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INTRODUCTION

IN THE BLOOD

Duck hunters don’t have to wait to go to heaven. For us it exists right here, all fall and winter. So why do people think we’re crazy? A friend who hunts upland birds once asked me why duck hunters are willing to endure all they suffer through. Struggling in mud that will suck your boots off or breaking ice just to get soaked throwing decoys in the dark. “How is that fun?” he asked. The 4 a.m. starts over freezing boat ramps or in sleet and rain, building brushy blinds all summer in the heat and insects, and the stinky wet dogs shaking water and mud and blood on everything … all while hauling grimy, expensive and always-breaking paraphernalia. Living with the mountains of expensive decoys, overpriced ATVs and specialized boats good for just one place: The swamps that most people avoid at all cost.

It is all rather unappealing to a refined tweedy upland birder with a glossy double gun and a pretty fair-weather dog with frills hanging off its tail.

There is so much I want to tell him. How those mission-specific boats and gear are ugly aesthetically, yes, but very beautiful to us. How a handmade heated floating portable dog blind you killed a weekend building (hey, the thing almost works) totally made sense at the time you were trying to re-purpose that old Igloo cooler.

Because you’re holding this book, you get it, but how do you explain?

That to you, waterfowling is so rich in diversity, pageantry and lore, no other avenue in the hunting life is as noble. That nothing stirs you like the skinny fingers of daybreak reaching out in quicksilver traces through your decoys as dawn peeps across a marsh.

We can give ourselves goose bumps at any time just by closing our eyes and thinking of ducks and geese on their final approach to the layout blind, as you hold your breath and try to become small and invisible.

How we love all that filthy gear, that post-apocalyptic boat/blind, that messy pile of decoys in need of paint, those ragged bags full of fake birds, that wobbly old MOJO with the steel shot pellets embedded beak to butt. That dirty layout blind in the corner of the garage. These are our weapons, our tools of the trade, not encumbrances. Magic things happen when we climb in a blind and look to the sky.

There is simply nothing like waterfowling. How the hiss of wings cutting the air before you have even seen the birds can be louder than you can believe, as your stomach knots up at the realization they are really close. How often before you have seen them you catch that flicker of motion reflected across the surface of the water, the speeding shadows of these much-awaited sky-born creatures that fly as fast as arrows.

With time, you know their language and can tell by their chatter whether they are happy or nervous birds even on the approach. And just by the shifting sounds their wings make you can tell if they have seen you or not. How do you explain that when you are washed in the blood it is not so much work, as it must appear to a genteel quail hunter, but truly living?

Heaven to you is friends and family in a blind, the 10 a.m. smell of propane and cooking sausage creeping through the cold dense air, inside a boat or a hide where even little people’s legs are long enough to join in the fun. Your subconscious registers the thump-thump-thump of a Lab’s tail telling you to hurry and scan the skies for approaching silhouettes. “Everybody get down, here they come!”

Hunting is a reminder that not all men can be tamed, and waterfowlers are the Wild Bunch of bird hunting. Each fall, everyone who is not crazy is home watching football, sleeping in, eating Christmas turkey … where is the reward in that? How intensely alive and happily weary do you feel coming home after a day of snow and boat spray and wind in your face? It’s a much different kind of tired, a pleasant warm glow, many worlds removed from the fatiguing stress of career and day-to-day modern life.

But I don’t tell all this to my pheasant-chasing friend. Instead, I put it in terms I knew he could grasp: Imagine if the pheasants or Huns or quail came in 15 different subspecies, every brilliant color under the sun? Now imagine if giant flocks of pheasants showed up overnight and covered entire fields when just weeks prior there were none in your area. A few show up, and they start migrating through by the tens of thousands? What if you eagerly watched for storms to the far north to bring the harbinger, the forefront of this migration? Now imagine you could call those upland birds in and decoy them in huge flocks and shoot them right in front of a comfortable blind with friends.

That’s why we do it.

I love upland bird hunting. There is something great about just grabbing a gun and going for a walk. It is a simple pleasant experience, like golf, an enhanced stroll in the outdoors, and the explosion of a pheasant’s flush is thrilling. But neither pheasants nor Chukar nor Huns are even native wildlife (though they are delicious). And the dog work is not remotely the same. Training a Lab to launch off your boat or blind and land with a heavy splash, already lined out and chasing a drake pintail, breaking skim ice, even diving for a cripple, it is as intense as gun dog-work gets.

And the wingshooting is far more challenging. Calling a flock of greenheads shining in the sun in close, seeing them buckle their wings in commitment, and folding a duck clean to splash in the water is as close to a major league home run as us amateur athletes are going to get. Standing up in a rolling boat and killing a drake sea duck that is screaming like a fighter jet with a tail wind, or successfully shooting a single bird from a clump of dainty teal doing their drunken flock-of-bats flight approach … you do that, and you know you have done something.

WILDFOWL has been there … over 30 years and going strong, surprising, no doubt, to those who thought print content—both books and magazines—would go the way of VHF and compact discs. While internet content has improved slightly, it’s not happening nearly fast enough. “Blue-facing” your way through websites to try and find meaningful, immersive features and stories is still an unpleasant experience wherein unwanted auto insurance pop-up ads and videos are blaring at you, as you navigate a sea of intrusive prompts, many of which are phony attempts to get you to click-through to an unrelated advertiser’s site. It is all rather annoying, and you can’t even see your device’s screen well in bright light or sunshine. We live in fear of getting wet and if your tablet or phone’s battery doesn’t die, you still have to shut it down when planes take off.

That will change, surely, but for now what decent web content exists mostly remains lost in a sprawling wasteland wherein guys who have never called a bird are trying to tell you how to do it. Readers know every time they grab an issue of WILDFOWL they are going to learn something, be treated to exciting new gear and go on a few great hunts within those pages. This book provides a hell of a lot of those pages as it is comprised entirely of features from the magazine. Between these covers, we have illustrated the glorious diversity that waterfowling offers, with clear, honest writers who bring you along for their misses as much as their hits. There are just so many ways and species, times and places, in which to duck hunt, it is outrageous. From king eiders and magnificent long-tailed ducks out on the salt, to the cathedral of silence when standing amid timber in a blackwater swamp, to sunny cut-corn greenhead shoots, it would be very difficult to experience everything waterfowling has to offer in just one lifetime. The open ocean, the wind-blown points on lakes, tiny ponds, ditches, breakwaters, flooded fields, dry fields, deep swamps of flooded timber; all these become your playground.

If you need solace and solitude, you will find it out in a marsh. Inversely, it can be the most social of all hunting. If you wish to spend quality time with a youth and drive home a work ethic in a positive fun environment, take the family. Fair-weather waterfowling can be some of the very best times to spend with children. I love big game hunting, and it certainly brought its own milestones growing up, but my best childhood memories are not of sitting in a deer stand freezing, waiting and willing for something, anything, to happen. Those memories are more of frozen toes and watching squirrels. It can be a rush, but you can go years without so much as firing a shot on that side of the hunting experience.

No, my best memories are of chasing my father, bushwhacking our way through south Texas coastal salt marsh, a limit of ducks bobbing over his shoulder. The beauty and variety of those birds, the excitement, the action and smoking shotgun shells plopping in the mud, these are vivid. Stopping to wet a line or try to catch a potful of big blue crabs redfish or fresh oysters. A kid with a .410 trying to act like a man, killing coots by age five. Adventure waited just around every bend in those little briny rivers. We zipped through narrow winding creeks, once hitting an errant alligator. The breathtaking thrill of laying on my back watching the geese come back to roost in the evening with my father laying silent beside me, the birds making so much noise it was nearly over-stimulation for a youngster, and the mesmerizing movement of waves upon waves of graceful birds crossing the sky above us.

How could you ever stop wanting to experience that? A true waterman in the Chesapeake mold, where we were both born, Dad would shoot a cottonmouth with his old Fox double, reload and kill a passing pintail without a flinch. Many wild boars and the occasional big buck fell to that old gun while running around that marsh too. He killed three hogs one night out there. He gave one of the pigs to two guys back at the boat ramp once they agreed to help him load his car-topper skiff and the other two pigs in the back of his old blue two-wheel drive GMC pickup, sliding them over the wooden floorboards of the bed.

We jump-shot birds a lot back then, but even as opportunistic jump shooters, Dad employed a cunning strategy. We’d flush the birds in one spot, then get set up on it with a few decoys, while someone else took off to jump shoot a few other spots so the buzzing ducks would circle and land on us. Simple, fast-paced, and so much fun. Dad once fell face-down in a muddy trail and found himself nose-to-nose with a big deadly cottonmouth. His best friend Ned Chesire took out what was left of Pa’s hearing with a muzzle blast right over his head, vaporizing the serpent.

From the Columbia Basin of Eastern Washington to Florida, Texas, and other places we lived, he created a hunting vagabond in me, instilling both a self-respect found in outdoor challenges and a deep respect for the wilds. Back then, we never even thought to chase the majestic Harlequin ducks and black brant close to our Seattle home, species I would later come to covet as spectacular trophy birds. The running joke in my company is that I have another family in Argentina, where duck flights are so non-stop you never have enough ammo on hand, and Mexico’s waterfowling has proven a favorite, with bonus dove-shooting each evening in the mildest winter weather imaginable.

It’s a grand way to see the world, as a hunter, for your venture to places other travelers will never go. Regardless of whether you ever roam abroad chasing feathers, you may do so in these pages. Some of us were lucky to be born into it, but these days many of us who are joining the sport were not. Whether it’s pop culture influence (Duck Dynasty), hipsters yearning to connect with the wild, or just wanting to eat healthy organic meat, or the explosion in female hunters and intelligent youth-recruitment programs, there are many of us with a yearning to learn and have some guidance into the sport. The best way to learn is not to force yourself to read tactics or boring advice from how-to manuals, but rather to take intimate tours on adventures through the eyes of those who have been there. This book gives you that opportunity, while entertaining with humor and immersive tales by hunters who have learned much from doing things both wrong and right. Reading these stories, you will learn what you need to know: How to dope the wind, how many decoys to use and where to put them; where the best opportunities lay, even how to create your own duck hunting property. And you will do it while being led on adventures all over this great continent and a few others, expeditions that veteran waterfowlers will also enjoy escaping into.

With access more complicated these days, modern waterfowling takes a little more planning and logistics than bygone eras. Like Dad and I discovered when we went back to that salt marsh almost 20 years later … it had changed but we still found lots of birds. We just had to work harder while coming to terms with the fact that many other people had now invaded “our” place. Helping you know what to do is a large part of what this book is for.

That Texas marsh will always be just that, though … our place. Acquiring your own expertise and rich nostalgic traditions will happen through your experiences afield, but studying your craft and the lore of waterfowling need not be a burden. It should be fun. Immerse yourself in this book, get fired up while learning along the way, and go make your own rich memories.

This book may not make you a total expert on waterfowling, but you will learn a hell of a lot, and venture many new exciting places as well. —Skip Knowles, Editor, WILDFOWL Magazine


SECTION ONE

TACTICS
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YOU KNOW THOSE EARLY-SEASON ducks, the ones that pile into your decoys on opening day like they’ve never seen a decoy, because most are not old enough to have ever seen one? The yearlings, the ones with no inkling you’re waiting in a freshly-camouflaged blind or hunkered in the tules with a quivering Lab by your side?

It doesn’t take a duck-hunting genius to have a bang-up opener on those ducks, but the real question is not only how do you kill ducks when the migration is just getting started, but also how do you stretch your success well into the season—and be in the zone, ready to rock when the migrators start pouring in? There’s plenty you can do to assure consistent success during early-season and beyond.

It’s a dang good bet your success rate will drop off after opening weekend if you take those local ducks for granted. The key, according to Banded’s Chad Belding, is to not get lazy, but apply real effort in hunting those early-season ducks, with as much attention to detail as when you hunt the wizened, call-shy flocks as they wing south through a gauntlet of hunters.

Belding lives in Nevada but as host of “The Fowl Life,” he hunts all over North America. Mark Schafer, on the other hand, concentrates on small waters near the North Platte River in Nebraska. Both are dedicated hunters who start watching the skies as summer wanes. Early on they start thinking about sprucing up decoys and getting out the camo shotgun. Repairs or improvements to blinds, heck, that’s already done.

“Early season is just a riot,” Schafer said. “They pile in the decoys like you owe them money. Around here, it’s oddball ducks, everything and anything might come in…wigeon, gadwall, blue-winged teal, green-winged teal, the occasional mallard. In the early season, it’s tougher to pick out mallard drakes, which aren’t in full plumage yet. And, there’s something to learn from that, according to Belding. Since there is not a lot of color on ducks that time of year, there should not be a lot of color in your decoy spread. Use decoys with less-flashy browns, blacks and earth tones, he said.

Once shotguns start blasting, it doesn’t take long for ducks to figure out where they don’t want to be and to start looking for somewhere they won’t get hammered every time they put out their feet to land.
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And that leads to Belding’s next tip: “Scouting is underestimated during the early season. Find where ducks are going to seek respite from the early-season gunfire, maybe a waterfowl refuge and, more importantly, where they are going to feed and loaf when they leave the refuge.

“You need to find where those ducks are hitting after that initial onslaught they face opening weekend,” Belding said.
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THE RIG

Then, it’s a matter of setting up. Schafer sets his decoys with a big open area in the middle, with one sacrificial marker decoy set at 40 yards, using a laser rangefinder to get it exact, and “everything inside that decoy is fair game,” he said. That, he said, is especially useful in helping young hunters know when and where to shoot when he calls the shot.

Motion is important, Schafer said. He uses Wonderducks, usually three or four, with spinning legs that propel them on the water, creating movement and ripples. “And, we might use a Wonderduck with spinning wings that doesn’t splash, but we usually don’t use the spinning-wing decoys on the pole until the mallards get here,” he said.

Belding suggests a Mojo spinning-wing decoy, but not in the middle of the set. Try something unexpected, like placing it in the reeds on the perimeter so overhead ducks catch just a glimpse of movement.

“We use a single pull cord early season with three decoys set out in the middle of the opening in the decoys,” Schafer said.

Also, you don’t need a lot of decoys, Belding said, because local ducks aren’t used to seeing huge concentrations of ducks and won’t see them until migrators start coming in. A couple dozen is plenty.

Nor should you overdo calling in the early season, Schafer said. Some mild quacking is OK, and whistles are good. You don’t have to do much calling, just get their attention.

“It’s the perfect time to shoot your favorite 20-gauge at close-decoying smaller ducks,” Schafer said. “Or, if you’re dead set on using your 12-gauge, take 2¾-inch 3s or 4s.”

MUDDY WATERS

In addition to motion in the decoys, both Schafer and Belding are proponents of muddying the water in and around the decoy set. Ducks landing, swimming and feeding naturally stir the water, so a view from ducks flying overheard of decoys floating on crystal clear water does not look natural. Periodically wading through the decoys and sending your dog through helps produce the desired effect. Before the hunt even starts, Schafer throws a bumper a few times so his Lab, Abby, stirs the water while burning off nervous energy.

“Early season is just a riot. They pile in the decoys like you owe them money.”
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“A lot of people think it’s going to be an easy deal and ducks are going to see our fake decoys and they’re going to come flying in and just want to die,” Belding said. “We owe it to the birds and ourselves to get them as close as possible no matter the time of year and get clean, ethical shots.”

Belding refers to it as getting ducks into the “arc of vulnerability.”

“As a duck hunter, we have to make sure we create a notion of submissiveness in ducks flying in to create vulnerability in those ducks,” he said. “Ducks already have the upper hand on hunters with their birds-eye view. And they’ve been seeing live ducks their whole life. It may be early-season, but they still have a memory, they know what real ducks look like, they know what they saw last season or the younger ducks have been seeing throughout the summer. Why give them even the slightest opportunity to pick you apart after you’ve instilled a little vulnerability in them? They’re coming your way, they’ve heard your call, everything looks real and sounds real; now stay hidden without bright skin shining or dogs moving. Let them see the movement in the decoys, the ripples, the chocolate-milk effect of the muddy water.”

Now you’re not doing things like an average duck hunter. You’re thinking like a duck and thinking if you’re that duck in the air what is going to make you vulnerable.

“You want them to become so comfortable with you that they trust you,” “Those ducks trust you are the real thing because you have taken the time to do all the little things that make it look real.”

FIRST HUNT DUCKS

With the excitement of opening morning, it’s smart to set or reinforce ground rules, especially if you have new hunters in the blind, said Schafer, who often invites youngsters along, introducing them to duck hunting.

“When in the blind for the first time of the season, I run through the rules, even stuff like gun safety and wearing ear plugs,” he said. The big jar of ear plugs in the blind emphasizes his point.
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“So everyone knows where to look, I tell them the front of the blind is 12 o’clock, the right is 3 o’clock, the left is 9 o’clock and I’m going to tell you where on the clock the ducks are coming from and give you ample warning and when I tell you to shoot, if you are on the right side shoot the closest duck on the right side; if you’re in the middle, shoot the closest duck in the middle,” he said. “Usually with novice duck hunters, everybody shoots the lowest duck on the right, so you have one duck blown to heck and the rest of the ducks flying away laughing. Everyone needs to shoot their lane.”

Schafer tells them to pick one duck and keep shooting at it until they are certain it’s going down. “A rookie mistake is to take one shot at this duck, one shot at that duck and one shot at another and end up with nothing,” he said.

“I also don’t let anyone hold their gun or even pick it up until I tell them to,” he said. “Ducks rarely sneak up on us and they are never armed. In 22 seasons, we’ve never had an accident.”

And let guys know they can’t swat cripples until given permission because the dog will be going.

Finally, Schafer said, “We always start the day with a word of prayer. You pray over your food, don’t you? We give thanks we live in a country where we can do this and we pray for safety.”
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WITH SKILLFULLY-CRAFTED body shapes, unbelievable feather detail, flocked surfaces that mimic real birds and built-in motion, why, with the aid of these life-like decoys, do we still find ducks and geese thumbing their noses at our spreads?

High quality decoys certainly help hunters harvest more birds, but ducks and geese have an amazing ability to tell the difference between real birds and fakes. Accepting the fact many decoys are often just that to the eyes of waterfowl is the first step in getting the most from your days afield. Any hunter who has set up near live fowl knows the frustration of watching flocks approach only to peel off at the last second and land among the real birds. This happens so commonly that seasoned hunters often try to scare away birds on the ground.
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