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In Focus
LiLLYCoMBe estate owner rUpert 
Martin anD LoaDer rosCoe wright 
wait For the aCtion to Begin. For More 
on this storY, tUrn to pages 20–24. 
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Lillycombe 
Exmoor

On the shoot

Under enthusiastic new stewardship, one of this stunning area’s 
older shoots is re-emerging as a serious sporting contender. T

he age-old 
question of 
what to buy 
for someone 
who has 
everything 
may be 

answered in many ways, but for 
anyone with a scintilla of affection 
for the countryside then the 
ultimate acquisition is a shooting 
estate with quality provenance. By 
economic necessity, most people 
rent their shooting, but there is 
always the frustrating compromise 
that while you can walk away when 
the lease expires, you are never 
quite in control or able to influence 
matters by personal touch and 
people who have succeeded in big 
businesses have done so by personal 
influence, so renting may be fine, 
but ownership is better. 

During 2016, several notable 
sporting estates with established 
shooting reputation came to market, 
but for Rupert Martin, entrepreneur, 
racing driver and shooting 
aficionado, it was Lillycombe on 
Exmoor that became the focus of 
his search and one viewing on a late 
summer morning that revealed its 
beauty and sporting potential was 
enough. The description when it 
went on the market told the story 
very well. The estate had passed, 
in unbroken succession, through 
the families of the 18th. Century 
Lord Chancellor, Peter King, and 
the first two Earls of Lovelace, to 
the then present owners, the Earl 
and Countess of Lytton, who had 
developed the shoot in the 1980s, 

initially as a commercial venture 
but most recently largely restricted 
to a private clientele, as the owners 
aimed to provide the kind of day 
that a gun might seek to deliver 
were the estate their own. At 
861 acres, though by no means 
the largest of sporting venues, the 
secluded deep wooded valleys and 
hidden combes which straddle the 
coastal ridge of Exmoor looking 
north over the Bristol Channel have 
always presented memorable drives 
for early season partridge and later 
pheasant and Lillycombe House sits 
on a south-facing site overlooking 
its own spectacular valley and the 
open moorland beyond. Built in 
1912 for the then Lady Lovelace 
assisted by mentor the architect, 
Charles Voysey, it is typically Arts-
and-Crafts in style and is Grade II 
listed. It’s interior had been less than 
sympathetically re-styled, but the 
large drawing and dining rooms, 
triple-aspect garden room and 
study struck the right chord and 
offered great potential to form the 
basis of a total re-build, the better 
to accommodate the new owners’ 
needs.

A wonderful shoot...
If the house was a little tired and 
scheduled for a revamp, so too was 
the shoot. While Martin is a greatly 
experienced shot, he had never 
had a shoot of his own and his first 
appointment of Ian Baldock as his 
shooting manager was, by their own 
admission, another step into the 
unknown for both men. Not that 
they were strangers, for Baldock 
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increase the holding by acquiring 
a parcel of land below the house 
which secured four drives on 
what had been rented acres on the 
boundary. This brought the estate 
holding to 1,000 acres, with in-hand 
sporting rights over an additional 500 
acres and access to shoot over  
a further parcel of around 500 acres 
in return for grazing, bringing the 
total acreage to about 2,000.   

As is often the way when a shoot 
changes hands, the incumbent keeper 
felt it time to seek pastures new but 
his underkeeper stayed in post for 
the first season to smooth the hand 

moorland. We have no arable, but 
everything is tenant-grazed by sheep 
and a small herd of Devon cattle. As 
the natural flora generally has little 
nutritional value, our policy is to 
feed well and the birds stay where 
they know they can find food.”

...and a satisfying 
day’s shooting 
The team shooting as guests of 
the host on this October day had 
journeyed from as far afield as 
Kent, Germany and Switzerland. 
They gathered for their briefing at 
the Culbone Stables Inn, located 
conveniently in the middle of the 
shoot. Close proximity to the ocean 
can produce early morning mist 
that hangs in the combes and so it 
proved, but such is the disposition 
of the ground that there is nearly 
always somewhere to start the day. 
As the average day comprises four to 
five drives, getting to peg at around 
10.30am is not a disaster. 

With sun just clearing the mist 
and virtually no wind to speak 
of, guns began their day on the 
Beggar’s Knapp drive, pegged in 
a long narrow gulch of ground 
below Lillycombe House, facing a 
sizeable bank topped with a stand 
of Christmas trees with cover crop 
behind. Much pruning had been 

over, before himself moving on. In 
another slightly unusual move, he 
had been joined as joint headkeeper 
by Dan Ashman, a 23-year-old who 
had served previously as beatkeeper 
on the King’s Nympton Estate. For 
the 2018/2019 season, he has been 
joined by the similarly youthful Jamie 
Gibbs, fresh from keepering single-
handed at Combe Davey. Together 
with the shooting manager, they 
work as a team with complementary 
skills. With these essential building 
blocks in place, Baldock dual sourced 
his first season’s poults from Barrow 
Farm and Ashleigh Game Farm, 
opting for French ringnecks and first-
cross Byzantys, which he thought 
would bring the robust, strong-flying 
birds to take on the ground.

“The estate is divided into 
two beats by the A39 coast road 
between Porlock and Lynmouth,” 
says Baldock, “and across the two 
parcels we have 21 recognised drives 
of which we regard 16 as classics. 
Our land sits between the 250m 
and 443m contours with seven deep 
combes to help us show the birds. 
With an average of 950mm of rain 
each year this is quite unforgiving 
ground and we needed birds that 
would fly in any conditions. In 
addition to the freehold land we 
have this block of 500 densely 
wooded acres along the coastal strip, 
but as the terrain is almost vertical 
and unreachable, we have it there 
as a boundary haven. It gives great 
views over the Bristol Channel if 
we have the time to stop and stare.

“There are well-established parcels 
of woodland dotted around the 
estate, which collectively total around 
400 acres including larch, Douglas 
fir, Norway and Scots pine, some 
ancient oak and whortleberry, which 
is a real Devon staple. Excluding 
this and other natural cover like 
heather and bracken, we have 40 
acres of cover crop which includes 
kale, triticale, reed canary grass, gorse 
and laurel. The underlying soil is 
lime-hungry acidic peat and heather 

done through the summer months 
to give three flushing points in the 
timber and, as beaters brought them 
forward, the birds burst upward 
through these and whistled over the 
line, clearly not requiring breeze to 
give them height. Predominantly 
a partridge drive, it ended with a 
flourish of feisty pheasant and the 
seven pickers-up with a dozen happy 
hounds worked well on the big ferny 
bank behind the gun line.

“The large drawing 
and dining rooms, 

triple-aspect garden 
room and study 
offering great 

potential as the basis 
for a total rebuild.”

Partridge and pheasant broke free 
behind the treeline and soared over 
the guns, rising to clear the timber 
behind while slip-sliding across the 
strengthening wind to give very 
testing shooting.

Having elected to shoot through, 
the mid-morning break was taken 
in leisurely fashion at a very fine 
bothy. Stories were swapped over 
delectable hot and cold snacks, 
before guns decamped to the nearby 
Robber’s Bridge and pegged at 
two levels along and below a gravel 
track, facing a monster bank. As 
birds began to reach and lift from 
the flushing point above, it was 
clear that they were no respecters of 
direction, for they crossed the line at 
many different heights and on many 
differing trajectories, swooping along 
the combe as much as across it to 
give sport of the highest order. 

 The day was progressing well, 
witness the looks on the faces of 
host and manager alike, so in high 
spirits the team decamped to shoot 
the high bracken-covered bank that 
is Hallidays, one of the four drives in 
the valley below the house. Beaters 
worked to the right above the 
guns and, as they brought the birds 
towards the centre, flushes began 
to emerge from a backdrop of dark 
foliage to burst over the line. 

is one of the most experienced 
shooting coaches around and had 
mentored Martin over many years 
in the field, but both men freely 
admitted that it would be a steep 
learning curve. 

To add another dimension, they 
could only take on the shooting in 
March 2017, leaving much to be 
planned and achieved in their first six 
months of stewardship.

Visits in the early weeks of the 
2017/2018 season proved what an 
astute buy it had been and how 
well the organisational nettle had 
been grasped. Early moves were to 

Charles Wade 
double gunning 
on Sunny Bank.
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Second drive of the morning was 
the optimistically but prophetically 
named Sunny Bank, a serpentine 
stream valley with guns standing 
well sheltered by trees to front 
and back. With midges dancing, it 
produced a shooting masterclass from 
the host and his near neighbour, 
Jamie Lee, taking a day away from 
running Ashcombe and Rushmore. 

Difficult crossers were 
dispatched with style by 

Nick Champ, watched 
by his wife, Edwina.

Estate manager, Ian 
Baldock, proved adept at 
running the shoot in his 
first season in charge.

Lillycombe’s 
owner, rupert 
martin, was in 
particularly good 
form shooting and 
hosting the day.
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Now in-hand on the 
estate, Culbone Stables 
Inn is most convenient 

(culbonestablesinn.
co.uk), the Rising 

Sun on the Lynmouth 
harbourside is 

spectacular  
with great 

food and drink 
(risingsunlynmouth.
co.uk) or the Royal 

Oak in Winsford 
(royaloakexmoor.co.uk) 

if shooting southern 
Exmoor shoots as well.

The estate uses the 
Culbone Stables as  

its shoot lodge, meeting 
point and for lunches.

 Regular menus are  
good, shoot lunches are 

excellent, with locally 
sourced fish, fowl  

and meats  
well prepared and 

delivered by an 
attentive crew. 

There are very drinkable 
house wines and 

also a nice selection 
of ales on tap.

the area guide
How to get there, where to  
stay and what you’ll eat. 

Lillycombe is on the 
coast road between 

Porlock and Lynmouth 
on the northern 

fringes of Exmoor. 
From the M5 follow 
the A39 or A358/

A39 from Bridgwater 
or Taunton which 

lead directly to the 
estate in around 

40 miles. Bristol or 
Exeter airports or 

Tiverton Parkway are 
very handy, or you 
can helicopter in.

T rav e l CaT e r i n gSTay

For more information about 
shooting opportunities at 

Lillycombe contact shoot manager 
Ian Baldock on 07827 895184.

Fizzing partridge
As the afternoon advanced, guns 
positioned for their finale on North 
Common, one of the estate’s 
signature drives, pegging along 
a wide track in open ground, 
but facing a steeply rising, scrub-
covered valley side with stands of 
trees dotted across and below it. 
It was easy to see why this was 
singled out as signature, as backs 
were continually arched to cope 
with fizzing partridge and towering 
pheasant crossing above. They were 
tall but eminently shootable, as was 
shown by the whole line who were 
demonstrably enjoying themselves  
as the day reached its conclusion.

Back in the Culbone for a lunch 
featuring loin of red deer taken and 
butchered on the estate the previous 
day by the keepers, it was time to sum 
up. Ian Baldock says: “We aim to 
provide around 40 days shooting this 
season, mostly self-let, with bag sizes 
between 250 to 400 birds, and all the 
quality that we have just experienced, 
though we haven’t even got to the 
serious pheasant ground nearer the 
coast yet so there’s a lot more to 
come. We are putting down sufficient 
birds to support those targets without 
stressing either the birds or our land 
and the fact that what we consider 
to be our signature drives now don’t 
match what came before suggests that 
our keepers are using their initiative to 

expand the shooting in a good way. 
“Alongside normal best practice, 

they are looking at genetics and 
macrobiotics to support our 
multi-bird sourcing and limited 
medication policy to improve flock 
management,” he adds.

As the guns left Lillycombe, greatly 
satisfied with their day, we left it to 
Rupert Martin to sum things up. “As 
with all new ventures in any business, 
taking on this estate will pose many 
challenges and contains elements 
of risk, but that’s what life is about 
isn’t it? I suppose that buying it was 
the ultimate impulse purchase, but 
I regard ownership of this particular 
piece of Exmoor as less of a trophy 
and more of the start of a new 

Fizzing partridges over Lillycombe’s long, steep-sided combes give guns a real test.

enterprise  that I had been considering 
for some while. 

“I have done enough shooting 
and had seen enough estates in my 
time to have a good idea of what I 
was looking for, but nothing really 
prepared me for the character and 
pure magic Lillycombe presents and 
has already shown me in abundance. 
We have a great team in place and 
I just look forward to helping them 
deliver the estate’s true potential.” 




