
Game shoots at Welbeck before 1914

The decades leading up to the First World War were the heyday of the sport of game shooting 
on great English country estates. The 6th Duke of Portland’s close friend Lord de Grey (later 
Lord Ripon) was reputed to be the fastest and most accurate shot of his day. The list of game 
he killed between 1867 and 1900 amounts to no fewer than 370,728 birds, hares and rabbits, 
and includes 97 pigs, 12 buffalo, eleven tigers and two rhinoceros shot during visits to Nepal 
and India. In those years he accounted for 142,343 pheasants and (rather worryingly) 9,175 
‘various’.

Welbeck’s game department was responsible for the intensive raising of game birds and 
management of land to provide the 6th Duke’s sporting guests with prodigious ‘bags’ such as 
these, though in later life, the Duke came to regard shooting on this scale as excessive. In his 
memoirs he wrote ‘When I look back at the game book I am quite ashamed of the enormous 
number of pheasants we sometimes killed. This is a form of shooting which I have no desire to 
repeat.’ As an example, the game book illustrated here shows that on 6th December 1910 nine 
‘guns’ shot 3,507 pheasants. Amongst the ‘various’ shot that day were 24 jays, regarded as 
predators on pheasant eggs and chicks.

Poaching on the estate inevitably claimed some of the birds. The Duke believed most of the 
poachers to be professionals who, when hauled up before the magistrates were inclined to 
describe themselves as miners, and in doing so libelled genuine local miners whom he believed 
to be very good fellows, with whom we are, and always have been, on the best of good terms – 
though of course some of them like ‘a bit of sport’.

Mishaps occasionally occurred during these shoots. The Duke mentions that ‘I have seen a lady 
struck on the head by a falling pheasant. She was completely stunned, and did not really recover 
from the blow for three or four months.’ A more serious incident occurred when Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand of Austria was a member of a shooting party at Welbeck. The Duke wrote: ‘When the 
Archduke was my guest in December, 1913, he had a narrow escape from being killed. There was 
rather deep snow on the ground; and after a rise of pheasants, one of the loaders fell down. This 
caused both barrels of a gun he was carrying to be discharged, the shot passing within a few feet 
of the Archduke and myself. I have often wondered whether the Great War might not have been 
averted, or a least postponed, had the Archduke met his death then, and not at Sarajevo in the 
following year.’

It is extraordinary to think how history might have turned on a chance incident such as this.

Derek Adlam
Pineapple Lodge,
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Welbeck Estate Shooting Records and Plans of Shooting Drives



Archduke Franz Ferdinand  Shooting Record at Welbeck - 1913
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