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Foreword

A hallmark of a successful book, in addition to how well it’s written and how compelling we find its subject matter, is how long it remains in print. Reader interest and demand drive a book’s longevity. To that end, Steve Smith’s Hunting Ducks and Geese is an anomaly among outdoor literature, the popularity of much of which flashes and sputters in a few short years, if not months. Not so Hunting Ducks and Geese. First released in 1984, the original edition’s appeal to waterfowl hunters has remained robust for, literally, almost a generation. The book is well written, its subject matter compelling, and its author’s credentials entirely without question.

Written on the end sheet of my copy of the original edition, which has gone back to press many times in the intervening years, is the following personal inscription:

For Chuck—

Who has forgotten more about waterfowl

than I know—and is one of the few characters

on Earth who shoots worse than I do!

Best regards,

Steve Smith

October 1984

The reference to my having forgotten more about waterfowl than Steve knows pertains to my university postgraduate work in waterfowl biology. The reference to my shooting ability is a damned lie. But it’s one that Steve can perennially propagate without recrimination because we’ve been kibitzing one another as coworkers—in the fields of wildlife conservation and outdoor book and magazine publishing—and as friends for even longer than this book has been in print.

Still, to be truthful, Steve is an accomplished wingshooter, and his vast knowledge of duck and goose hunting goes beyond mere academic examination (he has a master’s degree in biology). His writing is based on many years of hunting experiences in a variety of waterfowling venues across the continent. That fact was well established in 1984, in the original version of this work, and readers of this recently updated edition of Hunting Ducks and Geese now have the opportunity to not only tap that wealth of timeless information, but also to share, discover, and learn from twenty additional years of Steve’s encounters in North America’s goose fields and duck marshes.

You’ll be hard-pressed to find a man more interesting and charismatic than Steve Smith with whom to spend time in a blind, or a writer whose words on the subject of waterfowl and waterfowl hunting are more authoritative and engrossing. But I’m still a better shot.

Chuck Petrie

Executive Editor, Ducks Unlimited

November 2002
 

CHAPTER 1

There and Then

If you’re like me, there are times when you wish that you were born about a century ago, born wealthy, and were a waterfowl hunter back when the ducks darkened the sun. I like to imagine what we would be like, you and I, in those never-to-be-seen-again days….

We arrive at camp late Friday night after a week in the city jousting with the other captains of industry. Our financial standing enables us to hold membership in our club, which features more or less plush accommodations, dog-boarding facilities, manservants, and a good-natured cook-housekeeper who thinks of us as her “boys.”

Friday is spent trying to figure out what they print on the bottom of Virginia Gentleman bottles, swapping stories of business ventures, of fortunes made and lost, of what the new administration is likely to do, or of Nash Buckingham’s newest book.

But eventually the talk turns to the next day’s gunning. Along about the time that dinner has finally settled a bit, Old Eustus pads into the room where we stand or recline around a fireplace that is big enough to roast an ox in. He makes a few cryptic comments about the wind direction and speed and the chances of rain, suggests what type of gear to wear in the morning, and finally assigns blinds—Mr. Wilson to the Three Ponds, Mr. O’Hara to the Oak Hole Blind….

And so it goes.

Finally we drift off to our rooms, spartan compared with the dining room and living quarters, lit by a single candle or maybe a kerosene lamp with an extra wick in the bureau drawer. The pan of wash water will have skim ice on it the next morning. Under a feather bed, we fight for territorial rights with the ninety-pound Chesapeake crowding our feet and doze off quickly to the tune of the wind on the eaves.

Morning comes early. About 4 A.M., a knock comes at the door: “Mr. Smith, breakfast in a half hour, and she’s makin’ weather out, Sir.” The knock and the same muffled greeting are repeated down the hallway to the last bedroom.

We dress quickly and head for the fireplace, now ablaze, to join the rest of the regulars. The air is electric as the talk now is not of business, but of the day’s shooting to come. Coffee followed by a breakfast of wheatcakes, eggs, and home-cured sausage with buttermilk biscuits are quickly put away, with the extra going to the big, hard-working brown and black and yellow dogs that seem to have adopted the spots to the immediate right of their masters.

Then we all clamber into the “mud room,” where the forends and barrels on the Parkers and Foxes and Sweet Elsies are clicked into place. By mutual agreement, maybe even unspoken, the members all shoot doubles. The fairly new repeating shotguns—pumps and autoloaders—are not accepted here. Maybe someone is using one of the little 12-gauges, but most of us have chosen our 10s—maybe even an 8-gauge. Pockets are stuffed with shells, and we head out the door for the boats and the blinds. No need to worry about putting out decoys—Eustus set out the blocks in the last failing light of Friday night. They will be picked up Sunday evening and not set out again until the following weekend, unless a member takes a shooting vacation of a week or ten days at the club.

There are no young men here, not even any members’ children present. The club is exclusive; a member can will his place in the club to an heir, but so far the members’ numbers have been undiminished by death. The club is as it was when it was founded, thank God.

Poling the boat to the blind in the starlight, we hear the quacking of ducks on the water. Puddlers. The blind where we’re headed is on the open bay, and canvasbacks are the ducks we’re hoping for. Pushing the boat into the blind, we take up watch, you to the left and I to the right.

About the time you can count the eyelets in your boots, the first flight of cans sweeps low over the water, rises to get a look at the blocks, makes one more pass, and then bores in.

We rise. My 10-gauge passes the lead duck, and I slap the front trigger. The third duck in the line pinwheels into the water, so hard he skips like a flat stone on a pond. Pulling still farther ahead, I trigger the left barrel. The copper-plated 4s take the bird in full flight, and he joins his flockmate on the water. Your two shots have pulled a pair from the rear of the flock, your appointed area because the birds entered from the left—your side.

The dogs are sent out, and they locate the ducks bobbing lifelessly among the Mason decoys. Two trips for each dog, and the birds are tucked away inside the blind. Like us, our dogs work as a well-oiled team.

Hunkered down in the blind, we wait for the next flight. All thoughts of business and civilization are gone now. Our world is a small pole blind and a spread of decoys.

The ducks come screaming in from my side. We can tell they aren’t going to stop—they are just strafing the blocks. “Now,” you hiss. I stand and swing as fast as I can, but both rounds splash the water behind the tailender. I couldn’t quite catch up. Your left barrel took the final, departing duck, and we chuckle at the speed of downwind cans. No matter; there will be more targets soon.

And so it goes. More than fifty times this day, we will squint down the swamped ribs of our Parkers. By the time Eustus poles up, we have had as much shooting as we want. The spanking east wind has carried a hint of snow all day, and now it comes. Men, dogs, decoys, and dead canvasbacks are covered in a silent pall of white.

In the boat now, we pole back to the lodge. The other members are already there, and the good talk commences again. Shots made and missed are relived as the peach brandy loosens inhibitions and tongues.

The call to a dinner of flash-roasted canvasback breast and wild rice, a nightcap with a good cigar, and then off to bed for the rest we’ll need for the Sunday shooting.

That’s how I see myself—and you.

____________

Today you and I worry about droughts on the Canadian prairies, about pesticide accumulations, about farming practices that drain potholes, and about what the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has up its sleeve.

We attend Ducks Unlimited dinners and buy prints. We buy coffee mugs with dog heads on them, and we dream the old dreams. But the old days—there and then—are gone.

Today you and I are more likely to be fighting a crowd around the game division outpost that holds sway over the public marsh. Our license numbers are recorded, we enter a blind-draw lottery, our guns are checked for plugs, our shells are checked to make sure they don’t hold lead, and our olive-drab duck boat is checked for the state registration sticker.

If we get chosen, we set out our own spread of decoys—a dozen or two—and wait for a few mallards or pintails to drift by. We start by the watch and end by it because we have to be out of the area in time to give those who have drawn our blind for the afternoon hunt a chance to set up. All very official, all very friendly, all very much like a herd of cattle shipped from point A to point B. All very dreary. Except for one thing: When you and I rise to shoot, we may not be looking down between the tubes of a Parker, and the ducks we swing on aren’t canvasbacks, but the feeling is there—the rush as you hiss, “Now!”

Sure, we may be sighting along the rib of a production-grade 12-gauge pump, and the shells may hold steel shot, and the ducks may be some unwary greenheads fresh from the North, but the retrieve is just as proud, the burned powder smells the same, and the wind and sleet that sting our faces feel the same to us here and now as they did there and then.

And in the end, isn’t that reason enough for us to be here—now?

____________

The passing of those old days is not without some semblance of guilt for the sportsmen of that era. Although I use the term “sportsmen” a bit loosely, these men, many of them converted—reformed—market gunners, were among the first to see the awful impact that unlimited fall and spring shooting had on the hordes of waterfowl.

Yet they themselves would surely be regarded as game hogs if they tried to pull off some of those old game bags today. They would probably be visited only on alternate Tuesdays by a close relative, too.

The market-gunning period, especially for waterfowl, was a period of plenty for an emerging nation. Some have wondered about the mentality of those who operated punt guns, shot at night, or snared and trapped birds and animals for the market. The reason is obvious—and easy: money. A partial price listing of poultry and wildfowl sold on the market a hundred years ago from an outlet in Baltimore shows that geese went for $2 a pair in those days, over $36 in today’s money adjusted for inflation. A dozen canvasbacks—at $5 to $7 a brace retail and even figuring a 200 percent markup by the processor—still would bring the market gunner more than $200 in today’s money.

Some of the early gunners, plying their craft on the Chesapeake or Hudson or the Great Lakes, had flotillas of boats and decoy pick-up men, and they may have looked down between the barrels of a double five hundred times a day or more. A good fall or spring shooting season made the market hunter an economic force to be reckoned with in his community.

The Susquehanna River, and particularly the Susquehanna Flats, was an area that provided a living for quite a few gunners. They came for the “sport,” as they saw it, but they came primarily for the cash. As late as the 1890s, newspapers sent reporters to the Flats to cover the opening week’s gunning. Amazing.

An examination of the hunting regulations in effect in the United States in the late 1920s shows that this country was a nation of waterfowlers. While some of the great grouse and woodcock states such as Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota had yet to open a legal season on grouse, and had only a five-day season for woodcock and “imported pheasant,” most states held waterfowl shooting from mid-September until mid-December.

Little wonder, then, that ducks and geese took the brunt of the shooting by the early sportsmen.

Many of these men organized and became the early advocates of seasons and bag limits. They recognized that the market shooting of the past was just that—in the past. They lobbied for the imposition of season lengths and bag limits, and eventually they were the ones who pressed for an end to the use of live decoys and a beginning of waterfowl management via duck stamp moneys.

Still, their bags were impressive. Shooters of the Great Lakes areas and points east used to rent train cars and make annual forays to the Western prairies for some of the Central Flyway shooting in the open spaces. These trips, many of them for two months at a time, featured paid cooks, helpers, duck-pluckers, and probably valets who made sure the shooter looked right before he headed out in the morning.

Every major city near a body of water that held waterfowl sported its own ducking club, like that described earlier, and the shooters were often as socially and politically conscious as they were aware of how far ahead to hold on a downwind redhead. Detroit, for example, with the St. Clair River nearby, was a hotbed of shooting in the 1920s.

But with the Dustbowl days of the ’30s came a new consciousness born of lean years. Those days robbed the prairies of their duck-producing waterholes, and it was clear that the glory years had gone by. It was time for the legislation that would pass all of the old days into the mists of time.

Bag limits became set more tightly; the season lengths became shorter and started to vary from year to year. Federal laws took precedence over what a state wanted to do. A resource that moves across state lines quacking or honking was better regulated by the feds.

At the same time, the upland hunting picture was changing. Pheasants, successfully introduced in the late 1800s, drew followers who figured that a pretty and good-tasting bird had to be worth some time. Grouse and woodcock became more common as the market-hunting laws and land use made their populations burgeon. Season lengths stretched out in the uplands at the time when those on waterfowl were shortening. Many waterfowlers simply moved inland, away from the waters, and started hunting upland birds. The interest in lowland hunting slowed.

The coming of the Federal Refuge system, financed in great part by duck stamp moneys, was an attempt to combat, in this country, waterfowl’s worst enemy—loss of habitat. But since I wrote the original version of this book in 1984, a lot has changed on the conservation front. In 2002, more than 45 million acres were set aside for five to fifteen years by conservation programs such as the Wetlands Reserve Program, the Conservation Reserve Program, and the Wildlife Incentives Program.

An increase in duck numbers because of rainfall in the Prairie Pothole Region has brought the populations of a number of duck species closer to the long-range goals of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan. There are year-to-year fluctuations, but season lengths and bag limits are now more liberal than they were in 1984, and they are being set more scientifically, using the Adaptive Harvest technique. Essentially, it takes water, grass for nesting, and plenty of acres of both.

There are more gadgets and gizmos for waterfowlers these days than you can shake a duck call at, and the outdoor catalogs devote page after page of stuff for us—proof, I guess, of a healthy market. Steel shot has been accepted, and some new alternatives over the last few years, such as bismuth, tungsten, and others, have made our shooting more effective. An entire generation of duck and goose hunters has never fired a lead load at anything with webbed feet.

When I wrote the first edition of Hunting Ducks and Geese, I wasn’t very optimistic about the future of waterfowl and the sport of chasing them here and there. Now, nineteen years later, I am.
 

CHAPTER 2

The Divers

Divers are the ducks of lore and legend. In his mind’s eye, the hunter of today sees himself braving the elements, squinting into the distance to catch that first flash of white underbelly as the birds streak out of the leaden, snow-spitting sky and make their sonic blast over his blocks. He stands, thumbs the safety off his vintage double, and pulls a pair of drakes from the front of the knot, allowing himself a manly grin as his Lab or Chessie hits the surf. His steel-gray eyes flicker toward the horizon as he notes wind speed and direction and plans his next pair.

Nowhere does he imagine lugging three metric tons of decoys into a leaky boat with a motor that hasn’t run properly since the Truman administration. In his imagination, the cold is there, but it isn’t “real.” His dog gets every bird and never shakes inside the blind. You and I know what things are really like, but we aren’t talking. There still might be someone out there willing to go with us if we keep our mouths shut.

Diver hunting is where the craft of layout shooting is practiced, one of the most exciting sports this side of the town where the bulls chase both local and imported idiots through the streets. Layout shooting is aptly named for several reasons, the first of which is the fact that the participants in this little drama could just as easily be laid out in a casket in a funeral parlor.

The second is the fact that it is really named for the position the shooter takes in the boat, which is a low, sneakbox type of craft. He literally lies down in the thing and, except for this cover, is naked before his enemies. A “tender” boat to carry decoys, pick up the birds, and haul what’s left of the shooter back to shore rounds out the equipment. Because you need a tender, this is a two-man activity, but only one of the crazies shoots at a time.
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The layout boat, used properly, is a deadly form of shooting for divers.



Layout shooting is practiced on big waters: coastal bays, some of the Great Lakes, and wide rivers such as the Susquehanna. Diver ducks feed on vegetation about 60 percent of the time, with wild celery being the favored food. They dive deep, using only their feet for propulsion, and even their physical structure is geared for this. Whereas the dabbler, or puddle duck, has its legs close to the center of the body, using its middle section as a fulcrum to bend over, the diver’s feet are located well back, making walking on land difficult but making deep dives a thing of ease.

Thus the best way to hunt divers is by going offshore. Sure, you’ll get mixed puddler-diver bags, as each invades the other’s habitat from time to time, but the layout shooter knows what he’s about: late in the year, offshore, cold water, lots of depth—we are a little daft even being out there.

Shooting from a layout boat is a lot like trying to hit the rabbits at the carnival shooting gallery while you’re riding the Ferris wheel. The layout boat is less than stable, subject to the whims of the tides and the wind.

There you are. You’re flat on your back, your shotgun across your chest in a port-arms position. You know there was a time in your life when you had toes, but you’re sure they’re gone now. The boat rocks side to side and up and down. The decoys are out there somewhere, many dozens of them. It takes so many to get the attention of divers. You can call if you want, but it’s the spread of blocks that will do the trick if, indeed, there is a trick to be done. You start thinking about the point spread in the NFL playoff game or just how bad you should jam it to Uncle Sam on your 1040 this year. Then you hear the sound of air being sucked through primaries. When the sound is that close, the birds are there and in range.

Now you have to decide: Do you wait and hope the birds make another pass? Do you sit and try to locate them based on sound alone? You haven’t seen any of the bluebills overhead, so they must be out in front of you where the two lines of decoys leave a “sweet spot” opening that all diver hunters like to have within good shotgun range.

You decide to wait. You try to run the data through your mental computer: speed and declination of the quarry, the boat bounce factor, the ribbing your partner will give you if you let two passes go by without shooting, how far out the birds are likely to be, and does your left arm still work?

Then you are up, sitting bolt upright in the craft. You see them now, at the same time they see you. In the time it takes you to move inches, they are putting yards of altitude and distance between you. The Model 12 cracks off a round, the wind stealing the sound of the big magnum load. A bird drops. You work the slide and slap the trigger again. Another bird. A third shot punches only air. You are dimly aware that the chase boat has its motor started and the dead birds are already the subject of discussion between your partner and his Lab. They pick up the birds, head over, and the two of you gingerly trade places.

You sit in the tender boat for a while, talking with him, reliving the shots in case he missed some minute detail. You tell him how you had to allow forward and under because the boat was really rocking. At no time do you mention that you hit two birds at the opposite end of the flock from where you were pointing. You light your pipe and make sure all your parts work, then you motor away to give your partner his privacy—his own private little piece of frozen heaven.

A few years ago, I was communicating with the tender boat with a small walkie-talkie. About the time the feeling went out of my hands, I managed to drop the gadget overboard in about twenty feet of clear Lake Michigan water. I could see it on the bottom every time my son Chris tried to call me from the boat—a little red light would come on. Eventually that stopped. Trying to grab the thing on its way over the side, I had stuck my arm into the water up to my elbow, and in the process, my gun started to slide overboard. Chris was watching the whole thing through binoculars, doubled up with laughter. When he pulled up to me, even the dog seemed to be smiling.

Layout shooting may be the most exciting form of duck hunting on the continent, but it’s certainly not the most unusual. One of the odder ways to hunt divers is with—or from—a sink box. In this form of shooting, legal nowhere in the United States but in some places in Canada, a fifty-five-gallon drum is weighted so that it will stay on the bottom in a few feet of water, with only a few inches of freeboard sticking up. The shooter then hops inside and waits, hunkered low. I tried it once in Nova Scotia, and I can see why it’s illegal—it can be deadly.

But for divers, the deepwater blind setup is what kills birds. The blind is usually the boat itself, with the appropriate amount of netting and reeds to conceal the occupants. In such a situation, it’s a good idea to take as many decoys as you can haul. The best way is to have a separate boat loaded with blocks to tow to the setup area.

In the matter of decoy material, the heavier the better, within reason. Heavy decoys, made of cedar or cork, sway in the wind less, roll less, and in general look a little more like ducks than do the plastic models. On the other hand, I am not personally acquainted with anyone who can afford an all-cork or cedar rig, so we use plastic.

Patterns for laying out the spread go by a variety of names: the “J,” the “fishhook,” and so forth. The main thing to remember is that you want to give the ducks two impressions. First, you have to convince them that there is food down there in the deep. Divers, unlike puddle ducks, have a tendency to knot up more when feeding. This is because the food, when present, is in the form of a submerged aquatic weedbed. To effectively work such a bed, the ducks naturally bunch up. They also tend to travel in bigger flocks than puddlers, so the decoys should be bunched.
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