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  Foreword




  Duck Shooting by “Gaucho”


  (pseudonym of Captain Arthur W. du Bray)




  

    Duck shooting, with all the term implies, is of all shooting sports the most difficult, the most trying, and at the same time the most rewarding; it offers the greatest test of skill and marksmanship, of endurance to wet and cold, and of courage under the most trying conditions. A veritable man-killer if carried to the limit, it is to other game shooting as football is to cricket. To stand immovable in a blind on cold, raw, wet days, to paddle a boat for miles, to lie out in an open lake in a sink box, to pick up decoys in water that freezes the fingers, to shoot at birds speeding by like bullets and then to hit them: Few men can long stand these activities, and fewer still can excel at them. And yet this is simply duck shooting. Very often, even on the best duck grounds, wind or weather may change the flight so that after all the labor, exposure, hardship, and planning, the sportsman returns with an empty game sack.




    However, the excitement and real pleasure of one good day soon dispels all feelings of fatigue, disappointment, and discomfort. When conditions are right, a bred-in-the-bone duck shooter will leave a comfortable bed and shooting box at any hour of the night to face a blinding, driving sheet of rain or sleet. He will wade out to his blind and stand there for hours, or will break through a thin coating of ice with his canoe and then paddle into the very teeth of a howling gale to some spot where his duck sense guides him. He may fire two hundred or more cartridges, or less than a dozen shots. He may upset his boat in deep water or flounder into an unknown hole in what he thought was shallow water; in either case he will be drenched to the skin. But he hopes and presses on, and, if of the right stuff, grins and bears it, trusting his luck will change. So it does, perhaps for the better, perhaps for the worse, for he may lose his way in a labyrinthine marsh on his return.




    Duck shooting is one of the grandest sports, and the man who is a good shot here ranks the highest in proficiency, as no other shooting demands as much judgment, skill, and steadiness of aim. Crippled ducks offer food for marsh scavengers, but only stone-dead ducks swell the game bag. The great charm of duck hunting is its endless variety: of the many shots presented, the ever-varying speeds of flight, and the many different species composing the duck family. One must be able to shoot dead center from fifteen to sixty yards, in any wind, with unsteady footing, often in a bad light, in foul weather, and nearly always so heavily clothed that the old familiar gunstock never comes twice to the same place. Nevertheless, one good day compensates for many heartbreakers. “Faintheart never won fair lady”: It takes a man of courage, with a constitution of iron and a masterly eye and hand, to make a successful duck shooter, and no kid-gloved dandy need attempt it.




    Editor’s Note




    “Gaucho,” or Captain Arthur W. du Bray (1849–1928), was a consummate sportsman and prolific “letters to the editor” writer, best known to those who appreciate the “Old Reliable” Parker shotgun. Du Bray was an on-the-road salesman for Parker Brothers from 1890 until 1913, when he “retired” to San Francisco and continued on as the maker’s agent until he died at age seventy-nine. I first met du Bray on the pages of an 1898 issue of Shooting and Fishing, while researching shotgun-related literature of the Parker era (1865 to 1940). Du Bray’s long letters to editors and his articles about shotguns, hunting, and trapshooting were a gold mine of historic information—fact and opinion—and I relied on him heavily when I wrote Parker Guns—The “Old Reliable” (Safari Press 1997). My Parker research involved scanning and speedreading over two thousand pulp weekly newspapers of the 1870s to 1930s, hundreds of monthly magazines, and an extensive library of rare out-of-print gunning books. Not infrequently I found myself diverted from the task at hand, engrossed in an off-topic tale of good old-time waterfowling. Many of the stories were in the form of long letters to the editor by otherwise unpublished authors, such as Gaucho, telling of their most memorable waterfowling experience or shot of a lifetime.




    As I strayed from Parker-related research to tales of old-time waterfowling, it became apparent that I had an anthology in the making. The shards of individual stories could be assembled into a cohesive and clear window to the past. Buried in the frail pulp pages of ancient hard-to-find sporting newspapers and magazines were stories too priceless to let languish unread.




    There is some mystical element of duck shooting that lends itself to the well-told story. The trials and tribulations of waterfowling are diverse and often spiced with hardship and humor. Tales from the “grand passage” of 1850 through 1920 engage the reader with nostalgic charm, as in chapter 8, in which “An Old Sportsman” reminisces about how he and a teenage friend caught and trained a loon to be their decoy. This story, from the period just after the Civil War, has the same naive appeal as Robert Ruark’s boyhood experiences in The Old Man and the Boy. Other tales of this era portray a time of unregulated shooting and an abundance of game.




    My primary goal is to entertain and amuse duck hunters and would-be duck hunters with stories from the grand passage of wildfowl. I have tried to present an overview of the waterfowling literature of the time as found in books, sportsmen’s newspapers, and outdoor magazines. The earliest sketch, “Rail Shooting” (chap. 6), is from Henry William Herbert’s 1848 book, Frank Forester’s Field Sports; the last story of old-time duck shooting, “No Spring Shooting On Barnegat Bay” (chap. 54), is from an article by M. H. Ittner in the 4 January 1919 issue of The American Field.




    The chapters progress in rough chronological order to show the evolution of American wildfowling. I have added “Editor’s Notes” to many of the pieces and have listed contributing authors in a bibliography for those interested in further reading. I have selected, assembled, and edited the anthology material to give readers a sense of changing times and attitudes, unencumbered by present-day revisionism.




    For example, in chapter 1 “Gooseman” summarized the history of geese in California from the 1850s to 1913 in “When Wild Geese Were Plenty”: “The people drove them off [to save their crops], then killed them to eat, and when San Francisco grew enough to consume large numbers of geese, market hunters ended the great goose war. Today [1913] geese are so reduced that it is necessary to protect them to ensure decent shooting.”




    The other chapters in this anthology tell of wildfowling from Maine to Washington state, Florida to Canada, and the eastern seaboard to the Great Lakes and North Dakota; and from the former abundance and variety of ducks, geese, and shore birds to the extinction of the passenger pigeon. There are tales of duck-tolling dogs and live decoys, sneak boats and sink boxes, punt guns and stalking horses, market hunters bagging hundreds of birds a day, and “sports” who cooked their lone coot “from a sense of duty.” Through these tales, the reader will come to understand the need for federal legislation to protect and control the endangered.




    The stories that follow are as much a part of our heritage as the westward expansion, the Indian wars, the Industrial Revolution, and surgery without anesthesia. Twenty-first-century political correctness doesn’t apply to nineteenth-century circumstances. The stories chronicle a different place and time; our duck-shooting ancestors provided us with a window to the past through which we can see the golden age of wildfowling, when ducks were plenty.
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  Prologue




  Teal Story by Ed Muderlak




  

    Illinois has a special early teal season each mid-September, and my local chapter of Ducks Unlimited tends to schedule its annual fund-raiser smack dab in the middle of this season. Now any duck hunter worth a decoy weight will think up at least one tall tale of waterfowling prowess to impress the captive audience at his particular D.U. banquet table. I’m no exception, but I do like to tell a story with some semblance of fact. And so it was on the morn of the great D.U. bash of 1978, I stood for a brief moment on the threshold of storytelling immortality . . . and then the teal flew away.




    Back in the late 1970s, I was working at the consumptive profession of “courthouse lawyer,” while trying to keep up with the healthful and honest pursuits of hunting and fishing. Circuit court judges were then loath to ascend to the bench before 9:30 A.M., so the early teal season, daylight saving time, and membership in the Northern Illinois Coon and Fox Hunting Club allowed me the luxury of some puddle jumping on my way to work. I was always up and on my way well before dawn. My destination, the Coon Club grounds, consisted of about 120 acres of swamp, ponds, and timber at the confluence of the Sugar and Pecatonica Rivers near Shirland. I was then one of only two duck-hunting members of that hillbilly heaven. The other forty-eight good ol’ boys saw no sport in anything but chasing small tree-climbing furballs at night with packs of blueticks and redbones. Thus I usually had the place to myself during daylight hours.




    The Coon Club, conveniently located between home and office, was my personal puddle duck heaven. The layout was such that I could check all the ponds and potholes in about thirty minutes, morning and evening, to and from work. My Parker Trojan 20-bore permanently resided in my car trunk just in case a situation called for a dose of 7/8 -ounce No. 6s.




    At sunrise I’d unlock the gate at the clubgrounds and drive through the woods to a place behind a small rise, about a hundred yards from the first shallow pond. I carried coveralls to slip over my suit pants, and rubber boots to cover my wingtips. Next I’d load the Trojan and slip it into an old cloth scabbard for protection. Then I’d creep and crawl toward the first pond, pushing the gun ahead while keeping a big swamp oak between me and the line of sight of any web-footed sentries. When I got to the tree, I could kneel and look to see if my labors were to be rewarded.




    As luck would have it that D.U. banquet morning, a dozen birds were sitting on the pond about thirty yards away—all teal! I slipped the 20-bore from its case, checked the safety, eased myself up to full standing position, stepped out from behind the tree, and said “Shoo!” Instantly the pond erupted with a loud sucking whoosh as the teal all jumped at once. For a moment they startled me almost as much as I had startled them. The Parker went to my shoulder as a reflex, and I don’t consciously remember selecting a bird or pulling the front trigger. I felt the recoil and saw four—count ’em, four!—teal drop back onto the pond, with one cripple flopping his way to a mud bank. I’d like to say I had picked out a certain bluewing, led him just right, and made my shot, but truth be told, I had flock-shot them, plain and simple, and seemed to have hit a good part of the flock.




    Initial disbelief gave way to the realization that I had just scored a “quadruple”! The story of four speedy bluewings downed with one paltry shot from a 20-gauge started to form in my mind. I considered how I might embellish the epic tale to one-up my tall-tale-telling friends at the dinner that evening. Then the cripple started to get too close to the tall grass, so I extended him an invitation he couldn’t refuse with my second barrel. As I stood there with an empty gun in the self-same hands that had just committed mass murder on four teal with one shot, two of the “dead” birds got up and flew away.




    Thus ended an otherwise great story of a double brace of teal bagged with one small dose of 20-gauge No. 6s. Two birds with two shots still qualifies as a double and not bad shooting with a small bore, but anything less than ten birds with one shot would have hardly warranted mention in the second half of the nineteenth century. As a counterpoint to my story of teal shooting, let me take you back to that golden age with a short article, “Blue-winged Teal about Boston,” by I. J. Prouty, taken from the 18 July 1895 issue of Shooting and Fishing:




    

      Early one September morning back in the 1860s, I bagged eighteen bluewings at one shot, out of a flock of twenty-eight that were along the edge of a slough. The little chaps bunch up like so many peep and give great chances. The remaining teal flew off and lit elsewhere about the marsh. The next morning at sunrise I went to the same slough and got eight more with both barrels. I shot the last two the next day and thus completely obliterated the flock. I advise any gunner who can’t get a sitting shot to shoot the instant a teal jumps. Once fairly up, the bluewing is off with such astounding speed that most gunners find hard work in stopping him after his initial spring.


    




    I can’t even imagine dropping eighteen bluewings with one shot from my vintage Parker breechloader—and Prouty was using a muzzleloader! His story might seem a bit suspect by current standards, but in the context of the chapters that follow, Prouty’s good luck was par for the course in the golden days of the muzzleloading fowling piece.


  




  Introduction




  

    If seemingly boastful stories of old-time duck-shooting prowess can be believed, this book is nonfiction. In other words, it ain’t braggin’ if it’s true. I gleaned the fifty-odd chapters of out-of-copyright material from weekly and monthly sports newspapers and magazines, and from rare out-of-print books of the era. My first job as editor was to ferret out the gems of duck-shooting content from a resource base of over 100 million words. Most of the pieces—particularly those from pulp weekly newspapers such as Shooting and Fishing, The American Sportsman, Forest and Stream, and The American Field—proved to be gems in the rough by today’s standards of grammar and punctuation. Many of the chapters represent the entire lifetime literary work of one-time-only-published freelance writers, and the demands and deadlines of weekly publishing prevented in-depth editing.




    Nineteenth-century writers often favored the 300-word, one-sentence, excessively punctuated paragraph. Never mind that a story is of the first magnitude, anachronistic word use and proliferating commas and semicolons can be tedious for readers accustomed to modern brevity. My challenge was to edit heavily and sometimes paraphrase the grammatically diverse raw material into a semblance of year-2000 prose, while preserving nuances of historic context and retaining, unembellished, the content and spice of the writer’s original work—no easy job. However, should any of the long-deceased authors miraculously appear to review my edited version of their work, I believe most would agree that their once-in-a-lifetime waterfowling stories suffered little in the translation from “Victorian” English.


  




  
Section I


  Before 1880




  The sport of downing flying feathered game with a gun has its popular origins in the early 1800s, when caplock replaced flintlock as the state-of-the-art fowling piece. There were reported instances of wildfowling in the 1600s and 1700s—a picture titled “Shooting Flying” is in Blome’s Gentleman’s Recreation (1683)—but in general, the lock time of flint guns was too slow to be effective on flying birds. Also, the flint, frizzen, and priming pan were susceptible to the vagaries of weather, especially on wet and blustery days when waterfowl were on the move. Thus it remained for a Scots clergyman, Reverend Forsythe, to invent a percussion priming compound in 1807, and for others to encapsulate his “fulminate” in paper, and later in waterproof copper caps.




  By the 1840s, the sport of wildfowling on the wing was well established in America, and the era of the caplock muzzleloader—the 1840s through the 1870s—coincided with an era of abundant game. Literate sportsmen such as Henry William Herbert (pen name “Frank Forester”) helped popularize the sport with articles in nascent sporting newspapers such as the Spirit of the Times. Books by Forester, John Krider, Dr. Elisha Jarrett Lewis, John Bumstead, Joe Long, Adam H. Bogardus, and John Mortimer Murphy described mid-nineteenth-century wildfowling in depth. When Ducks Were Plenty begins with “Gooseman’s” description of geese in 1850s California, when wild geese were plenty.
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  When Wild Geese Were Plenty




  by “Gooseman”




  

    I came to California in the early 1850s, married a woman whose father had a 50,000-acre grain ranch, and started as a gooseman. I guess you never heard that word. I had thought it was a joke, but mighty soon I found out my mistake. After the first rain, the green, succulent wheat in the Sacramento Valley began to spring up and attract hoards of geese. Then the old man had to hire an army of at least three hundred goosemen, and I enlisted. Years later when I became bookkeeper of the ranch, an item on the books amazed me: “20,000 cartridges for the season of 1868, and 250 Mexicans and Indians to shoot geese.” You wouldn’t believe half of my stories if I sat down and got to talking “goose” with you.




    Back in the days before the Civil War, I saw miles and miles of wheatland covered with geese so thick, I might have taken an oath that California was under a blanket of snow. The geese watched the men plant and then would have the seeds out before they started to sprout. Only the efforts of three hundred goosemen, night and day for weeks, saved some of the big wheat fields. Everybody turned out, not to shoot geese—Lord bless you, no!—but just to scare them off the green fields.




    A ranch wouldn’t have had a crop five minutes without goosemen. We went through as much ammunition in ten years as was used in some wars, but we were at war with geese. As soon as planting began, we went on duty. Thirty goosemen patrolled on four-hour shifts, relieved by subsequent shifts all day and night. We fired over them with all kinds of guns, anything that would make a noise, trying to drive them off. We couldn’t kill them. There weren’t enough people in the state to eat the geese that three hundred men could kill in a night, so the only thing to do was ride around yelling and shooting. But when the geese left one field, they just settled in another.




    One rainy night in the 1860s, I was sitting on my horse and talking with three new goosemen. It was foggy, and we couldn’t see a thing. Suddenly we heard the all-too-familiar honk! honk! honk! It grew louder, and the awful sounds were coupled with a flush of wings. A Mexican gooseman fell off his horse and got on his knees, scared stiff: He thought the end of the world had come. The clamor was so loud that our horses began to stampede, while out of the fog dropped about a million geese. It was like a snowstorm of twenty-pound flakes. The horses ran and bucked off some of the new men. When the geese saw us, it was Hades for a few moments. One man was hit so hard by a goose that he was knocked completely out of his saddle. Birds alit on most of the horses. They were so thick that when a big honker landed on the back of my horse, she let fly behind and killed another goose in midair.




    The situation was discouraging and heartbreaking for the original grain farmers in Glenn and nearby counties. The big owners offered all kinds of money to anyone who could invent some scheme to scare away the geese. One Yank came out from Nantucket with an old watchman’s rattle that his grandfather used in the Revolutionary War—to scare Indians, I reckon. When he gave it a whirl I thought fifty volts had hit me. The old man had a hundred made from the original model; he thought they would clean out the birds, but they only cleaned him out to the tune of a dollar apiece. The first night that we charged the geese while whirling those rattlers I shall never forget as long as I live. The snapping and clicking scared the horses nearly to death. Half of the mustangs ran away, and the new men—the tenderfeet—all got bucked off. Some of the horses weren’t found for a week.




    That same night we regrouped with about a hundred mounted goosemen in a line and advanced on the enemy. The outfit charged at full speed over the ranch with every man yelling and screaming and whirling a rattle that sounded like the quintessence of bottled thunder. It simply set the geese crazy. The birds rose in bunches like big puffs of smoke. I once saw the explosion of a Mississippi River steamer at New Orleans that filled the air with cottony clouds. For a few moments the sky over the ranch looked the same. To those of us who kept in the saddle it was great fun, and we did succeed in routing the geese. But they were back again the next day.




    I then divided up the force. Every man had a detail and a line to march. His duty was to ride up and down, firing off his shotgun and whirling his watchman’s rattle. The minute this stopped, however, out of nowhere would descend one or two thousand geese. After two weeks we began to suspect they were growing fond of the rattle and, by jingo, they certainly were!




    One of the most successful things we tried was to fasten big pieces of red cloth to about twenty geese. This scared them to fits. The tied-up birds would follow the flock, frightening them all. But it only worked until they got used to it, and that was the trouble: They always got used to it. We dyed a hundred geese red, a hundred blue, and some with red necks and blue wings. The ornithologists were crazy about the “new” species. One old goose flew around for weeks with a boy’s trousers on, but nothing worked in the long run. Despite all our efforts, with the salaries and board of the goosemen, cost of ammunition, and all the wear and tear of geese and horses in the wheat, you can bet that 50 percent of the crop profits went whooping away with the honkers.




    The goose question was eventually resolved through the settlement of the countryside. At first the people drove them off, then killed them to eat, and when San Francisco grew enough to consume large numbers of geese, market hunters ended the great goose war. But it took years, and from 1853 to 1868 I saw miles of Tulare and San Joaquin Counties covered with snow-white and other varieties of geese. Today [1913] geese are so reduced that it is necessary to protect them to ensure decent shooting. The days of the great flocks of geese are gone, and the gooseman is out of a job.




    Editor’s Note




    To put Gooseman’s tale of excessive abundance of wildfowl in context, the 1850 census listed a total of 92,597 white and “free colored” persons residing within California’s 155,980 square miles, or a population density of .59 inhabitant per square mile. Thus Gooseman was not exaggerating when he wrote: “We couldn’t kill them. There weren’t enough people in the state to eat the geese that three hundred men could kill in a night, so the only thing to do was ride around yelling and shooting.”




    Pseudonyms, or pen names such as Gaucho and Gooseman, seem to have been the vogue in the nineteenth century. Sport hunting was then considered a frivolous avocation in America, so gentlemen sportsmen often hid behind modest pen names to shield themselves from personal criticism. Best known of the professional American writers was Henry William Herbert and his nom de plume “Frank Forester.” But many of the more literate amateur writers were lawyers, physicians, or clergyman who feared Victorian censure should they openly admit to engaging in sporting pastimes that smacked so much of idleness and pure enjoyment.




    I have researched all of the pen names in this book to “A List of Pseudonyms” in Guns and Shooting, a Selected Chronological Bibliography by Ray Riling (1982). The various authors’ real and pen names are both given if they appear on Riling’s list or if I discovered their true identity through independent research. For example, I tracked down W. L. Colville (chap. 25) when he used “Dick Swiveller” as his nom de fusil (shooting name) at an 1890s live bird tournament reported in Forest and Stream. However, Gooseman and many other once- or seldom-published writers effectively preserved their anonymity by not being well known during their lifetime.




    Pen names for professionals (with the exception of Herbert) were never popular in America, as the writers were seeking name identification as an aid in selling themselves or their product. For example, John Krider (chap. 5) had a diversified sporting goods store, Captain A. H. Bogardus (chap. 15) was an exhibition crackshot and tournament live pigeon shooter, and Isaac McLellan (chap. 17) was an oft-published poet known to his contemporaries as the “poet of the rod and gun.”




    The use of pseudonyms seems to have lost favor as the Victorian era expired along with Queen Victoria. When Edward VII ascended to the British throne at his mother’s death in 1901, one of his first pronouncements was, “Gentlemen, light up.” This was not so much an invitation to smoke cigars in parlors and drawing rooms as it was a signal that shooting sports and other manly outdoor pastimes were no longer to be frowned upon. Meanwhile, on the west side of the big pond it became increasingly difficult for women to criticize their sport-hunting and trapshooting menfolk while they themselves were riding bicycles and playing tennis and on Sundays at that. Thus the use of pen names after the turn of the century seems limited mostly to contentious “gun cranks” and writers who wanted to tell their once-in-a-lifetime story of a large bag or spectacular shot without the real or imagined censure of friends and acquaintances.
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  Bay Birds on the Orleans Marshes




  by E. T. Marliave




  

    I had heard wonderful stories about the shooting on Cape Cod from an old gunner named Bates. He was in the habit of killing plover and yellowlegs in such rapid succession as to necessitate half-hour intermissions for the purpose of cooling his gun barrels. When I heard that his customary daily bag was a wagonload, I decided the cape was the place for me. I pumped the old gentleman for information on the best localities, accommodations, etc., and was informed that one Tim Higgins, of Orleans, maintained a hostelry for sportsmen; that he kept plenty of horses and wagons; furnished excellent provisions, both edible and bibulous; had an ice house for preserving game; and provided it all for one dollar per day! That settled it. A couple of friends, Jim H. and Sam B., and I decided on 15 August as the day to test the first flight of larger bay birds.




    I had either dreamed or read or heard somebody say that a live pigeon was an excellent decoy in the marshes, so, after repainting my stools and duly attending to other necessary preliminaries, I toured the Boston birdstores in search of a suitably colored member of the pigeon family. This, however, was no easy task. I was finally obliged to purchase a white bird, and, with the aid of a box of hair dye, my flutterer was soon converted into a tolerably good imitation of a black-breasted plover.




    At last everything was ready and I set out alone, my friends agreeing to meet me at Higgins’s the next day. I took the railroad to Sandwich and a stagecoach thence to Orleans. At my destination there were some fifteen gunners. In answer to my inquiries they informed me that the flight had not yet struck, but was expected any day.




    After an excellent supper, I retired to bed early to dream of innumerable flocks of birds and “countless thousands slain.” Several times during the night I consulted my timepiece and at three o’clock, just as I had sunk into a sound sleep, a loud knocking at the door was followed by the announcement, “Breakfast ready.” I quickly dressed and headed to the dining room where I found that early though it was, some had already breakfasted and were gone. I stopped only to swallow a cup of coffee and proceeded to the stable, got my horse and wagon, put my traps and refreshments aboard, and started out. It was pitch dark with an easterly wind and every indication of rain.




    Uphill and downhill I jogged for an hour. At daybreak my steed struck the marsh, whereupon I heard the bitterns quacking loudly as they went to roost after their night’s feast. I followed the beach for three miles until I came to a stand that seemed favorably placed. I secured the horse, set out the decoys, produced and capped my pigeon, affixed to its leg about twenty-five yards of string, and set him down among his wooden companions while I went back to the wagon for the rest of my gear. When I returned to my decoys the bird was gone. Instinctively I cast my eyes skyward and beheld the pigeon and line shooting up into space with the straightness and velocity of an arrow until they were lost to sight.




    I had nothing to do but hide myself in the stand and wait patiently, and had just gotten nicely settled when an old fellow made his appearance and wanted to know what I was doing in his stand. I thought my presence there with my gun was, of itself, sufficient indication of my purpose, but politely replied that I was from Boston, was one of Mr. Higgins’s boarders, and was out for a little sport. Upon this the old ruffian exclaimed, “Damn old Higgins and all his city gunners who come down here tramping all over the marshes, scaring the birds so that us folks who live here can hardly get a shot at anything. My name is Lennell. I own this marsh. I built this stand, and I want you to git.” I essayed to argue with the irate Mr. Lennell, but finding his language unparliamentary and his mood unpleasant, I pulled up and departed to a point a mile farther on. I built a stand and resolved that not even the entire tribe of Lennells should eject me. I lit my pipe and was soon again ready for business. But with the exception of a few peeps, on which I disdain to waste ammunition, no birds made their appearance. If this were not sufficiently aggravating, it commenced to rain and blow “great guns.” Shivering and drenched, I sought shelter under the wagon. I still had high hopes for birds, but after an unrewarding vigil, I harnessed up and turned my face homeward, a sadder if not a wiser man.




    Jim and Sam arrived that evening. All hands sat late playing cards, and I occasionally went to the window to check the weather. It rained all night, and we did not sally forth until five o’clock the next morning. The marshes were alive with birds, affording capital sport that I enjoyed with my companions. After a while I decided to take a position by myself on an island not too far distant. I took a shortcut across some flats and suddenly sank up to my middle in quicksand. I would have disappeared altogether had it not been for my gun and the basket of decoys I carried. With the greatest difficulty I managed to get out and made my way back to the stand. There the absence of sympathy over my disheveled condition was evident by such questions as, “Why didn’t you go over to the island?” and “Where are your decoys?” Sure enough, where were they? In my fright I hadn’t noticed their loss. I told them I was glad to get back alive, but they assured me that I had been in little danger as they had seen me struggling and would have extricated me with the help of the horse. The rascals laughed.




    I put an end to further levity at my expense by stating that birds were abundant, and we were soon busily engaged in filling our bags. Then Jim shot a bird that fell about fifty yards distant, and he was going toward the spot when he disappeared with the celerity of a theatrical demon. Sam and I looked at each other in silent wonder until Sam said, “Let’s go and see.”




    As we approached the spot we heard groans and muffled appeals for help. We quickened our pace and soon beheld the heroic James up to his neck in one of those delightful “honey pots” which nature seems to consider indispensable on all popular marshes. Our friend was clutching wildly at the overhanging grass in a futile attempt to pull himself out, and pleaded for our assistance.




    “Sam,” I said, “have the kindness to run and harness the horse.”
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    “Oh, confound the horse,” cried the unfortunate.




    “No nonsense now! And pray tell, did you find the bird, or is he down there and you are trying to kick him out?” I said.




    “He isn’t looking for the bird,” said Sam, “He’s treading for quahaugs; can you feel any, Jim?”




    After a few more remarks and a brief consultation, we extended helping hands to the afflicted, who was with difficulty “snaked” out in a most unenviable condition. Jim was covered from hat to boots with a thick, black, aromatic mud that caused us to suggest a trip to the beach. Acting upon our advice, Jim slowly departed to perform ablutions and was nearly devoured by greenhead flies while drying his apparel.




    Birds continued flying until about noon, after which the flocks were less frequent. About four o’clock we started for home, but on coming to the creek intersecting the marsh we saw that the tide was unusually high. Although a species of corduroy road spanned the creek, we decided to wait for lower water. We had been cautioned before leaving the house not to depart from the “straight and narrow way.” While we waited for the tide to ebb, a large flock of birds alighted on the other side of the creek. Jim and I waded across in water up to our waists, leaving Sam in charge of the wagon. The birds were so shy, however, that after much patient maneuvering we were obliged to give them up. We returned to find our horse and wagon half out of sight. The overconfident Samuel had started across the creek, but got too much to the right and slumped through with the horse up to his belly and the wagon to the hubs. The author of this fresh calamity was standing up, hatless, speechless, pale as a ghost, and scared half to death. It was two hours of vigorous tugging and pulling before we were able to extricate our transportation from this predicament.




    Our misfortunes had been so numerous that we agreed to conceal them from Higgins to avoid additional aggravation. We rinsed off in silence, counted the bag, and took some consolation in our ten dozen birds as we headed for home.
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  Tolling Ducks




  by Elisha Jarrett Lewis, M.D.




  

    

      tolling as in ringing a bell to summon; to allure or entice; especially to decoy game . . .




      —Dictionary entry


    




    Some shooters employ a most curious method for decoying canvasback ducks within gunshot. This process, termed tolling, is practiced extensively on the flats of the Chesapeake Bay, where great numbers of canvasbacks and redheads resort every autumn. A mongrel water dog or common cur is taught to run back and forth after stones, sticks, or other missiles thrown from side to side along the shore. During a shooting excursion, the shooting party ensconces themselves with heavy double-barreled duck guns and the trained dog at break of day, behind one of the numerous blinds contiguous to the feeding grounds. As the morning mists clear off, the ducks will be seen feeding on the shallows not less than several hundred yards from shore. The dog is put in motion by throwing stones from one side of the blind to the other. The ducks soon become curious, and feeling anxious to inform themselves as to this sudden singular phenomenon, raise their heads high and commence swimming toward shore. As long as the dog is kept in motion, the ducks will not slow their progress until within a few feet of the water’s edge, and often will stand on the beach, staring in mute and silly astonishment at the playful motion of the animal. If well trained, the dog takes no notice whatever of the ducks, but continues his fascination until the quick report of the battery announces that his services are wanted in another quarter, and he immediately rushes into the water to arrest the flight of the maimed and wounded.




    A sportsman is said to have discovered this mode of decoying ducks. As the sportsman sat concealed behind a blind patiently awaiting the near approach of canvas-backs, he observed that they suddenly lifted up their heads and moved toward shore. He naturally looked around to discover the cause and observed a young fox sporting on the riverbank. The ducks were eager to gaze upon Reynard and steered their course directly for shore. Be this as it may, the duck’s peculiar fascination with the dog has long been known and used to advantage on the ponds of England.




    The canvasback tolls better than any other duck and will not only be decoyed by the dog, but will often be drawn in by waving a fancy-colored handkerchief attached to the ramrod. I have seen a dog fail to attract their attention until bound around the loins with a white handkerchief; the handkerchiefed dog will then succeed perfectly well. These ducks, although cunning under ordinary circumstances, seem bewildered by these strategies. Several years ago I decoyed the same batch three times in an hour, each time slaying a large number. The proper and most destructive moment to shoot ducks that have been tolled is when they present their tails or sides to the gun.
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    The tolling season continues about three weeks from the first appearance of the ducks, as the birds soon become more cautious and are no longer deceived in this way. Some sportsmen assert that canvasbacks alone can be decoyed in this mode. But a number of other ducks feed with the canvasback, particularly the redheads and blackheads who partake of the top of the grass that the canvasback discards after eating the root. These less noble ducks, though they come in with the canvasbacks when tolled, do not seem to take any notice of the dog, but continue to swim along carelessly feeding, as if entrusting themselves entirely to the guidance of the other fowl.




    Although tolling ducks is simple, few dogs possess sufficient industry and perseverance to arrive at any degree of perfection in the art. Most dogs tire and stop running just when the ducks get near shore but are still too far off to be reached by the guns. This spoils all, as the birds will swim or fly off if the motion of the animal is arrested for even a few moments.




    This plan of killing ducks, though practiced by all the gentry as well as pot hunters who frequent the bay-shore, is not altogether recognized as a sportsmanlike way of bagging game, and is forbidden on the grounds in possession of some clubs. Against the utility of this regulation I will not venture an argument. The gentlemen composing these organizations no doubt have good reasons for their restriction. But I see neither impropriety nor anything unsportsmanlike in thus decoying wary fowl within gunshot, especially where all other modes of getting at them would surely fail. I have always found a great deal in the sport to admire. Tolling ducks is frequently attended with a high degree of pleasurable excitement, and there is a certain amusement in witnessing the playful antics of the dog operating so strangely upon his bewildered and silly victims, who so soon pay the forfeit of their idle curiosity in death. And playing the part of a sage, we might also draw a moral from the incident by demonstrating that foolish and idle curiosity often results in disastrous consequences to the parties concerned.




    Editor’s Note




    Dr. Lewis’s book, Hints to Sportsmen, was first published in 1851, and republished in 1855 as The American Sportsman. A number of revised editions were published as late as 1906, and in 1967 the Abercrombie and Fitch Library reprinted the third (1863) edition.




    John Bumstead wrote On the Wing—A Book for Sportsmen in 1869, and lifted verbatim Dr. Lewis’s entire chapter on tolling ducks. At the time such “plagiarism” was customary when a work was considered seminal. As to the charge of plagiarism, the attitude toward instructional literature through the nineteenth century was quite different than we expect today. Authors lived in a considerably less literate culture than ours, and laws of copyright were not strictly applied. It was the custom to reuse written works, partly out of respect for the past, and partly out of a desire to link definitive prior writings with the present text, almost as a lawyer would cite legal precedent supporting a legal brief. Each new work drew authority from and quoted from its predecessors, added new ideas, sifted out obsolete notions, and then tacked another story onto what was seen as a shared house of knowledge. Authors considered long quotations of their work to be the ultimate compliment, perhaps, in part, because copyright litigation was expensive and the entire profits from a limited-interest-gunning book might not have covered court costs.




    Dr. Lewis’s description of tolling ducks is typical of the treatises on hunting and shooting that predominated in the pre-1870s sportsman’s library. Mid-nineteenth-century books by Dr. Lewis, John Krider (chap. 5), Frank Forester (chap. 6), and John Bumstead (chap. 10) may seem overly explicit in the twenty-first century, but these authors were in the vanguard when hunting and literacy were almost mutually exclusive in America. According to the editors of the anthology, Classics of the American Shooting Field (1930):




    

      English shooting literature is richer than American, for the English were following field sports in a scientific way and writing about them when most of this country was a wilderness. Then, again, most of the shooting in England was and is done by men of the leisured upper classes, who had the time, inclination, and ability to write about it. Shooting and the preserving of the game were taken very seriously. In this country, on the other hand, until comparatively recent years a man who devoted much time to field sports in a new land, where there was so much constructive work of all sorts to be done, was considered shiftless and a ne’er-do-well, and most of the shooting was done by backwoodsmen and market gunners.


    




    While gun-toting Americans may deem themselves the inheritors of Davy Crockett and Daniel Boone, if the truth be told, shooting a muzzleloading gun was a less-than-universal skill in the years preceding the Civil War. One of the biggest military problems for both North and South was the inability of conscripts to properly load and fire a simple caplock musket. Thus it’s not surprising that the first post-Civil War shotgunning book—Bumstead’s On the Wing—was written on an almost remedial level as a primer for the then emerging class of proletarian sportsmen.




    By the mid-1870s, most published gunwriters had gravitated from the instructional treatise to the “Me and Joe” genre of stories about abundant game and successful outings. Books about American wildfowling, however, were surprisingly scarce before the turn of the century. The published record of the grand passage was, for the most part, on the pages of pulp weekly sporting newspapers, written by amateurs who hoped to memorialize their once-in-a-lifetime shot or best day of waterfowling with a story in The American Field, Forest and Stream, Shooting and Fishing, or Wilbur Parker’s The American Sportsman (not to be confused with Dr. Lewis’s book of the same title).




    My publisher suggested that we omit Dr. Lewis’s anachronistic account of the lost art of duck tolling because The American Sportsman was “not well written” by modern standards. I agreed that the good doctor’s book was tedious reading, but pre-1870s descriptions of duck hunting are too scarce to let this one get away. The chapter, however, was heavily edited and carefully paraphrased to be more readable, with every effort being made to preserve the unique and historic content.
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  Tame Ducks as Decoys




  by “Cosmopolitan”




  

    The Delaware River below Philadelphia offers a fruitful field for sportsmen who can brave the inclement weather of early spring. Sam Mason and I were in the habit of paddling for ducks in the vicinity of Monas and Chester Islands, with our skiff painted white and with white covers over our corduroys. At a little distance it required better eyes than a duck possesses to distinguish us from the many lumps of ice floating with the tide. So complete was the illusion, especially when the atmosphere was a trifle misty, that we frequently have mistaken the boats of our friends, rigged out in the same fashion, for lumps of ice.




    One dull, gloomy day in February, when the ice was running thick after a trifling thaw, we set out from the boat landing early in the morning with the prospect of a good day’s sport. After an hour’s paddling we were fairly in the channel, and, reclining in the bottom of the boat, we allowed her to drift at the will of the tide. Not far in front of us we saw a raft of twenty or thirty black ducks appearing to be asleep alongside a sheet of ice. They were huddled together so closely that a napkin might almost have covered them. Giving two or three strokes with my paddle and motioning my friend to be ready, we soon were among them. Strange as it may seem, not a duck moved. Sam actually reached over the gunwale, seized two of them by the neck, and lifted them into the skiff. This started the bunch and away they flew, but not without leaving behind seven of their number that fell to my two barrels. Doubtless we should have secured more, but Sam had both of his hands occupied in strangling his two victims, and such fluttering and quacking was never heard. We had a good laugh at this novel way of shooting ducks, and drifted on.




    The day that opened so auspiciously proved a complete failure. Late in the afternoon we had only the nine ducks secured early in the morning and no prospects for more. We paddled on in a disagreeable mood. As we were about to enter the creek back of Monas Island, Sam called my attention to a bunch of fifteen or twenty ducks just ahead, not far from an ice cake. We brightened up and paddled slowly toward them, when, to our disappointment, we found the ice cake to be a boat and the ducks to be decoys. Then Sam suddenly exclaimed: “By George! Bill Hooper is fast asleep, and there are two mallards among his stools; here goes for them, anyhow.” He cocked his gun and was ready to fire when the mallards dove, reappearing in a few minutes swimming contentedly among the stools. Sam tried again, and I tried, but it was no go, for as soon as the gun was fairly to the shoulder, the ducks were under the water. We sat and looked at each other, partook of an infallible remedy for bad luck, and tried once more without success.




    “Talk about hell divers,” said Sam, “Those mallards win the prize.” We heard a chuckle, and Bill slowly rose in his boat, his ruddy face aglow with suppressed laughter. He said, “When you fellas get tired of trying to shoot my decoys, let me know and I’ll take a drink with you.” We silently passed him our flask. Upon inquiry we found the old fellow had actually taken a pair of ordinary barnyard puddle ducks, resembling mallards, and trained them to act as decoys. They did their work well, for at the first sight of a bunch of wild ducks they would quack most energetically and generally succeeded in enticing their wilder brethren within gunshot. But as soon as a gun was raised, they would dive and remain under until the danger was over. I was so pleased at their performance that I asked old Bill if he would sell them, and he agreed for five dollars each. I tossed him the money, but he hesitated. Finally, the unlimited (to him) amount of whiskey represented by the gold pieces was too much for his nerves. He succumbed, and we took our live decoys. Many a time after this memorable day did my friend and I shoot over these ducks, and they never failed to draw whatever game was about. I have used live decoys in the sounds of North Carolina, and found they work as well as on the Delaware River, but I have never succeeded in training birds up to the same degree of intelligence of my Monas Island pets.




    To use live birds as decoys, we attached to one leg a strap of leather, to which a cord was tied through an eyelet. At the end of the cord was a heavy weight that served as an anchor. When anchored among a lot of wooden stools, the decoys’ actions so nearly resembled the motion of wild ducks feeding and playing in the water that it was no wonder their cousins were deceived. However, when using live decoys one must be careful not to anchor the birds in swift running currents, as they will be drawn under the water and drowned. I lost a fine pair of ducks this way in North Carolina.




    After their work was over for the day, we placed our decoy ducks in a comfortable shelter and gave them a good feed. They had such great fondness for this treacherous sport that in the morning before starting out, the drake would frequently, of his own accord, hop into the basket in which we carried them to the skiff. We used these ducks three winters, and finally, when the Civil War broke out and stopped our sport, we gave them to our friendly host as a parting legacy when we left to join our regiment.




    [image: image]


  




  [image: image]




  “Sunk Box” Canvasbacks




  by John Krider




  The canvasback stands proudly preeminent among waterfowl of the United States, for the elegance of its plumage, the exquisite flavor of its flesh, and the sport that it affords the shooter. Gentle reader, have you ever lain submerged in a battery on Devil’s Island, or in an ambuscade in the narrows of Spesutia, and watched them pitching in their superb way among your decoys? Or bent to your oars on a blustering day to snatch them from the rough waters of the Chesapeake? Or studied the markings of their winter dress as they lay upon the thwart-board of the scow in pairs of fifty at a time? And finally, have you ever sailed, poled, or swept back to Havre de Grace by the light of the moon, dropped anchor, and gone on shore to dine upon them cooked au naturel? If so, you realize to the fullest extent the spell cast by Anas valisneria, the canvasback.




  Late in the fall of 1850, while partridge shooting in the neighborhood of the Chesapeake, I received an invitation from Mr. J. W. McCullough of Port Deposit, to accompany him on an excursion in a new scow that he had built and equipped especially to kill ducks in the Susquehanna and Upper Bay. She was wall-sided and flat-bottomed, forty feet long and nine feet beam. She carried a jib and a large fore-and-aft mainsail. A space barely sufficient for a tall man to lie at length was decked off forward. The cabin contained three or four bunks, a small stove, stooling guns, several bags of heavy shot, kegs of ducking powder, a quart coffeepot, and two large baskets of provender. This hardy market-hunter’s cabin was pitched so as to be watertight and was entered by a small scuttle with a slide. Here McCullough cooked, ate, slept, kept tally of his game, manufactured heads and necks for decoys, cut his gun-wads, spun his yarns, drank his grog or coffee, and kept care outside from October until April, the severest season of the year.
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