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Foreword

They talk about “a woman’s sphere”
As though it has a limit;
(Yet) there’s not a spot on sea or shore,
In sanctum, office, shop or store,
Without a woman in it.

Author Unknown, written circa 1905

I grew up in the 1950s, graduated from college in the mid-1960s, and started my own business in the early 1970s. Those were the days when one often heard questions like “Is she going, too?” and “Will there be any extra women?” (I still defy anyone to explain that phrase.) In fact, thanks to the fact that our then state governor defined women as a legal minority in California, I was able to get a 3 percent simple-interest business loan.

Not long afterward I became the first woman to be accepted as an official measurer by the Boone & Crockett Club. With glee I carefully folded my official notification and dashed off a letter to my then British co-publisher of big game hunting books. Soon his response came in the mail.

“Why should I congratulate you when all this means is that another bastion of male chauvinism has gone to hell in America!” Even today my response is not printable. He is no longer my publishing partner.

The incident, however, aroused my curiosity. Here I was, dealing in antiquarian and new big game hunting books, most of which were authored by men. Most? Ninety-nine percent. Had not women been hunting for a long time? Were they not often- sometimes- the equals of their male counterparts? Did not many professional hunters in Africa and guides in North America comment on how well women performed in the field? Why, then, were there not more women in the big game hunting fraternity (and it was a fraternity)? And why were there not more books authored by women?

The answer was obvious. For many years, women filled the traditional roles of their day. Daughter, sister, wife, mother. Later perhaps they took jobs that fit the “feminine” image—secretary, teacher, nurse, etc. Therefore, the first women who ventured into Africa did so often in the dual role of explorer/companion to their husband or along with a missionary. The husbands authored the books, and the women’s roles were sometimes noted, though usually as afterthoughts.

Some women found they enjoyed the sport, but becoming accepted as a big game huntress implied pioneering a long road in the 1800s. And even if a woman did achieve some measure of success in her travel and exploration or big game hunting endeavors, finding a publisher in this male-dominated sport was difficult indeed. Furthermore, it was the men who purchased the books. (By the way, this is true even today.) Rowland Ward noted in his autobiography, with some surprise, that Agnes Herbert took better specimens of tur in the Caucasus than most men. It was an age-old concept: If a man got a good trophy, it was because of skill; if a woman bagged a good trophy, it was due to Lady Luck.

As time went on, more and more women ventured into the hunting field. Museums actively started to collect natural-history specimens, so more European hunters were sent to collect them. Wives often accompanied their husbands. In the case of some, like Vivienne de Watteville, they carried on after the male leader passed away. In other cases, women like Gabrielle Vassal found that their doctor husbands were more interested in treating natives and were content to let them provide food for the table.

As Europeans raced to colonize Africa, many men were sent to the Dark Continent (and elsewhere), and women accompanied them. When wars raged, men went to fight while the women were left to protect the farms and homesteads with their rifles. The legendary American pioneer Charles Cottar believed that teaching his daughters to shoot and hunt was one of the most important facets of their upbringing.

So it was probably during the period between the two world wars that women started to be accepted as big game hunters in their own right, when we started seeing more women afield and more women with the courage to record their exploits for the reading public. However, publishers remained cautious, and print runs were not large. It was sort of a chicken-and-egg situation: Publishers didn’t print lots of copies of books authored by women so they didn’t have to spend a big part of their ad budgets on them. When they sold out, they were not reprinted. As a result, today many of the books authored by women are far less common than those authored by their male counterparts.

Then several extremely outgoing women burst onto the scene. Karen Blixen (Isak Dinesen) and Osa Johnson certainly achieved enormous popularity and publicity, while the Akeley women proved themselves competent in the field. Martin and Osa Johnson not only wrote books but also took advantage of that other medium so popular in America, the motion picture. Thousands of men and women saw their movies as well as read their books. Little by little, it was accepted to bring women on safari. An interesting side note: The noted Sudan game warden, H. C. Brocklehurst was in fact divorced from his wife after the turn of the last century because he took women on safari. In Kenyan law, that was an acceptable reason for divorce. Perhaps it’s still a valid reason today. (The more things change).

As a result of this somewhat changed attitude, we saw more women hunting internationally, hunting dangerous game, and recording their exploits and having them published. The reading public was still male-dominated and not large. However, women became accepted as huntresses and authors. Perhaps I am prejudiced, but if you did not know the gender of the authors, these works stand up to those books written by men.

Amazingly, this book by Ken Czech is the first to deal specifically with women as big game hunters and authors of big game hunting books. As you will see, their accomplishments in the hunting field have been substantial, and their writing is “darn good.”

I’ve been hunting for almost thirty years and have been authoring and publishing for almost as many years (perhaps this should not be admitted). I hope this is the first in a series of books on the subject of women in the hunting field. Because one thing is sure: If you ask the question “Is she going, too?” Today, the answer is going to be “Yes.”

Ellen Enzler-Herring
Agoura, California   
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Dianas at the Hunt:
A Historical Review

If you have health, a great craving for adventure, at least a moderate fortune, and can set your heart on a definite object . . . then—travel by all means. [Travelers] explore pasture land in Australia, they hunt for ivory in Africa, they collect specimens of natural history for sale, or they wander as artists.

W. B. Lord and Thomas Baines, 18711

According to Roman mythology, Diana, the goddess of the hunt and the moon, pursued wild game in a variety of celestial and earthly hunting glades. A daughter of Jupiter, and similar to the Greek deity Artemis, she was armed with a bow and arrow and was usually accompanied by a pack of dogs. Once, when the mortal hunter Actaeon spied the goddess as she bathed, Diana angrily turned upon the unfortunate sportsman, transforming him into a stag, whereupon he was savaged by his own hounds.

Non-mythical Dianas have hunted game since time immemorial. Hunting passed from a simple means of survival in prehistoric eras to a leisure activity that separated elite members of society from the masses. It is doubtful women hunters rode in Assyrian chariots of antiquity in pursuit of lions or galloped on horseback over medieval fiefdoms with a hunting falcon perched on a gauntleted fist. However, there were a few who enjoyed the sporting chase. But hunting in bygone eras was almost always confined to the nobility, and women who actually embarked on the trail were undoubtedly rare. It wasn’t until the mid-nineteenth century that women, whether well-born or of moderate means, began leaving the safety of hearth and home to travel to distant lands as explorers, adventurers, and big game hunters.

As early as the 1870s, noted African explorer Thomas Baines attempted to describe the motivations that drove individuals to journey to exotic, often hostile regions of a largely unmapped globe. In the heyday of Victorian and Edwardian England, spanning the second half of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth century, most travelers were men seeking to map new territory, extend the boundaries of an empire, or simply search for adventure. The likes of Sir John Franklin, forfeiting his life in pursuit of an Arctic Northwest Passage, and Richard Francis Burton, trekking through unknown Africa in search of the mythical sources of the Nile, provided the impetus for many explorers. As the areas of terra incognitae were explored and mapped, the tentacles of imperialism spread outward from Europe and America, groping toward nearly every corner of the earth.

Travel manuals as prepared by Baines, W. B. Lord, Francis Galton, and Henry Leveson offered insights and suggestions as to what might be encountered on the trail. Based on the experiences of the authors, the manuals were vade mecums for collecting the supplies necessary for a successful expedition or were, at least, encyclopedias concerning the identification and use of native materials to help the struggling traveler or sportsman. Various chapters explored necessary tools, medicines, and firearms. Travelers were instructed how to adopt and adapt to their particular regions of interest. The expedients for building a bridge out of native boats and logs, for instance, were aptly described by Baines in his compendium, as was the construction of igloos in Arctic regions. Galton provided his interpretation of how “to walk a straight line through forests” and even presented a geometric equation on the theory of getting lost.2

Women likewise responded to the lure of travel and adventure. While the number of women who traveled and wrote of their observations and experiences was far fewer than that of men, there were still hundreds who broke out of Victorian domesticity and journeyed to the farthest regions of the earth. By the early twentieth century, women responding to the urge to travel were less likely to be considered a novelty. With the growth of the suffrage movement and women’s rights carrying to the eve of World War II, even more women took the traveling plunge.

Leaving the safety of home and family for the unknowns of travel has often pegged these women as unconventional. In the nineteenth century, many aristocratic and middle-class women in England, Europe, and the United States were bound by the conventions of matrimony, family duties, and the mediocrity of their private lives. There were, however, a daring few who embarked on travels to escape the monotony of home or simply wanted an adventurous, fulfilling experience. The freedom that travel promised was noted by W. Henry Davenport Adams in his early treatise Celebrated Women Travellers of the Nineteenth Century (1883). Burdened by civilization’s “restraints, obligations, and responsibilities,” Adams wrote, women “should hail even a temporary emancipation through travel.”3 Lilias Campbell Davidson also noted the emancipation of the woman traveler in Hints to Lady Travellers at Home and Abroad (1889), that “there is in reality nothing to prevent a woman from seeing every civilized, and even semi-civilized, country in the world without other protection than her own modesty and good sense.”4 Writing more than seventy years later, Dorothy Middleton observed that “travel was an individual gesture of the house-bound, man-dominated Victorian woman. Trained from birth to an almost impossible ideal of womanly submission and self-discipline, of obligation to class and devotion to religion, she had need of an emotional as well as of an intellectual outlet.”5

The experiences, advice, and insights provided by women travelers in the Victorian Age became a template of sorts for women who trekked abroad in far greater numbers in the twentieth century. In questioning why women, as givers of life, would risk their very lives by venturing abroad, Mary Russell suggested that women needed to enrich their lives, and the “journey must be made which takes them beyond the physical and mental confines set by society . . . that women throughout the centuries have managed to transcend their condition and reach out for the world.”6 It was a transcendent Mary Kingsley who trekked alone through west Africa, for instance, or Fanny Bulloch Workman who scaled the unknown peaks of the Himalayas, then jauntily waved a pro-women’s suffrage sign.

Many men, certainly, were less than enthusiastic about seeing women venture from the comforts of hearth and home. The explorer ideal for men was one of fame and fortune, of receiving well-endowed sponsorships, and writing books of their adventures and discoveries. Women, as noted by Dorothy Middleton, were “tolerated rather than encouraged in the field of travel, and then mostly in the subordinate role of wife, guide, or servant.”7 Tolerance was even less on the mind of Sir Clements Markham, then the secretary of the Royal Geographical Society, who remarked that he had “a horror of women of Miss Kingsley’s stamp.”8 George Nathaniel Curzon, the Marquess of Curzon, was certain that women’s “sex and training render them equally unfit for exploration, and the genus of professional female globe-trotters . . . is one of the horrors of the latter end of the nineteenth century.”9 When it came to recognizing the efforts of women travelers, such prestigious institutions as the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Scottish Geographical Society generally snubbed them. Curzon, adamantly opposed to the inclusion of women in the RSGC, scathingly remarked: “We contest in toto the general capability of women to contribute scientific geographical knowledge.”10 Nor was that discrimination confined to the Old World. With the halls of the Explorers’ Club in New York closed to them as late as the 1920s, several American women travelers organized the Society of Women Geographers.

Explorers often turned to big game hunting to quench a scientific thirst through the collection and study of numerous species of wild game from the lands they visited. Collecting game for science meant understanding the nature and habitat of animals, as well as exhibiting personal courage to shoot animals that often turned aggressive if wounded. Taxidermists in London and Europe were kept busy as the flood of animal heads and skins, salted or otherwise preserved, were delivered to their doorsteps from countless international hunting venues. Hunters contributed whole collections of mounted specimens to museums for general audiences to gaze at in wonder.

Scientific curiosity, however, was but one aspect motivating individuals to risk life and limb in the pursuit of big game. Hunting for sport has been a powerful force throughout the development of civilizations. Philosophers have attempted to provide meaning as to why civilized man would seek to kill animals beyond the natural bent of mere survival. Collecting trophies or experiencing exciting moments of the hunt seem to propel Homo sapiens back to the roots of humanity. Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gassett called upon Plato to help define hunting: “Hunting is nothing more than pursuing the game and laying hands on it; as to what is done with that on which one has laid one’s hands, once one had laid one’s hand on it, this is not pertinent to the hunt.”11 The pursuit Plato notes implies that wild game has a chance to flee or defend itself. Gassett suggests that even though game animals may be faster or stronger than the hunter, the advantage is with the hunter. The actual hunt, then, becomes the effort of foiling the escape or defense of the pursued. Man as hunter calls upon skills, courage, and technology to successfully lay his hand upon the pursued. But Gassett continues that “it is not essential to the hunt that it be successful.”12 He succinctly points out that if the hunter’s efforts were “always and inevitably successful it would not be called hunting.” The prey occasionally escaping was a necessary element, or as he observes, “the beauty of hunting lies in the fact that it is always problematic.”13 He suggests that man as a predator drops the trappings of civilization to return to his perceptions of an earlier, more natural state: “man, projected by his inevitable progress away from his ancestral proximity to animals, vegetables, and minerals—in sum, to Nature—takes pleasure in the artificial return to it, the only occupation that permits him something like a vacation from his human condition.”14

It is then, perhaps, that need to return to a “more natural state” that propelled sportsmen to prowl unknown lands with a two-pronged impetus: adventure and sport. While the travel books penned by explorers are legion, there were considerably fewer written concerning big game hunting experiences—perhaps a few thousand, with much fewer than that solely dedicated to hunting.15 Scott Bennett, in his research on big game hunting in India, discovered that few books written by hunters contained an analysis of why they hunted other than for meat or ivory. What emerges from the sporting works is a body of literature that told an exciting story that partly informed a general readership and also provided details to travelers embarking on military and civil duty in the distant reaches of the empire.16 A number of books written by participants reflected that blend of duty and leisure activity. Titles such as Sport and Service in Africa, by A. H. W. Haywood (1926) and Leaves from the Diary of a Soldier and Sportsman, by Montagu Gilbert Gerard (1903) indicate that military service was augmented by the chance to hunt big game.17 Soldiers on leave were often expected to participate in hunting activities as continued sources of military training. Hugh Gunn, for instance, noted that “the early training and the instincts of the hunter have had much more to do with the expansion of the [British] Empire than is generally recognised.”18 Hunters often equated their experience stalking dangerous game with the same approach as on the battlefield. “Our advance took on much of the routine of trench clearing on the Western Front,” wrote Frank Savile of his hunts in British central Africa. “I know I felt positively ethereal.”19

Non-military sportsmen such as Frederick Courteney Selous, Elim Demidoff, and Charles Sheldon provided the greatest body of big game hunting literature.20 They, and many others, coupled the essence of the hunt with vivid narratives describing landscapes, native peoples, and fierce battles for survival. Armchair adventurers lapped up the newest printings, reveled in the excitement of the chase in exotic lands, and called for more.

If women as explorers and travelers were relatively few when compared to the number of men who explored and traveled, then women as big game hunters were a rare breed indeed, especially those who wrote of their exploits. Pioneer women, whether on the plains of North America, the frontiers of Asia, or the veldts and forests of Africa, carried arms to defend their families and themselves, and to add to the larder by hunting game. But the need to hunt for survival had changed to hunting for sport by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Fashionable women in England and Europe participated in shooting game birds such as grouse and pheasant during the great game drives that had become so popular among the elite classes. Dressing in silks for breakfast on the country estates of the privileged, women changed to tweeds to join the menfolk on the afternoon firing line as local villagers and tenant farmers beat the bushes and woods to drive flocks of game birds to the waiting guns. Evening brought frothy baths, expensive gowns, and elaborate dinners as toasts were made and record books noting the number of kills updated.21

There was a sophisticated gentility present as some women attempted to emulate men in the grouse butts or pheasant lines . . . and women were expected to copy and strive for the same love and enjoyment of the blood sports as men. Lady Violet Greville noted in her anthology The Gentlewoman’s Book of Sports:

A keen love of sport is inherent in the breast of all true Englishmen; and the desire of adventure, the disregard of comfort and danger, that it encourages, have gone far to make them the conquerors of the world . . . The sportsman is not cruel, as has sometimes been wantonly asserted: he loves animals, birds, insects, flowers and all the beauties of nature. In his lonely wanderings face to face with the glorious aspect of sea and sky, of the bleak mountain side and the luxuriant valley, he studies the habits of wild beasts, the ways of feathered fowl, the lore and knowledge of herbs and plants. . . . In like manner, many women have cultivated habits of endurance, of observation, of activity, of courage and self-command, of patience and energy. The record of some of their adventures and pastimes will, I venture to think, be favourably received by the public, and may encourage other women, as feminine but more timid, to imitate their achievements, and to acquire a keen zest for and sympathy with outdoor pursuits.22

Greville prefaced a second sporting anthology with additional advice: “When women prove bright and cheerful companions, they add to the man’s enjoyment and to the enlarging of their own practical interests.”23 Personal practical interests notwithstanding, if women were to enjoy male activities such as the shooting sports, then they had to conform to male rules.

Men were expected to exude patience and understanding of sportswomen, even if feigned. Missed shots on partridge, grouse, or pheasant could easily be overlooked by male gunners and simply attributed to feminine delicacy and inexperience. Nor would women have to take driven bird shooting too seriously. Baths and clean clothing were never more than a few minutes away. Hunting tweeds and lightweight shotguns could quickly be discarded as the women reentered traditional roles at evening cocktails and dinner.

Hunting big game in Africa, Asia, or the polar regions was far removed, however, from the finery of lavish English and European shooting parties. Few of the popular vade mecums for travelers published in the Victorian era paid any attention to the needs of women abroad. Clothing makers offered few items for women, undoubtedly considering it unladylike for females to hunt big game. When it came to stalking mountain game, Lilias Campbell Davidson suggested that women not accept “the modern feminine costume for mountaineering . . . where the skirt is a mere polite apology—an inch or two below the knee—the result hardly consistent with a high ideal of womanhood.”24 Such an ideal still demanded petticoats and long dresses. Rifle makers, likewise, built firearms suited to male physiques. The sporting challenge for women was to collect trophies or, at very least, to prove that a woman could command an expedition, handle a large-caliber rifle, and bag the requisite animals. The motivations to shoot trophy animals, rarely noted in the books written by women hunters, were undoubtedly the same motivations as for women travelers—to break the social confines of their eras and to enrich themselves with experiences in the big game fields. Laura Franey suggests that “hunting had become firmly established as an arena in which women could prove that they shared with men an instinctual desire for sport and for the kill.”25 Or, as Gassett noted in his Meditations on Hunting: “Hunting, like all human occupations, has its different levels, and how little of the real work of hunting is suggested in words like diversion, relaxation, entertainment! A good hunter’s way of hunting is a hard job which demands much from man: he must keep himself fit, face extreme fatigues, accept danger.”26 Women’s spirit and strength, W. C. Blaikie announced in 1896, “has defied . . . arctic cold and darkness . . . fatigue, hunger and sickness, robbers and extortioners, wild beast, scorpions and mosquitoes, heat and cold, filth and fever, besides the nameless terrors of savage races, on whose whims they could not count, whose greed and ferocity shrank from no crime.”27 As in Blaikie’s pronouncement, women proved they were capable of hunting dangerous game in a variety of locations and climatic conditions and facing with the dangers of disease and possible threats from indigenous peoples.

Yet the story of women as big game hunters is virtually unknown. Historical research is practically non-existent. Recent studies of the lives and motivations of women travelers, however, has fared better. Dorothy Middleton provides some depth to the reasons that women traveled but primarily provides biographical accounts of seven women explorers. While Alexandra Allen briefly introduces the world of women travelers, the bulk of her text, like Middleton’s, centers on brief biographies of famous women travelers. In her study of Victorian women travel writers in Africa, Catherine Barnes Stevenson not only provides a solid background on women travelers, but also examines travel writing as literature. Both Mary Russell and Dea Birkett make serious attempts at understanding the motivations and experiences of women travelers. Birkett in particular devotes a revealing chapter detailing the difficulties women explorers faced while attempting to gain recognition through the various professional, scientific, and geographical societies proliferating in Victorian England. Analyzing women’s travel writing through the lens of feminism, Sara Mills examines the role of women travelers in the broader imperialist culture of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with the theories of Michel Foucault woven in to provide an evocative literary texture.28

Of the few books that mention women as hunters, Jane Robinson’s bio-bibliographic guide to women travelers indelicately lumps together a handful of sporting women in a chapter titled “Unfeminine Exploits.”29 In the same vein, Marion Tinling addresses the lives of a number of women travelers in some detail, including several who hunted.30 Maria Aitken, in her work on the roles played by women travelers, devotes a chapter to “huntresses,” though it paints a less-than-flattering picture.31 Both Bartle Bull and Kenneth Cameron studied the history of big game hunting in Africa, but their mention of women hunters is pedestrian and sparse, Cameron noting that “we know little of the women who led safaris, probably because it has been men who have left most of the records.”32 John M. Mackenzie in his seminal work examining big game hunting, conservation, and British imperialism provides a few paragraphs on women hunters.33 He also notes that some women turned hunting “into a powerful expression of female emancipation of sorts.”34

Indeed there is little information regarding women who traveled and hunted. Brief biographical sketches appear in old volumes of Who’s Who, obituaries, and the occasional reference book on women writers or travelers. Snippets of daily life and experiences can be gleaned from a smattering of letters and documents. The most valuable source of information is the books that women hunters wrote recounting their adventures. Yet these writings, representing “a type of autobiographical narrative,” as noted by Catherine Barnes Stevenson, may contain exaggerations or be spiced up to entertain an audience expecting big game hunting thrills.35 James Casada suggested that African explorers often “dress[ed] up their travelogues with that which was sensational or outré.”36 When comparing the works of men and women hunters, however, the hardships, privations, and dangers they faced are greatly similar.

The content of the books written by women big game hunters generally remained consistent. Occasionally the authors revealed their motivations for traveling and hunting. They chose their rifles, clothing, and supplies, sometimes assembling their own expeditions complete with gun bearers, porters, cooks, and pack animals. Once in the field, women had to contend with cleanliness, usually in a less-than-hospitable climate. Insects and vermin abounded, often carrying fevers or other maladies. The women observed indigenous peoples. The physical hardships of the trail had to be overcome. Encounters with wild animals were challenging and invigorating, yet stressful and often dangerous. What emerged from their writings was a literature revealing women’s experiences in an arena combining travel and sport usually reserved for men.

Women were also faced with traveling to the world’s shooting grounds either by themselves or accompanied by a spouse or other male friends or family members. Much of the literature of women hunters centers on their location in time and space as wives of soldiers stationed in Africa or Asia at the height of European imperialism. Soldiers or civil servants with a sporting bent might take a wife with them on safari or shikar. Once in the field, women could either remain in camp or join men in the hunt. Usually their role was secondary, with males ensuring that women were not placed in harm’s way. Occasionally women embarked on their own hunting expeditions accompanied by only a handful of native guides or porters. In their writings, this latter group of women reveal the richness of personal experience coupled with the resourcefulness and determination as noted by W. C. Blaikie.

In comparing big game books written by women to those penned by men, several generalities become evident. Women tended to be much more descriptive of the actual process of traveling to hunting grounds, including steamship voyages and time spent in foreign cities. Their observations of indigenous peoples, whether viewed through the lens of a perceived superiority or simply through curious eyes, is offered in greater detail, particularly as to how natives interacted within the tribe and how they reacted to white visitors. Women also provided more personal experiences regarding the indelicate nature of going afield, including rudimentary personal hygiene and infestation by vermin. When hunting, women tended to personify the game they stalked with strangely affectionate descriptions, while male hunters were more directly to the point. A common trait of many big game hunting books written by men was a chapter detailing the best rifles and ammunition to use, a subject usually lacking from nearly all women’s narratives.37 The mutual dangers faced by men and women alike were similar, without a doubt. Longtime African hunter and author Denis D. Lyell, noted that he thought the hunter was “in more danger from fevers,” and believed “that there is as great a likelihood of meeting one’s death from the bite of a poisonous snake as from wild animals.”38 He attributed deaths from animal attacks to four causes: “(1) Recklessness and contempt of danger. (2) Uncertain or long shots. (3) Inferior weapons with insufficient stopping power. (4) Ignorance of the game and its habits.”39 Women’s big game encounters reflected Lyell’s concerns.

Many of the women who hunted kept
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