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	DUCKS





Yesterday I arrived at a location in Alberta, traveling from Oregon. I drove our camper rig and towed a trailer filled with goose decoys and a Little Ducker boat lashed to the top. With me were our two Labs, old May, chubby, arthritic, and always sleepy, and Storm Tide, whom we call Stormy. She is tall, extremely smart, willing, and very strong with retrieves. She can quickly pick up a Great Basin Canada—among the largest of Canada geese—and bring it back at a near full run. Old May always seemed to have problems with big geese. She would allow the wings to drag, step on them, trip and stumble as she came.

We are on our own for two weeks. Then my wife, Marge, will fly up; we will move over into Saskatchewan for several weeks. After that she will fly back to Oregon. The dogs and I plan to travel farther east, into Manitoba, then down into North Dakota before turning west once again. We will have been in the field almost two months.

If I hunted aggressively I could kill a remarkable number of birds during this time. We have been fortunate to spend a lot of time in Canada, finding some wonderfully productive spots. This time I’ll have some big days for sure. But principally I will spend most of the time in an unhurried, casual manner. In part I want to use some time writing on this book.

Last evening was an example. We are camped by the shores of a small prairie lake. Perhaps it could be termed a pothole, but it is about twenty acres, and at least for me, the true potholes are to the south and over in Saskatchewan. We are up north of those. If you have read what I feel is the best book on waterfowling ever written, Van Campen Heilner’s A Book On Duck Shooting, then you might recall his opening chapter, “The Wheat Fields of Alberta.” Heilner was shooting near Bear and Hermit lakes. As the mallard flies, we are camped not far from there.

Wheat fields totally surround our chosen lake. At the water’s edge there is a healthy, thick, tall grass. But just after that is the wheat. It has now been swathed and awaits the combine. All the ducks and geese have to do is walk through the grass and start eating. And of course they do. Along the south shore is a dense stand of brush and small trees. Then the wheat again. To the west is an abandoned farm comprised of a small house, a large barn, and five outbuildings or sheds. It is grown up in high grass, and a grey partridge covey is in residence. We are allowed to camp here.

From where we have parked we are 350 yards from the lake. When we arrived yesterday, I stopped on a knoll in order to study the area with binoculars. The water’s surface was black with birds. There was a strong afternoon wind blowing, the water had little whitecaps, and the birds were milling. I was puzzled by their restless behavior. Flocks of ducks were continually wheeling over the lake, or trading across the surface just inches high. But I quickly saw the reason. A bald eagle was working the ducks. Another one was perched on a rocky island someone has made for geese to nest on. The eagle in the air worked the ducks and coots for almost thirty minutes. It soared, wheeled, ever watchful. If a duck or flock of ducks hesitated under it, the eagle immediately folded its wings to drop like a dark stone. Then the duck or coot or ducks or coots would quickly dive and the eagle would check its stoop. The second eagle on the rock island seemed content to just watch. With the ducks and coots were thirty-three trumpeter swans. There might have been a tundra or two in with them, but I spent some time looking closely and don’t think so. Also there were about 300 Canada geese. The swans seemed totally oblivious of the eagles. They tipped up as they fed without concern. The geese didn’t fly or move, but all heads were erect and apparently watchful.
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As if it knew of a better place, the flying eagle suddenly left toward the east, and when it was almost out of sight the one on the rocks lifted heavily to follow. Almost immediately the flocks of ducks cupped their wings to rocket back down.

Although the wind was very strong, the afternoon was sunny and warm. I parked the camper, then watched as flock after flock of geese lifted for their afternoon feed. They didn’t even bother to rise more than a hundred yards, just circled the lake once to glide into the surrounding wheat fields about a half-mile away. I really wasn’t interested in geese. We would center our time on them in Saskatchewan. It was the ducks I was after.

At 5p.m. we went down. I took my Ithaca magnum 10-bore double. For ducks I had the 2⅞-inch 4s. I also took eight 3½-inch 2oz. BB in the event geese came overhead.

There was a narrow pocket on the western side of the lake that was nearly solid with swans, geese, and ducks. We went there. All the birds took wing as we neared. Of the ducks, almost all were mallards. I looked closely; there were some wigeon, little bands of teal, a few pintails, and a bufflehead or two. The grass next to the lake was tailor-made. I stomped down a spot, sat down, then told the dogs to do likewise. Just moments later a flock of mallards flew back in. I found a drake, killed it stone dead, missed another. Both dogs jumped to the retrieve. But Stormy had the bird, was coming back with it before old May barely reached the water’s edge. That first duck of the season by rights was hers.

Very quickly another flock swept over. I killed another drake. But this time I called Stormy back. May lumbered out to get the duck, just one of hundreds she has retrieved over the past ten years. A brief pause was followed by several more flocks. From these I dropped three more mallards, two of them very young drakes with only a hint of green beginning to show on the heads. With that I quit shooting ducks. We just sat until 6:30. Marsh harriers circled. Two single snipe flew by. A restless flock of dowitchers traded around.

We walked back to the camper. I fed the dogs, then cleaned the ducks. After that I opened a cold ale, and sat until near dark. I fixed a big potato, pan-fried the breast meat and hindquarters of three ducks. This, along with a hard roll and tea, was supper. A good one too.

I was in the sleeping bag by 9 p.m. Sometime afterward a hard rain woke me up. At dawn it had quit, but the sky was dull and chilled. I made a pot of coffee, then watched the geese leave the lake to feed. Again they just flew up into the surrounding wheat. The balance of the morning was spent trying to get my thoughts organized in order to shape this book. After lunch I plan to drive into town in order to try to patch a hole in my right hip boot. I had forgotten about it since last season. After that we will very likely hunt ruffed grouse in the shelterbelts. The fact is, it is all very easy up here.

My guess is that duck and goose on the Canadian prairie would strike any waterfowler as ideal. Perhaps not so much just from the number of birds present, but from the timing, location, and methods of hunting. Our trips are done during late September/early October. Generally the weather is excellent, in fact too hot at times. The scenes of prairie marshes, surrounded by golden wheat, amidst old farms could be subjects for innumerable paintings. The hunting is frequently both productive and easy. For example, I rarely use decoys for ducks on such hunts. Calling isn’t really needed. And again, there are a lot of birds.

But the book I am starting now is to be formed around wildfowling that in terms of location and methods is about as starkly different from prairie Canada, or about anywhere else, as can be imagined.

I am going to base Big December Canvasbacks on the fowling on the Northwest Coast. Obviously, most of the species are going to be the same as hunted elsewhere, as are the boats and guns and decoys used. But there are some differences.

Over the years I have made efforts to hunt waterfowl over the widest range possible. I have been fortunate to do so. But some of my most intense hunting has been along the Northwest Coast, next year being my 40th in the region. Old age will undoubtedly one day limit the amount and types of waterfowling I do. In fact it is starting to make a difference even now. While I have had experiences as good as any man could reasonably expect, I may not take a major reduction gracefully.

I once met a fellow in England who has plans for advanced age and the curtailment of his days afield. He told me he plans to sit in a rocker by a fire, then talk incessantly about his past days to anyone who might happen to come within range. So much so, that individuals would be warned in advance as to what to expect.

It might very well be that I do much the same. I’d like to think that the person I was speaking to might be a wildfowler, interested in what I said and a good listener, rather than a bland bystander. And while the days spent fowling on the Northwest Coast certainly don’t rate higher than experiences I’ve had elsewhere, they are somehow unique to me, some etched a little deeper in memory, so therefore could form a majority of conversation I might offer.

For sure, I’ve had some banner days “over on the coast.”
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	THE NORTH COAST





The region of this waterfowling extends loosely from Northern California to southern British Columbia. In the three states and one province included in this geographical landscape, the phrase “over on the coast” is frequently heard. There is a reason for this.

This entire space, known as the Northwest, is large in land mass. Moreover, it is clearly separated into a rather remarkable diversity of widely contrasting environments. Starting in the eastern portions, traveling west, one will encounter the vast sagebrush expanse of high desert known as the Great Basin. To the knowledgeable this seemingly empty endless carpet of blue-green sage isn’t void, but contains a treasure of some of the best upland and waterfowl shooting left in the lower 48 states.

Continue westward, and one leaves the sagebrush to climb into the Cascade Mountains. It is an entirely different world. The stately Douglas fir reigns king. This conifer was the core of the logging industry so commonly connected with the area. Then once over the mountains one finds the western valleys. One, the Willamette Valley of Oregon, offers some of the richest farmland in the nation. Its dark soil annually produces a staggering bounty of vegetables and fruit.

Cross these valleys, and one enters mountains again. But these are much smaller than the Cascades. In Washington a part of this range is known as the Olympics; elsewhere it is most commonly referred to as the Coast Range. These rich mountains once had great stands of Douglas fir, also spruce and cedar. Of importance however, since these coastal mountains are lower in elevation than the Cascades and are near the warming effects of the Japanese current, their understory is comprised of some of the thickest vegetation in North America. These are the rain forests of the Northwest.
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Especially in Oregon, these Coast Range Mountains terminate into the waves of the Pacific Ocean. In many places huge old fir or spruce grow right down to the sheer rock cliffs that fall hundreds of feet into the surf. The coastline can be as strikingly picturesque as anything on earth.

Much of the Northwest Coast is a rugged tangle of nearly impregnable vegetation, forest, rocky cliffs, or shorelines. Of course there are sand beaches, in fact some large sand dunes, but most of these beaches are an enormous pile of old silver-weathered logs and stumps that stand like the remains of an ancient army laid in ruin. Along some sections of the coast one can encounter lakes. Most are small in the extreme. However, there are some large ones, and those will play an important role in this book. The divers come to these lakes.

There are countless little clear creeks flowing into the Pacific from the mountains. Many of these were once almost choked with runs of salmon, steelhead trout, and that wonderfully sleek sea-run cutthroat trout. There are also the larger rivers. Some of these are good sized, once providing the major avenue to transport logs to the mills. These larger rivers are most important here because they have estuaries, and on these estuaries and the bays they form are the waterfowl of winter.

The weather on the coast is very much a subject of great discussion. Some years ago I had the excellent opportunity to read through many issues of the old Forest and Stream magazine. The publication was a weekly, begun in 1873, and was printed in newspaper form. It was founded by Charles Hallock, but was soon purchased by George Bird Grinnell, a man of such talent and wisdom that it becomes difficult to comprehend just how much he accomplished during his long life. Grinnell was owner and editor of Forest and Stream for many years. Charles Hallock went on to form Field & Stream in 1895. It was a monthly. Forest and Stream went under during the Depression, and Field & Stream purchased the subscriber list.
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Among the thousands of items I found of interest in Grinnell’s old journal was the following report from Oregon. It was filed by John Phoenix, a Northwest correspondent for the magazine. The date was May 24, 1888:

“It rained here forty days and forty nights and then set in for a long storm.”

There is simply no exaggeration about winter rains along the Northwest Coast. If you read Least Heat Moon’s book Blue Highways, or listened to public radio when the book was featured each day, a chapter at a time, you might remember that Moon’s lowest ebb, his first and almost only depression of loneliness and vulnerability, came while traveling in coastal Oregon in the rain. His spirits soared once again when he left all that behind.

I have no idea of the accuracy, but I have heard that the Northwest Coast leads the nation in the number of suicides. This is supposedly due to the extremely prolonged periods of drab, wet weather. At times it seems these periods occupy the majority of the days all twelve months.

Along with the continuous rain, things on the coast have a marked appearance of looking worn out. Once again, this is due in part to weather. The best of paint on houses only lasts a few years. After it has faded and starts to peel, moss starts growing. Vegetation in the form of a thousand species is forever on the march. If one hacks out an inhabitance in its midst, then it is necessary to stand ready to defend the claimed clearing. If one is lax, nature reclaims the clearing. The best evidence of this are the vines that quickly start to engulf outbuildings or barns.

When we moved to Oregon in 1956, just about all the area “over on the coast” seemed old. And to a degree it was. The first industries right next to the shoreline were logging and salmon fishing. The height was reached during the late 1890s and early 1900s. By the 1950s the salmon fishery was in marked decline, and the logging had moved inland into the Coast Range Mountains. What remained looked tired, weather-worn, and it was.

Frankly, there were other sections of the Northwest that offered more pleasant surroundings to spend time. Or hunt ducks.

For example, the Willamette Valley of Oregon was noted for waterfowl. There were countless backwaters along the broad Willamette River to hunt. Farm ponds, flooded fields, and wooded lakes were almost everywhere. The limit in the 1950s was nine ducks per day, four of which had to be pintails. Then over east of the Cascades were the desert marshes, famous for canvasbacks, snow geese and gadwalls. The mallards had heads greener than the darkest emerald, feet so orange they appeared to glow.

By and large few hunters went “over to the coast” for ducks. The word was that much of the hunting over there was frequently combined with bad weather, hardships due to tides, and some ducks that didn’t taste good. To a degree I found all of this to be true at times. But I also found an entire new world of waterfowling. As the years went by, I found myself increasingly on the coast. Thinking back, I am certainly glad I made the effort.

The reader should understand that much that I will write of took place a long time ago. Today things have changed; what once was is most certainly no more in some cases, and unfortunately this needs to be clarified. I can recall my own disappointment after enjoying Roderick Haig-Brown’s A River Never Sleeps. As a result of reading the book I made a trip to British Columbia’s Vancouver Island to fish the rivers he wrote of. It wasn’t the same. Haig-Brown wrote of his best days that took place almost forty years prior to my trek.

Some of what I write about will also have happened forty years ago. However, the bulk was about twenty, or in some cases less. It has been about that long ago since major changes started taking place. On some of the estuaries the death knell for waterfowling was the development of housing complexes. One estuary’s alteration was a bitter pill indeed. It was superior for wigeon, and a nice wintering flock of canvasback was there yearly without fail.

There is an excellent, wide sandspit between the Pacific and the bay. At one time this spit was a heap of driftwood. When I hunted it, I would walk down the spit prior to daylight, then cross over to the bay side. The artist for this book, Dave Hagerbaumer, hunted the bay also, but he took his Barnegat across from the boat ramp to reach the spit.

By either method, the key was to hunt the incoming tide for wigeon. Most frequently the decoys would be placed on the mud to await the tide to float them. There were hundreds of old logs or stumps to hide behind. Some mornings the wigeon came so fast they took your breath away. Big, big flocks, curling out of the dark, rainy winter sky on wings cupped like quarter moons.

I quit hunting the bay after the first few houses were built on the spit. These new residents, mostly there only on weekends, decided they didn’t want hunting off the spit, so were militantly opposed to having anyone with guns and decoys in the vicinity. Within a few years the spit was solid houses. The owners put together a concerted effort and were successful in banning hunting on the spit altogether, and on a large portion of the entire estuary as well.

But before all this took place Dave was still hunting off the spit. It was legal, but the high-tide mark frequently came close to some of the homes’ back steps. Since decoys were the key on this bay, and Dave used a boat, there was no need to come in close to the houses. And he didn’t.

Early one morning Dave and Tom Garratt, a retired Federal Fish & Game enforcement officer, took two of Dave’s Barnegats across the bay. The tide was just starting to run when they reached the spit. From there they dragged the boats over the skim water to a huge old stump. They quickly put out a spread of decoys and loaded their guns.

They were over a quarter-mile down from the nearest of the houses then on the spit. They were also several hundred yards out from the high-tide line. About the time the first flocks of wigeon were on the move, Tom called Dave’s attention to an approaching individual walking down the shoreline in aggressive, long strides.

“What in the hell do we have here?” Tom asked.

According to Dave, the fellow was a young man in his early twenties, dressed in a baggy sweatshirt, faded jeans, and wearing tennis shoes. He was also carrying a javelin.

“By the manner he came splashing out I thought he was going to throw it at us,” Dave recalled.

Instead, the young man demanded that they pick up the decoys and leave immediately. Both Dave and Tom replied that was the last thing they were planning to do, and since the wigeon were starting to move with the tide, the fellow had best get out of the way.

Dave said that this unnerved the javelin carrier somewhat, but he quickly told them they couldn’t keep him from standing there. It was a public bay. They replied they couldn’t, saying that he was welcome to stand all he wanted, but should not wave or yell if ducks came to the decoys.

“We both looked at him hard to get that point across,” Dave said.

“So then the fellow walked back toward the spit about thirty yards and took a stand. He had been watching too many movies because he stood Watusi warrior style—on one leg, the heel of the other on his knee, and leaning on his javelin. Maybe he did it for effect, or it impressed him, because he kept that position right up to the point the tide reached the one knee he was standing on,” Dave said.

As one would hope, it turned out to be one of those mornings on the coast when you couldn’t have kept the wigeon out of the decoys with John Philip Sousa’s full band anchored and playing around them.
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“We had some really strong flocks come right in first thing. Both of us were shooting especially well, and were well on our way to limits quickly. The young fellow stood his ground until the water was up to his waist. Then he waded back to shore and left. I guess we could have yelled goodbye, but we didn’t, and it was much better that way.”

Within just a couple of years many more houses were built, and Dave made his last few hunts on the bay.

“One day I was out a long way from the spit. Not center bay, but almost. I had come up a channel because it was low tide. The incoming was in the late afternoon, so I hoped for a few wigeon just at the start, then pull the decoys and get back to the ramp before dark.

“While I was setting up I noticed someone coming out from the spit. At first I thought it was a person clamming or something. But no, it was a woman walking all that way out there to tell me she didn’t want me shooting ducks. When I declined to leave she walked back of me and climbed up on an old stump that had washed in during a storm.

“The ducks didn’t come in that afternoon, but the tide sure did! She quickly had a lot of water between her and the spit. When I left she was still there. I don’t know if she swam back in or waited until late that night for the tide to run out again.”

While we are all painfully aware that in hunting and fishing, opportunities and game populations, with a few exceptions, decline in degrees with each passing year, rest assured that there are some locations on the Northwest Coast that haven’t changed much since Lewis and Clark. Not many for sure, but still some. At least for me, two or three of these are now best left for keen young men. I’ve found that age, weather, and hardships all take their toll after a thousand tides.

It rained during the whole night; about daylight a tremendous gale of wind arose from the S.S.E., and continued during the whole day with great violence. The sea runs so high that the water comes into our camp, which the rain prevents us from leaving.

It rained hard during the whole day; it continued all night, and in the morning began more violently, attended with a high wind from the southwest. We therefore sent several men to hunt, and the rest of us remained during the day in a situation the most cheerless and uncomfortable. On this little neck of land we are exposed, with a miserable covering which does not deserve the name of a shelter, to the violence of the winds; all our bedding and stores, as well as our bodies, are completely wet; our clothes are rotting with constant exposure, and we have no food except the dried fish brought from the falls, to which we are again reduced. The hunters all returned hungry and drenched with rain, having seen neither deer nor elk, and the swan and brant were too shy to be approached. At noon the wind shifted to the northeast, and blew with such tremendous fury that many trees were blown down near us.

—Meriwether Lewis, coastal Oregon, November 1805

Lewis and Clark and their men were the first whites to experience prolonged Northwest coastal winter weather. As for what Lewis wrote, that is about how it is in late November. The only other thing is that the rivers are frequently in raging flood.
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	WIGEON





Between sea wall and estuary stretched the salt marshes—dark and mysterious and very quiet. Every sound seemed magnified by the frosty stillness: the rustling of a vole in fleetside rushes, a faint popping of mud as the flood tide ran up the creeks and gurgled into innumerable little runnels.

Shoreward, somewhere among the saltings, a cock wigeon began to whistle. A loud, clear, liquid call, rising and falling like some high-pitched siren. Dark against the water’s edge, a redshank dipped and bobbed, retreating with little spurts in front of the incoming tide. The stars were paling and the eastern sky had become suffused with streaks of light. Gradually, the creek’s leaden surface changed from grey to silver.

Out on the estuary flats lines of curlew were moving back on fluttering wings, calling excitedly as the spreading sea swept them to higher ground. As dawn light grew and marshes quickened into life the air became full of sound.

A sibilance of wings. The wigeon were flighting. Fast-flying specks, glimpsed for an instant high overhead; the cock birds’ whistle mixing with the hens’ soft, rolling growl, as pack after pack flew with a sound of rushing wind toward the estuary and the sea.

—Hugh Falkus, an English wildfowler

The wigeon is the foremost duck of the British Isles. It is as lovely as it is numerous, and the wildfowler holds the species in highest regard. On our Northwest Coast there can be little question that the wigeon is also our most common species. While the duck is widespread over North America, and appreciated for the fine medium-sized bird it is, perhaps only on Northwest estuaries do wigeon specialists become evident.

Certainly one of the most thrilling sights of all waterfowling is the commencement of the wigeon flight activated by the change of the tide. The key to success in hunting them is most frequently based around the incoming flow.

In certain bays the inward flow must travel a long distance prior to flooding the areas of salt grass that the ducks seek. On one large bay up the coast there can be thousands of wigeon out on big open water waiting for the tide to beckon. This location is one of my favorites. The bay itself serves as the final destination for the fresh water of several large rivers. The ducks have a huge expanse in which to pass idle time. But seemingly one of the favored lounging places is a long sandbar near mid-bay, but on the southeast corner. Only on the very lowest of tides does this bar become visible, and then only parts show.

On most low tides the ducks appear to be standing on water because there is a skim covering the sands. At times there are so many packed around this bar it takes your breath away.

The place to be when the tide turns is about three miles up-bay on a delta formed at the confluence of river mouths. Here early in the season is the growth of salt grass. At low tide this delta is nothing more than the grass, mud flats, and numerous channels that crisscross it. The channels are of the upmost importance. The tide rushes in from the bay in these channels, and if a hunter has the proper boat, can get in and set up prior to the ducks’ arrival, the results can frequently be memorable.

None of these channels are wide or very deep. All can be jumped across in places, and at low tide none are over three feet deep. But of course once the tide is in, men go totally under when they step off into one. After over thirty years of hunting here, I remember the location of these channels even when they are covered. Not only have they proven to be the key to the days spent here, I have noticed that they are a definite deterrent to other hunters. Simply, one doesn’t hunt this delta during high tide without very likely stepping off into a channel. They criss-cross the entire area like a spider web.
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One November day I watched a fellow fall off into three within a span of twenty minutes. I felt no sympathy because he had left his boat and had been walking around for a good part of the flight, turning some incoming flocks. He stepped off into the first one while attempting to wade out past my spread of decoys to a grounded drift log. Totally wet from that surprise, he made the mistake of coming back in via a different route rather than retracing his steps and found two more in short order. He was vocal about his mishaps also!

I did feel bad on two occasions when friends hunting with me stepped off into them. On both occasions my attention was directed elsewhere, and I didn’t warn them. Aside from getting totally wet on cold winter days, one of the mishaps proved serious. Bill Mullins, now a wildlife biologist for the State of Idaho, went out to help his Lab catch a particularly elusive crippled mallard drake. When he felt himself stepping off into a channel he kicked out wildly for the other bank, giving himself a hernia as a result.

Several times these channels have gotten me when I have become careless. But I once narrowly escaped what would have proven a costly dunking. I had a new Nikon F around my neck. That was in the days when these cameras were very costly and the dollar worth a lot more than today. I was hunting with Bob Jarvis, a professor at the Fish and Wildlife School of Oregon State University. Most of his research work is with waterfowl.

To this day I don’t know how Bob managed such quick reflexes and strength. I had actually stepped off into a channel, was on my way down when he reached out, grabbed a handful of jacket and jerked me back. In the years afterward I often told Bob that with reflexes that fast he could likely slap fight with Muhammad Ali with impunity.

On another occasion I went in one, and I think my wife got a degree of satifaction from the blunder. The tide was well in; it was a high one, so we were dealing with almost four feet of water. The ducks seemed to want an area about a quarter-mile from where we were set up. Time was short, so I suggested we quickly pull the decoys and move over. But while doing so, Marge appeared to me to be very careless as she waded around. I told her so. We had the Barnegat, so when the decoys were pulled she got into the boat, and I, wearing chest waders, elected to just walk the boat across the delta using the bowline. The water level was at my waist.

We needed to cross a deep channel to reach the ducks. I knew exactly where it was. Only I misjudged just how close I was to it. As I walked towing the boat, I renewed my lecture about the need to be careful. My principal point was that if she got wet she would get cold. Then we would have to quit hunting on a day that promised to be good.

It would be impossible to better time what took place next. I had just finished my sternest warning, having my head turned toward her as I spoke and walked. At precisely the next second I stepped off and was totally submerged. When I hit bottom and pushed to propel myself upward, the boat was now directly over me and my head banged into it. I flailed around, thrusting my arm around the side of the boat to pull myself up. The first thing I saw when my eyes cleared was Marge’s very surprised face. She had my hat, which I had left floating on the surface when I went under. I think I detected some mirth in her eyes as she stared at me.

When the tide starts to run in, the wigeon become restless. You can see them far down the bay. Often huge flights will take off, then wheel around to resettle. In order for things to go right, the gunner should be in place when this milling starts.

Where the waters of the bay meet the delta there are usually huge old logs or stumps. Most are large enough to hide a boat behind totally. I always attempt to be in these places prior to the turn of the tide. On most occasions, I will throw out just a few decoys in front of the log or stump. But the balance I will take far into the delta and put them on the mud. I place these where the ducks always seem to flight the heaviest when those areas are totally flooded.

From this point it is a hunt in stages. As the tide comes in, so does the first vanguard of wigeon. There have been days when we have shot limits on the bay’s edge, from behind the logs, so didn’t even need to move into the delta. However, on most days the principal action takes place when the entire delta is flooded. Then the wigeon really come.

One memorable November morning, when the weather was at its coastal worst, blowing sheets of rain with driving force, Lonnie Wahl and I were at bay’s edge. Perhaps because of the severity of the weather, there wasn’t much in the way of a vanguard. Just some flocks of buffleheads and the odd wigeon or two.
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