenth century was decidedly a man’s sport, in contrast to shoots in parks or forests. Women were not even likely to come along as spectators, and if they chose to find amusement by walking the countryside, they had to be careful not to venture where deer stalking might be in progress.
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James Joseph Jacques Tissot’s “The Crack Shot,” one of the finest paintings by the distinguished French artist, part of whose career was spent in England. 1882. Collection of Wimpole Hall, Cambridgeshire, UK/National Trust Photographic Library/John Hammond. Courtesy Bridgeman Art Library. Among his French contemporaries, the illustrator and caricaturist Henry Somm (1844–1907) celebrated the elegant women of La Belle Époque in a series of watercolors. Among these was a fashionably attired young lady aiming a pistol.
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Most of these shooting ladies were clients of Gastinne Renette; they ranked among the most distinguished sportswomen of Continental Europe—and their descendants still do. Note several women present observing imperial pheasant shooting, Compiegne, during which Renette played a key role in aiding the Emperor Napoléon himself. From the English-speaking African safari contingent, at upper left, Florence Baker in 1865, daring and adventurous wife of Sir Samuel; bought by Baker at a slave market, she was believed to be the first woman to hunt the Dark Continent on safari. At right center, Mary Kingsley, c. 1895, wore a revolver and Bowie knife while in the African bush. Kipling said of her: “Being human, she must have been afraid of something, but one never found out what it was.” Top center, the cousins Cecily and Agnes Herbert; on safari they generally outshot and outhunted parties of men they encountered, and ran camps that were better organized. Agnes left the fly of her tent open, and felt secure with a 12-bore Howdah pistol at the ready beside her bed.
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For decades Sandringham Estate in Norfolk has been a favorite shooting property of the British royal family, enjoyed by the original purchaser Edward, Prince of Wales (1862), and many descendants, of both genders, since. The Royal Collection there has only one firearm made for Her Majesty Queen Victoria: an Alexander Henry double-barrel rifle, serial number 6440, .450 caliber, with 28-inch barrels. Note Celtic engraving style, with the added touch of a royal cipher engraved on the stock escutcheon. Since Her Majesty was seventy-one years old at the time of the rifle’s manufacture, it is thought to have been produced to reveal the craftsmanship of the maker. Courtesy The Royal Archives © 2001, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.

D. Harte-Davis, in Monarchs of the Glen, notes:


For them to go stalking, even in the role of spectator, was most unusual. Still rarer was it for a lady to shoot, and apart from a single reference in Lord Malmesbury’s memoirs to Lady Seymour stalking in 1845 at Achnacarry, the Marchioness of Breadalbane stands on her own as the only lady who regularly took a rifle to the hill in the nineteenth century.

Alma Graham, a daughter of the fourth Duke of Montrose, was introduced to shooting at an early age, and she soon made herself expert, in spite of the formidable handicap of a squint so pronounced that people could not tell whether she was looking at them or at some object in the vicinity. In 1872 she married Gavin, the seventh Earl of Breadalbane…. The couple had no children, but by her marriage Alma became mistress of immense sporting estates, of which the 100,000-acre Black Mount was only one.10



Lady Breadalbane did not stand on convention, and took pleasure in visiting her tenants. On one such occasion she came to visit the home of the estate’s deer stalker. She was so taken by the gamekeeper and his family (all girls, except one son), that she soon found herself deer stalking. She wrote of her pleasure in the hunt. She said that “the stag is the least part of it all,” and added:


The real enjoyment and pleasure consist in the close intercourse with nature—the solitude, the apartness, the constant variation of light and shade, the mystic vagaries of the fleecy clouds, the grandeur of the passing storms, the tender sadness of the setting sun leaving his last rosy kiss on the brows of the peaks, and the quiet peace of evening as we turn towards home.



Lady Breadalbane developed into an accomplished shot. Her practice was to leave for the hunt at 7 A.M., dressed in boots, a skirt of ankle length, a jacket, and a cap. She wrote of firing her rifle:


Slowly I raise the rifle and cover him as he steps along. He stops a moment to look back at his neighbours and gets the shot in the right place. He is quickly followed by a fine ten-pointer a few yards further back. Two barrels have now accounted for two stags, and the rifle is quickly reloaded….



Rifles and ammunition had an impact on the presence of women stalking in the Highlands. Lady Breadalbane herself had experienced the punishing recoil of express rifles.


A rifle was taken at haphazard from the gunroom…. In those days I had eyes to see through a stone wall, and fortunately a pair of arms long enough to get over most of the other difficulties. That rifle did not hide its light under a bushel…. It bumped me on the nose, and kicked me in the shoulder till I was black and blue, and four or five shots at the target sent me home with a headache for the rest of the day. Its report was like a peal of thunder.



When, at the turn of the century, express rifles gave way to smokeless powder bolt-actions, technology helped to pave the way for women in the Highlands. Black-powder rifles had been heavier, and the cartridges more punishing to the shooter. Such new ammunition as .303 or even .256 was more than adequate for stalking. Lady Breadalbane’s new rifle, a .303 by Purdey, was regarded by her as, “for lightness, quickness in handling, and noiseless report, unsurpassed.” She was also more inclined to practice target shooting, since “there is no recoil and no concussion to give headaches.”

The Edwardian Shooting Parties

Nothing on so grand a scale—before or since—has captivated the public interest in hunting more than the gala shooting parties that epitomized the reign of Victoria’s son Edward, both as Prince of Wales and as the monarch Edward VII in the years preceding the First World War. Ladies were invariably present at these gatherings, and some were noted for taking an active part in the shooting, rather than merely spectating. Among these shooting women—and in spite of the disapproval they would have received from the late Queen—were the Princess of Wales, the Princess Radziwill, the Duchess of Bedford, Lady MacCalmont, Miss Queenie Robinson, Hwfa Williams, William Garnier, and Willie Jameson.
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From Peter King’s The Shooting Field, celebrating the 150th anniversary of Holland & Holland, Ltd. From upper left, fashion print (gentleman astonished to see a lady attired “en habit de chasse a pied”). Lower left, youthful lady shooter, believed one of Holland’s European clients. The Comtesse de Paris, with gun afield and accompanied by two of her dogs. Aiming from tree, “A Sportswoman in India,” captioned “With my last barrel I fired.” With felled hippopotamus, taken in Portuguese East Africa, H & H client the Princess Helene d’Orleans, on her safari tour of 1910. Seated with poodle at her feet, the Duchess of Bedford, a pioneer lady gun at Edwardian house parties. H.M. the Queen on a shikar in India, attending a rhino shoot (1961), in a day when these were not endangered. Norman Clarke, renowned shooting coach, had a special knack for teaching children. Upper right, members of the Holland family, gathered at time of publication of the book. Color image of H & H instructor for many years, Ken Davies, coaching lovely lady shooter.

The most delightful book on this period of excess is Jonathan Ruffer’s The Big Shots, reviewed by The Guardian as “disgraceful” and welcomed by the Prince of Wales (author of the book’s foreword) as “splendid”—reflecting extremely polarized views of the sport. Ruffer notes that the “Duchess of Bedford was a very keen shot, and she reported that ‘it is impossible for a woman to do a long day’s walking in comfort over the moors or in turnips in a skirt which is longer than eight inches below the knee.’” The shooting season opened on the twelfth of August—known as the “Glorious 12th”—at which time virtually everyone who was anyone was on the grouse moors. As to the participation of women, it was Lady Warwick who summed up the attitudes of most men, her husband included: “No women exist, wives or mistresses, after August 12th.”

Despite prevailing British attitudes on women shooters, game books show that:


Mrs. William Garnier shot three partridges as early as 1845. Princess Radziwill shot regularly with Sir Frederick Milbank at Barningham. On 6 September 1889 she was the lowest scorer. She also shot less than anybody else on 13, 15 and 16 August 1890. By 10 September 1891 she had improved—bottom equal with the vicar! One of the best, on the other hand, was Mrs. Willie Jameson, the wife of the millionaire yachtsman and a close friend of King Edward VII. Her specialty was driven partridges, and, whenever she was out, she took with her a little King Charles spaniel as retriever. It could manage partridges satisfactorily, but could only struggle with the size of a dead pheasant. Hares seem to have been altogether beyond it.12



Women on the Continent shot more than did their British counterparts. A client of the finest London gunmakers was Daisy of Pless, who shot frequently at her estate at Fursenstein, Germany. But when she and her husband were guests at Chatsworth, it was he who shot, while she was at hand watching. It was Mrs. Hwfa Williams who proudly commented on her own skill while shooting at Monaco: “I was so successful at the tir au sanglier that the people at the Casino gave me a medal…. You can imagine how proud I was.”

On the subject of gamekeepers, who were almost exclusively men, Ruffer notes one exception: Polly Fishbourne, from the Holkham estate, in the 1820s. He describes her as


an imposing woman whose flashing eyes and close-cropped hair intimidated the North Norfolk countryside, including, it seems, the cattle. She once saved a man from a bull which was goring him. She approached it, and, as it saw her, it cowered away. The animal had apparently once attempted to charge her, but she lodged a charge of small shot in its muzzle! Her aggression was generally directed against the local poachers whom, no doubt, she treated with equal consideration….



The annual shooting parties at Windsor Castle and Sandringham estate prior to the First World War regularly attracted many European monarchs and heads of state. Of course, for the royalty present these events were often very much a family gathering.

Lady Grace Lowther, Adventurous Wife of the Yellow Earl

Born in 1856, one of twelve children of the aristocratic Gordon family of Scotland, Grace was an active child who enjoyed playing tennis, cricket, and billiards with her brothers. She was also keen on hunting and shooting, and was a notably fine horsewoman. It was through these pursuits that she first met Hugh Lowther.

Hugh, the younger brother of St. George, the fourth Earl of Lonsdale, married Grace in 1878. Four years later Hugh became the fifth earl, upon his brother’s untimely death. An adventurous, outgoing personality, Hugh became known as the Yellow Earl, since that color was predominant in many of his trappings, and his reputation as a sportsman was of international proportions.

The couple enjoyed hunting and shooting together. In 1879 they visited the United States and hunted big game with friends who had emigrated to Wyoming Territory. Their adventures came at a time not long after Custer’s Last Stand, and the property of their friends in Wyoming was not far from where the event took place. The territory was overrun with buffalo, and there were grizzly bear and other sporting species to hunt. Among the trophies they took back to England were “tomahawks which had seen service before bullets from the United States carbines laid their owners low” and thirty-one grizzly bear skins.

During the months spent in the Big Horn country, they ran the risk of Indian uprisings, and the threat of rustlers, thieves, and prairie fires. After surviving all this—and enjoying the great West—on returning east in November 1879, the couple were “met by a battery of press-men” and welcomed by “socially conscious New York,” which was “delighted with them.” Grace was praised extravagantly. In one such tribute, the New York World challenged American womanhood to step up to the challenge of Lady Lowther’s talents afield: “It is time for the American votaresses of Diana to be up and doing.”

Their carefree life continued until 1881, when Grace, then pregnant, was badly injured in an accident while foxhunting. Her horse fell and rolled onto her, causing the loss of their child and rendering her incapable of bearing another. She continued to be a patroness of hunting to the hounds for the rest of her life, but was never again well enough to participate—though she could still shoot.

[image: images]

From British royalty to East African pioneers—some of them also bluebloods—on safari, from the early twentieth century. Cenfer and bottom left, Princess Mary, with black rhinoceros and Cape buffalo, in Kenya with hunter Philip Percival. Her daughter Princess Elizabeth was in Kenya on safari, at Treetops, when news came of her father’s death, and she assumed the throne (1953). Karen Blixen at center left (with two lions) and at center bottom, with rifle and zebra trophy. Top left, Kathleen Seth-Smith, with a reedbuck, shot only a week after she survived the charge of a black rhino. Top center, Vivienne de Watteville on safari. Left center, Theodore Roosevelt with Mrs. Philip Percival, during historic 1909–10 East African expedition. At top right, the Cottar children, from an expatriate American family from Oklahoma—all of whom enjoyed extensive safari experience.

Between the two world wars, many of the finest shots in the British Isles came to the Lowther estate for shooting weekends, including King George V. During some of these occasions Grace also took an active part, enjoying the shoot as she had before. In 1942 Lady Lowther died at the age of eighty-six; her husband died two years later, at eighty-seven.


The Lure of Painted Targets

A charming array of hand-painted targets was created over a four-hundred-year period in Germanic-speaking countries. Generally oil or tempura on wood, they appear in a variety of sizes from about 24 to 45 inches in diameter, with a number of square configurations ranging from about 24-by-24 inches up to 48-by-48 inches, and in rectangular variations from as small as 17-by-16 inches to as large as 48-by-44 inches. Most were by folk painters, and were generally for schuetzenfests or for use by the numerous shooting societies.

Although the early sixteenth century is the accepted period for the introduction of painted targets, earlier examples are known, such as a steel plate from Esslingen, 1413, and a tableau of 1545, in Luneburg, Lower Saxony.

Historical Targets, by Anne Braun, is the standard text on what has become a collectible.


Even on early target pictures one finds animals, plants and landscapes, views of towns, fortresses and castles, interiors, depictions of courtly life and from the everyday lives of the people. There are paintings of shooting, hunting, riding, fencing and angling, scenes depicting various working processes, festivals and local events. Eventually subjects from the world of allegory, symbolism and fable appeared on targets in considerable measure, as well as satirical contemporary portraits which were, indeed, astonishingly accurate.



As they evolved, targets showed the influence of artistic periods, such as the Baroque of c. 1600–1750; the Rococo, c. 1710–60; the Romantic, from c. 1800; the Classicist of c. 1760–1830; and other influences, into the twentieth century. At that point target painters were isolated, such as in the Alps and Switzerland, and the practice was in decline. Toward the end of the twentieth century, with the flowering of the demand for collectibles, the genre made a comeback.

Often targets bore inscriptions, which might be of a poem, dates to commemorate the shooting match, a wedding or other festive occasion, or a sponsor, as well as space for the name of the match’s winner—the Schuetzenkonig. Sometimes a pair of targets was created, one to be shot at, the other as a prize for the winner.

The artists-craftsmen were generally skilled, passed down the trade through generations, and, according to Braun, likely also “embellished the interiors of churches, painted house gables and facades, produced religious statues, furniture, tasteful trade signs or shop-signs.”

Women in the decoration of painted targets took many forms. Among known examples are “Women Shooting Men from Trees,” an erotic target of Junker Hans Vilhelm von Streitberg (1629; aiming points of such targets were the breasts, navel, or pubic area), Diana (a common theme), Venus on a swing, three maidens, a maiden with birds, the two Graces, and a shooter’s marriage.
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