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Dog's Best Friend
THE THING ABOUT good dogs is you don’t even know
quite how much you love them until you are shown in a
way that catches you off-guard.

The tailgate slammed and the five Labs piled out: yellow;
pewter, black, white, and Hoss, the tubbardly chocolate,
rounding it out. Five colors! What a sight! All swirling in
a whirl of nervous excitement. It was late morning and we
had clobbered a few honkers and were switching gears to
a new loafing spot. We needed
to hide, throw out a few dozen
full-bodies, and knuckle down.
Thanksgiving, a family hunt on
the Kansas border.

A handful of volleys broke
out and the dogs were off chas-
ing the huge birds. A great water
retrieve is the pinnacle of duck
hunting, but watching dogs roll
out after geese like greyhounds,
burning a line through the light
snow and blowing them up in a
pile of dust and grain chaff and
feathers is a real thrill too.

All the dogs got a few birds
but the real star to emerge as a
goose-killer was a mutt. A tank, a
giant Lab and God-knows-what
mix. “Timber” is owned by my
brother-in-law Phil and is one
of the un-papered Underdogs.
He looks like a monster yellow
with a strange head shape and a
white blaze down the middle of
it. He was born to catch geese,
and what a surprise: Phil uses
him deep in the Wyoming back-
country. His love for Timber
grew that day; he was ecstatic, and now that dog owns him.

I was in transition a few years back, and did not have a
gun dog while living in Illinois. We had a newborn and
another on the way when I met a true dog man at a show.
I asked if I should get a dog with a baby in the house. He
said, "Ah, man, there is never a time in your life when you
should not have dogs or children running around, all of
them you can get.”

So we went and got a British black pup from Jim McK-
enzie (colmorgkennels.com) and she quickly became our
own Crazy Black Bandsaw, chewing everything she could

get those puppy teeth on. She has chilled out, and now is
this beautiful shiny blue-black duck machine.

I had an elk hunt this fall that ended with a surprise
chance to hunt ducks with Fred Eichler on the Colorado
opener. Right out of the gate I doubled on canvasback
drakes, with one in the water and another out in sagebrush.
Then we smacked redhead, gadwall and pintail… suicidal
juveniles zeroing in on the call like I have almost never

seen. Our own little Grand
Passage; like this sudden 18
inches of snow had emptied
the PPR.

Without Luna, it took me
20 minutes to find the first
two, wandering through
the sage and flaring birds. I
could not get the one in the
water, and the other ducks
took another half hour. I suf-
fered a strange guilt doing it
without her…and I’d badly
needed my canine partner’s
help. And it would have been
such a richer experience had
she been there. I made it
back down to Fred’s with her
in January (photo) and was
redeemed.

You come to love their
quirks. She has so much anxi-
ety to get into the house, “I’m
just gonna DIE if you don’t
let me in, Dad!” But as soon
as she gets in my office she
flops, starts stretching snoring
and passes out like she was hit
with a poison dart. My favor-

ite is when she dreams, barking and running on her side in
my office, chasing giant slow crippled geese in her head.

It is an emotional roller coaster owning a high-octane
hunting dog, but it always swings around. And then it is
over too quickly, the way children grow up way too fast.
Good retrievers are precious, and I’m spending more time
with this one rather than just trying to see how many ducks
I can shoot, friends I can make and places I can travel.

I’ve got a pretty great friend right here…and she wants
nothing from me but a little time. And to let her in.

(Got a dog-love story? skip.knowles@outdoorsg.com)

wildfowlmag.com

EDITOR'S CALL  By Skip Knowles
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THE PATTERN REPEATS itself 
every fall. A cold front brings in a 
fresh wave of ducks and a rekindled 
passion among waterfowlers. Some 
of them fill their duck straps. Others 
don’t, but the mood is the same. It’s 
show time. The ducks finally arrived.    

A week later, the skies are empty, 
save for a few random birds that pass 
well out of range of every decoy 
spread in the marsh. It’s as if the 
ducks have packed up and moved on 
to safer grounds. But have they? Or 
are they hunkered down on a refuge 
or some secret swamp that no hunter 
knows about? It’s one of waterfowl 

hunting’s greatest mysteries. 
New research sheds light on those 

disappearing ducks. As it turns out, 
when food and open water is avail-
able, the birds that filled the skies and 
tumbled into your decoys early in the 
season haven’t headed for parts south. 
In fact, they haven’t even left your 
county. The mallards that were so 
visible last week just found a place to 
hide that you and your fellow hunters 
either can’t go or haven’t discovered. 
And in some cases, those secret hide-
outs are available to anyone with a 
hunting license and a duck stamp. 

“They are real good at keying in on 

small areas that hunters don’t use,” 
says Gulf Coast Joint Venture biologi-
cal team leader Dr. Joe Lancaster. 

As a graduate student at Mississippi 
State University graduate, Lancaster 
attached VHF transmitters to 113 hen 
mallards during the 2010 and 2011 
hunting seasons and monitored their 
locations on and around Muscadine 
Farms Wildlife Management Area. 
The 1,423-acre property includes a 
200-acre refuge closed to all hunt-
ing. The rest was open to hunting to
varying degrees, but the entire area
was closed Monday, Wednesday and
Friday throughout the season. 

The Disappearing Duck 
Mallards are masters of avoiding hunting pressure.  By David Hart

CONSERVATION CORNER
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As it turns out, not all refuges draw 
ducks. The mallards in Lancaster’s
study rarely used the Muscadine ref-
uge. He thinks it may be too small
and too close to the hunted areas
to give the birds a sense of security.
Instead, most travelled about 10 miles
to Yazoo National Wildlife Refuge,
where they spent the day. (The ref-
uge was closed to hunting during
the study.) Others found unhunted

wetlands around Muscadine, rarely 
traveling more than five or ten miles. 

Winous Point Marsh Conservancy
research biologist Brendan Shirkey
conducted a similar study in north-
west Ohio. The ducks in his study
moved even less, an average of
just 500 to 1,000 yards. That didn’t
change throughout hunting season.
The study area had a large amount
of flooded corn impoundments

constructed almost entirely for hunt-
ing purposes. Ducks flocked to that
corn, but mostly at night. 

“They basically sat out on a bay on
Lake Erie that was closed to hunt-
ing during the day. The water was
five or six feet deep and there was 
no aquatic vegetation, so they were 
just loafing,” he says. “At night, they 
would go straight to those flooded 
corn impoundments and stay all 
night. Almost all of them were gone 
by legal shooting light.”  

The ducks in Lancaster’s study did 
the same thing. They spent their days 
in areas where they weren’t being 
hunted or in areas closed to hunting. 
Although 35 percent of daytime loca-
tions were on public land, only 8 per-
cent of those locations were open to 
hunting. At night, they increased their 
use of hunted portions of Muscadine 

We suspected they were  

Brought to you by Yamaha’s Proven Off-Road ATV and Side-by-Side vehicles
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FIFTH FLYWAY | By David Hart

Farms and surrounding habitat that
may or may not have been open to
hunting. 

Shirkey wonders if ducks are
becoming more nocturnal, which
may be why hunters believe there
are fewer ducks than we are told.
Despite glowing reports of a bounti-
ful fall flight for the past decade or
more, a growing number of water-
fowlers say they are actually seeing
fewer ducks. 

“We think ducks have just gotten
smarter about avoiding hunting pres-
sure. We suspected they were noctur-
nal, but not to the extent we found.
They can get all the food they want
at night, at least in my area, so they
have no reason to visit areas open to
hunting during the daytime,” he says.

How much food? One calculation
found there was the equivalent of 56
million duck energy days in north-
west Ohio alone. That is, there was
enough planted and natural food to
sustain 56 million ducks for one day,
or more food than region’s ducks
could eat in an entire season. That
endless buffet of corn could be why
ducks fly and feed less in the day now
and more at night.   

“That behavior increased over the
course of the season. The longer they
were hunted, the more they exploited
refuge during the day and flooded
corn at night,” says Shirkey. “There
was just an 10 percent chance that one
of the mallards in our study would
still be in a flooded impoundment
during legal shooting hours after
spending the previous night there.” 

That’s exactly what happened in
Lancaster’s study, as well. Once hunt-
ers started showing up to Muscadine
Farms WMA in the morning, the birds
left. It didn’t matter if the area was
open to hunting that day. Lancaster
can’t say if the ducks became condi-
tioned to leave when hunters began
walking to their spot or if something
else played a role in their pre-dawn
departure. Whatever the reason, the
pattern was clear: By legal shooting
light, almost all of the marked mal-
lards were resting safely where hunt-
ers weren’t bothering them. In fact,
overall mortality of the ducks in his
study was as low as 5 percent. Just
eight of the 42 marked ducks were
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FIFTH FLYWAY (continued)

killed by hunters during two seasons.
“The majority of hunting-related

mortality was on private land, mostly
five to ten miles from the public hunt-
ing area,” adds Lancaster. “There was
no harvest of our marked birds on
Muscadine.” 

He conducted more in-depth
research in the northern Mississippi
Delta over two additional seasons
(2013 and 2014) and found similar
patterns. Lancaster found daytime
use of flooded timber was twice that
of nighttime use during hunting sea-
son. Some of that timber was open to
hunting; some wasn’t. Plenty of birds
spent the day on moist-soil habitat,
but it was mostly some sort of refuge.
Some found flooded crops, rice and
soybeans, where they could rest and
feed undisturbed. However, ducks
tended to increase their use of moist-
soil and flooded crops at night when
those places were free of hunters. 

“They seem to be more tolerant of
hunting pressure in forested wetlands
than in more open habitats like moist-
soil or agricultural habitat. Basically,
they can hide better,” adds Lancaster.
“Plus, it is their ancestral habitat in
the Mississippi Alluvial Valley. They
are wired to use that habitat.”  

Visit any popular wildlife mana
ment area with flooded timber
Arkansas and that will be obvio
Despite heavy hunting pressure, t
birds still want in the trees. Howev
they find pockets of undisturb
water, even if it is just a few h
dred yards from a group of hunte
Ducks will continue to use those sp
until they either deplete the food
they get bumped. Shirkey said du

would key on a specific spot in a spe-
cific field, visiting that exact location
night after night. Eventually, they
would move to a different field. Lan-
caster found similar behaviors. 

“They settled into a pattern that
lasted about 7 to 10 days. They would
use a safe place during the day and the 
same agricultural field or moist soil 
habitat at night. Then they would 
bump over to a different area and 
repeat that pattern,” says Lancaster. 

Because he used VHF transmit-
ters, Lancaster can’t say for sure what 
ducks were doing when they were sit-
ting. Those devices only provide an 
approximate location. Nor can he say 

exactly what type of habitat they were 
utilizing beyond forested, moist-soil, 
agricultural and permanent water 
categories. 

GPS transmitters allowed Shirkey 
to get a more precise location. Most 
birds sat on open water in an area 
closed to hunting, but some did spend 
the day in places open to hunting. 

“They would hide in the cattails 
on a marsh that was on a club’s prop-
erty,” adds Shirkey. “They repeated 
this behavior all season and they only
left the area when there was no more
open water. Until everything froze
up, they had all the resources they
needed.” 
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We might not see anxiety or worry in our dogs, but it is 
there and can affect hunting ability.   By Tony J. Peterson

IT WAS SOMETHING a dog train-
er said to me while I was interview-
ing her for my podcast that stuck
with me for days. She had mentioned
that she believes stress layers itself in
dogs, and when it builds up to certain
levels, it can affect training for days.
It wasn’t much of a leap to believe
that stress, then, could also influence
hunting performance. 

Her statement led me down an
internet rabbit hole to suss out a
canine researcher who could really
speak to an expert level on canine
stress. After some research, it seemed
like I could do far worse than reaching
out to Jessica Hekman DVM, PhD,

who has spent years of her life dig-
ging into the effects of stress on dogs.

Her early research focused on stress
in hospitalization of dogs, and she has
now expanded that to include canine
genetics and the development (or
underdevelopment) of certain parts
of dogs’ brains that are related to
stress. In the realm of of knowns and
unknowns, this type of research has a
lot of runway left and could influence
how we breed hunting dogs a decade
down the road. 

It has also yielded some interesting
findings about stress. It turns out that
some dogs are predisposed to suffer
more from the effects of stress than

others. This is likely due to genet-
ics, and for reasons probably due to 
canine evolution, means that some 
dogs get over stress quickly while oth-
ers don’t. A fight with another dog, 
for example, might ruin a specific 
retriever for days, causing an erosion 
in performance in the field or in man-
ners at home. 

Other dogs might shrug off the 
same toothy skirmish within minutes 
and not show anything other than 
very short-term effects from it. That 
might seem pretty simple and intui-
tive, considering humans are wired 
similarly. The difference, however, 
is that we often don’t seem to fully 

Canine Stress
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Research into canine 

stress has led to some 

interesting revelations, like 

separation from us is one 

of the largest source of 

anxiety in our dogs. 
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understand what is stressing our
dogs out and how long that stress
can affect them.

We just see normal dog behavior,
and then we see dog behavior that
might seem a little off, but probably
don’t think much of it. Our dogs can’t
explain to us that they are having a
bad day because another dog had
them by the throat this morning, or
that we yelled at them for not work-
ing through a retrieving drill properly.
Or that they were put into a dark
duck blind with three unfamiliar dogs,
five strangers, and then all hell broke
loose as the guns started going off and
chaos ensued.

While we might not see the
symptoms of stress and anxiety
fully manifest themselves, they are
there to some degree. If you’ve got
a timid female Lab, this might mean
for a few days things won’t go too
smoothly and it’s your job to reset
her with some confidence building
work. If you’ve got a male Chessie
that could shake off getting hit by a
semi if it meant he could keep hunt-
ing, then you might not have much

our lives we establish a new pack
with them and when the pack is
intact, they are likely to be content.
When we leave them alone, that
pack dynamic has dissolved and it’s
not easy for our dogs to handle. It’s
also not possible for us to always be
with our dogs, either, but it means we

should think about the stressful things
our duck dogs might deal with and
prepare them, just as we would train
them for a new hunting experience
through confidence-building baby
steps that result in controlled expo-
sure to new tasks, environments, and
challenges.
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to worry about. The takeaway is that
you shouldn’t assume your dog is
shrugging off stressful events simply
because it’s easy to believe that’s what
they do.

While going back and forth with
Hekman on this topic I ended up ask-
ing her what the most stressful things

are that a dog might encounter in
everyday life and she answered with-
out hesitation by saying, “Being left
alone. Separation from us is a huge
stressor.” This speaks to their desire
to be with us, of course, but also to
their evolution as a pack animal.

When we bring that puppy into

New situations can be stressful to our dogs, which can result in a dip in performance in the field...sometimes for days.  
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1

HUNTER: Nicholas Farris, Minot, ME

BAND #: 1927-83749

SPECIES: Mallard (D)

BANDED: 08/13/2015

LOCATION: Pierreville, QC

RECOVERED: 09/23/2019

LOCATION: Minot, ME

COMMENTS: My first banded bird ever and first

male mallard couldn’t have been any better for a

season opener.

2

HUNTER: Pat Arntson, Minot, ND

BAND #: 1208-25126

SPECIES: Large Canada Goose (F)

BANDED: 06/19/2018

LOCATION: near Galesburg, IL

RECOVERED: 09/16/2019

LOCATION: Near Karlsruhe, ND

3

HUNTER: James Shaver, North Saanich, BC

BAND #: 1138-70899

SPECIES: Canada Goose (M)

BANDED: 06/22/2012

LOCATION: near Chatham, ON

RECOVERED: 09/12/2019

LOCATION: 8.7 miles NE from Plumas, MB

4

HUNTER: Irvan Mclean, Lovell, WY

BAND #: 0914-90672

SPECIES: Green-winged Teal (H)

BANDED: 08/02/2018

LOCATION: near Huslia, Yukon-Koyukuk Census

Area, AK

RECOVERED: 10/05/2019

LOCATION: Big Horn County, WY

5

HUNTER: Joe DelSoldato, Pittsfield, MA

BAND #: 1245-08708

SPECIES: Wood Duck (D)

BANDED: 08/29/2018

LOCATION: near Birchwood, TN

RECOVERED: 10/12/2019

LOCATION: Richmond, MA

6

HUNTER: Bill Jordan, Homedale, ID

BAND #: 2117-00678

SPECIES: Mallard, (D)

BANDED: 08/16/2015

LOCATION: near Ft. Providence, NT

RECOVERED: 10/12/2019

LOCATION: 5 mi SSE of Adrian, OR

7

8

HUNTER: Anthony Dulac, Harpswell, ME

BAND #: 1827-52843

SPECIES: Mallard, (D)

BANDED: 08/12/2014

LOCATION: Lisle Verte Ouest, QC

RECOVERED: 11/12/2019

LOCATION: Bowdoinham, ME

COMMENTS: Third band in three years.

9

HUNTER: Cameron Boggs, Springfield, IL

BAND #: 1176-09920

SPECIES: Lesser Scaup (D)

BANDED: 02/15/19

LOCATION: Westwego, LA

RECOVERED: 11/5/19

LOCATION: Oquawka, IL

10

HUNTER: Andrew Meckley, Dillsburg, PA

BAND #: 1917-87127

SPECIES: Mallard (D)

BANDED: 08/25/2019

LOCATION: near Tessier, SK

RECOVERED: 11/27/2019

LOCATION: 0.8 miles W from Harrisburg, PA

FOR AN EXPANDED "BAND TALE" SEE NEXT PAGE È

Waterfowl  

BAND REPORTS

WE WANT YOUR INFORMATION Please send band report information including Band Number, Species, Sex, Banding 
Date, Banding Location, Recovery Date, Recovery Location, Hunter Name and Address and Comments, or photocopies 
of your band certificates for banded waterfowl taken during the 2019-20 season to: Bob Humphrey (bob@bobhumphrey.
com) or Wildfowl Magazine, 727 Poland Range Rd. Pownal, Maine 04069. Wildfowl will attempt to publish as many band 
reports as possible. Please be sure to submit your own name and band information to the USGS.
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EASY OPERATION & LOADING

TRUGLO® SIGHTS & EXTENDED CHOKES

Over-sized controls &
enlarged loading port

Weather-resistant Cerakote®

finished barrel and receiver

Affinity 3.5 Elite Semi-Auto – 12-Ga., 3.5" Mag.

Affinity 3 Elite Semi-Auto – 12-Ga. or 20-Ga., 3"

Available in Marsh/Burnt Bronze Cerakote® or Timber/Cobalt Cerakote®

If you’re braving the elements to pursue your

passion, your shotgun better be up to the task.

Enter Affinity Elites – optimized to perform in all

conditions. Weather-resistant stocks and finishes

mock precipitation. Wide loading ports team with

large Sure Cycle bolt releases and oversized bolt

handles for easy operation when wearing gloves.

Franchi Precision Cones improve shot patterns,

and upgraded fiber-optic sights get you on target

fast in low light. TSA recoil pads mitigate felt recoil, 

even with magnum loads. Plus, Affinity Elites’ 

unparalleled ergonomics and adjustability deliver 

exceptional fit and feel. Join the Elite.

Backed by Franchi’s 7-year warranty.

See more at FranchiUSA.com
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Mossy Oak Founder and CEO Toxey Haas has fallen in love with managing 
waterfowl, and he wants you to share that obsession.  By Brad Fitzpatrick

Duck Man on 
a Mission

ON A SUMMER morning in West 
Point, Mississippi, a blue and yellow 
crop-dusting plane sits on the tarmac 
in the rising heat while its tanks are 
being filled. It isn’t herbicide that’s 
being loaded in the tanks, though, but 
millet. Or, more accurately, Mossy 
Oak BioLogic Guide’s Choice, a spe-
cial blend of millet that Toxey Haas 
and the rest of the GameKeepers at 
Mossy Oak have developed specifi-
cally for waterfowl managers. 

When the plane is heavy with seed 
the propeller cranks and hot air blows 

in all directions. The crop-duster taxis 
to position, nose pointed down the 
runway. The RPMs increase as the 
plane starts forward, rushing head-
long over the tarmac before rising on 
the warm air currents then banking 
to the right. The goal of this run isn’t 
to knock back weeds on agricultural 
land. Today, the objective is to con-
serve wetland habitat.

OBSESSION

In 1986 Toxey Haas took a handful of 
Mississippi dirt and leaves in his hand 

and saw something that everyone 
before him had overlooked. He saw 
perfect concealment, nature’s own 
camouflage. That handful of leaves 
would help him create a brand, and 
that brand would become a dynasty. 
What started as a man peering into 
a handful of Mississippi soil became 
the genesis of the Mossy Oak brand.

Mossy Oak is about more than 
concealment, and anyone who 
knows Toxey Haas understands 
why his keen eye recognized the 
broad-reaching potential of a camo 

Duck country



pattern. Today Mossy Oak is every-
where. It’s on hats, on sofa covers,
pickups, dog collars, and, of course,
guns. But Mossy Oak is hardly just a
camo pattern. 

“I dearly love whitetail hunting
and spring turkeys will probably
always be number one for me, but
I have become completely obsessed
with ducks and managing for ducks,”
Haas said in a new documentary,
Duck Dreams, on the Mossy Oak GO
streaming service. “You can’t just
show up, not around here. You have
to put in time in the summer and
even in the fall leading into season.” 

Mossy Oak, like Harley Davidson
and John Deere, is a brand that has
come to represent a lifestyle. For
Toxey Haas and his team that life-
style is being outdoors in nature, a
year-round obsession that’s as much
about conservation as it is about har-
vesting game. 

THE RISE OF GAMEKEEPERS

“In 2000 we bought a 200-acre piece
of property,” Haas says. “It had orig-
inally been timber land but they had
screwed up the drainage and killed
the trees.” Toxey and his family
began converting the wasted tim-
berland into a waterfowl impound-
ment, manipulating water levels
and planting crops in the area to
draw in ducks.

“In a couple of years that area
became a major landing point,” Haas
told me. “That became our sanctuary.
We called it the Refuge.”

The Haas hunting land isn’t on the
Mississippi Delta but rather in the
state’s “Black Belt,” a strip of fertile
land that stretches into Alabama. That
part of Mississippi isn’t in the heart
of the flyway, but those initial efforts
paid huge dividends. Now Haas says
that when he plants the area and
water begins to rise he’ll see very
large numbers of ducks in an area that
was once home to a handful of birds.

“Without taking care of the land,
without being a gamekeeper first,
nothing happens. Mossy Oak is based
on conservation everything else is a
subset of that.”

Toxey and the rest of the team at
Mossy Oak soon had another brand
under their umbrella—GameKeepers.
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The objective of the GameKeepers is to
provide support for private landown-
ers who want to conserve wildlife on
their property and to shine a light on
the efforts of landowner-driven con-
servation efforts through their maga-
zine, television show, social media and
email. Mossy Oak’s BioLogic brand
offers the highest-quality seed blends
available to help landowners meet the
critical habitat and food resource needs
required for increased productivity on
their property. 

“It doesn’t matter if you have two
acres, 200 acres, or 2,000 acres. Pri-
vate landowners can take matters into
their own hands, and that benefits
wildlife.” 

Just how important is private land
management for waterfowl? Perhaps
more important than we ever imag-
ined. In talking to wildlife biologists,
Haas learned that the primary limiting
factor in nesting success of waterfowl
isn’t just the condition of their prairie
nesting grounds but also the condition
of the birds when they reach those
nesting areas. When waterfowl com-
plete their northbound spring migra-
tion their body condition dictates
whether the birds will be able to suc-
cessfully survive the nesting season.
When that northward journey takes
the birds over areas that are devoid
of food and habitat it stresses them,

And when landowners win the 
management game all hunters—and 
wildlife—share in the victory.

THE HAAS FORMULA 

FOR SUCCESS

The original 200-acre refuge that the 
Haas family constructed in 2000 is 
still intact, and it’s still a sanctuary 
for birds. Thousand of birds. The 
Haas family has built impoundments 
around that area, but birds in the 
Refuge are off-limits. Toxey says that 
formula has proven successful. 

Outside the refuge, the Haas fam-
ily uses a multi-pronged management 
program to attract and hold water-
fowl. Of course, BioLogic Guide’s 
Choice plays a vital role in that, but 
it’s not the only technique that Toxey 
uses to improve habitat. 

“When you have corn with food 
underneath it like barnyard grass it 
holds birds,” Haas says. “Some ducks, 
particularly mallards, don’t like to 
spend much time in the open. They’ll 
feed and then they’ll look for shelter.” 
Standing corn with  waterfowl forage 
below (which Haas says is referred to 
as “dirty corn” by many duck hunters) 
provides both cover and food for the 
birds, and that makes property much 
more attractive and productive. He 
also says that organic material in corn 
feeds the invertebrates below, adding 

and stressed birds have lower odds 
of reproductive success. That means 
that every landowner who lives along
the flyways (and even those who live 
outside the primary migration routes) 
can play a vital role in conservation.

“It’s not just the state fish and game 
department’s job to conserve these 
birds. It’s not just DU’s job.” Haas 
says that landowners play a pivotal
role in creating enough habitat to help 
birds thrive.

“It’s like a sport,” he says. “Wildlife 
management is like golf or baseball 
or hunting.”

Duck country



“PLANT IT AND THEY WILL COME”I A L E”“PLANT IT AND THEY WILL COME”

• Wild Millet (Watergrass)

• Wild Rice • Swamp Timothy

• Poco Barley • Golden Millet

• Buckwheat • Sloughgrass

• Smartweed

• And MORE!

Order our catalog at RIVERREFUGESEED@GMAIL.COM or 541-466-5309  
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to the biological diversity of the wet-
land area and providing yet another
important food source for ducks.

Water level management is key,
Haas says. If you’re able to install ris-
ers and other water control systems
it’s a real benefit, but even tearing
out beaver dams works. Toxey likes
to lower water levels after the Fourth
of July, and that gives moist soil plants
a chance to emerge. 

“Ducks learn where to find those
areas real quickly,” Haas says. By
manipulating habitat landowners not
only increase the value and potential
of your land but also help to increase
the overall health of migrating popu-
lations that require stopover points
with food sources for maximum
breeding success.

TEAMING UP FOR CONSERVATION

Mossy Oak has become one of the
leading voices in conservation, and
they are the official camo of Ducks
Unlimited which means a portion
of the purchase price of Mossy Oak

Shadow Grass Blades and Mossy 
Oak Original Bottomland camo
goes directly back toward DU’s vital
conservation efforts. Additionally,
Mossy Oak’s support of Duck Coun-
try and other private land conserva-
tion efforts is poised to help improve
the overall health of waterfowl pop-
ulations across the continent. That’s
why we’re proud to help Mossy
Oak in an effort to educate pri-
vate landowners on the technical
aspects of waterfowl conservation.

More importantly, that collabora-
tion is a rallying cry for all water-
fowl hunters to get on board with 
private land conservation. More 
ducks means better hunting oppor-
tunities, and that grassroots efforts 
will help wetland conservation 
efforts in the future.  And those 
who love waterfowl understand 
that duck hunting more than a pas-
sion—it’s an obsession. And that 
obsession can pay big dividends for 
generations to come.  



Guns & Loads

If you’ve got a new shotgun with 
some great ammo and you want to 
turn the barrel red hot, you can't 
beat heading north. Far north. The 
Stoeger M 3500 is an inertia-operated 
shotgun that worked its way through 
several boxes of Kent’s Fasteel 2.0 
and some of their Bismuth loads to 
boot during my time at Kris Wu-
jcik’s Michitoba Outfitting, located 
a stone’s throw from the Saskatch-
ewan/Manitoba border near Strath-
clair, Manitoba.  The beauty of iner-
tia-operation is that it is very clean 

With a Stoeger M 3500 and Kent Fasteel 2.0.   By John M. Taylor

In a Hot Corner

with none of the dirt and carbon left 
behind by gas-operated guns.

Inertia operation ain’t nothin’ new. 
It was developed by a Danish gun-
smith named Christer Sjörgen in 1903, 
the same year John Moses Browning’s 
long recoil-operated Automatic 5 hit 
the market. The updated version by 
Stoeger uses a rotating bolt head that  
is forced tightly into the barrel exten-
sion cuts when the gun is fired by a 
heavy calibrated spring while the rest 
of the gun starts rearward in recoil. 
By the time the shot and wad have 

cleared the barrel the spring gives up 
and allows the bolt to move back-
wards shucking the fired hull from 
the chamber and slammin’ in a new 
round for the second shot you need 
because you missed the first time.

Wujcik’s Michitoba Outfitting has 
a broad selection of Canadian lands 
from which to choose when he sets 
up. Canadian farmers consider all 
waterfowl pests that eat their grain, so 
most all welcome hunting. One of the 
plums of his area is the chance to bag 
Giant Canadas geese (Branta canadensis 



M3500, 12-GA.,
3.5" MAGNUM

M3020,  
20-GA., 3"

Shotguns • Pistols • Airguns

Serious waterfowlers choose Stoeger
When cold wind is pelting your face with sleet and icicles  
are forming on your blind, you need a rugged shotgun that 
functions reliably in extreme weather. Stoeger's M3500 and 
M3020 semiautomatic shotguns feature our legendary Inertia 
Driven® system and enjoy a solid reputation for affordable  
dependability in a wide range of hunting conditions. Veteran 
duck and goose hunters will attest to the way they resist water, 
dirt and snow to deliver consistent patterns on-target, shot 
after shot. Because when wings set and the birds are gliding in, 

you want a gun that's everything you are – tough, consistent 
and accurate. Ask your firearm dealer to show you a Stoeger 
M3500 or M3020 semiautomatic shotgun and experience 
the fit, balance and sturdy construction that make them the 
logical choice for waterfowlers.   StoegerIndustries.com
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maxima) which can weigh on average 
10 pounds. Thought to be extinct in 
the 1950s, a flock of 200 birds was dis-
covered in 1962 at Silver Lake in Roch-
ester, Minnesota. Experts say they are 
the easiest geese to relocate, so they 
took starter flocks here and there and 
their numbers have since grown to an 
estimated 1million-plus in the Atlan-
tic Flyway and over 2 million in the 
Mississippi Flyway. One afternoon we 
got into a bunch of these Zeppelin-
sized birds, and the No. 2 Fasteel 2.0 
dropped them like dish rags. 

Most duck and goose hunters are 
aware of Kent’s Fasteel, for its dead-
liness on birds at a very reasonable 
price. The Canadian-owned com-
pany loads its ammo in their West 
Virginia plant where virtually every-
one is a hunter, so they take extra 
care loading your shells as if it were 
for themselves.

Fasteel 2.0 combines some new 
twists on this long-proven shell that 
include a high-performance base 
wad, and precision-plated steel shot. 
Zinc-plated shot has the advantages 
of rust proofing, plus there is some 
added lubricity that allow the pellets 
to slip and slide against each other as 
they zoom down the barrel leading to 
improved patterning. The shell heads 
are nickel plated to prevent rust and 
for smooth chambering.

As a Lucky Strike extra Andy Laid-
ley, Kent’s Canadian VP, brought 
along some No. 4 bismuth loads, and 
the combination of the M 3500 and 



this load that you can shoot in grand-
pa’s Model 12 dropped a Canada at a 
good 40 yards the first morning out. 
I love shooting my Model 12 Heavy 
Duck with bismuth whose density is 
9.7 grams per cubic centimeter (gr/
cc), which is gobblety-gook for very 
close to lead shot’s density of 10 to 11
gr/cc with steel at 7.8 gr/cc.

Stoeger is one of the stablemates
of Beretta’s holdings that include
Benelli, Franchi and Stoeger. The M
3500 uses essentially the same oper-
ating system as the Franchi Affinity
and Benelli Super Black Eagle 3, at a
near couch-change price. The M 3500
is chambered for 2 ¾, 3 and 3 ½-inch
shells and comes in all-camo Mossy
Oak Bottomland and Realtree Max
5 with either Burnt Bronze or Dark
Earth receivers for extra weather
proofing and a cool look, or all-black, 
all for $769 or thereabouts depending 
on your dealer.

I shot the 3-inch M 3000 version 
all one season when it first came out 
some years ago without a hitch. The 

only negative I heard was that if you 
sat the loaded gun down hard, they 
had the tendency to slip the bolt out 
of battery causing a trigger-straight-
ening pull and no Bang! Benelli/

Stoeger’s head guy Keith Heinlein
twe fold me that particular problem
had been solved, and I sure didn’t 
have a problem during our three days 
of hard shooting. In fact the last two 
days Wujcik found an edge of a wheat 
field that had major mallard con-
centrations nearby, and we felt like 
Custer at the Little Big Horn as we 

were repeatedly overrun with mobs 
of mallards. The shooting was fast 
and furious and I heard no bellowed 
profanity because of a jammed gun. 

For a great trip check out Michitoba 

Outfitting (kris@michitobaoutfit-
ting.com), and for shootin’ at home
maybe a new Stoeger M 3500 should 
be in your future along with a wheel 
barrow full of Kent’s Fasteel 2.0 and 
Bismuth. Ya can’t go wrong!  
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We felt like Custer at the Little 
Bighorn as we were overrun with 

mobs of mallards.

Call 601.214.9737 today or visit

Welcome to REAL Argentina. As genuine American waterfowler’s ourselves we know that 

real duck hunters favor authentic experiences, superior shooting, excellent value. Choose 

from the highest-volume rosy-billed pochard shooting in Argentina to full-on combos for 

ducks, doves, pigeons and perdiz. Contact Ramsey Russell to finally pull the trigger!

Argentina Duck Hunting 



PRESENTED BY

Duck-Call Man

BLAST from the PAST

"Villainous Goods" and classic
Mississippi River duck hunting.

IT LOOKS LIKE these boys had a fun morning! Most likely these hunters were 
chasing birds in Illinois or maybe across the Mississippi River in Iowa. This 
stretch of the Father of Waters has hundreds of timbered islands that line the 
shores, many of which offer sloughs that fill at flood stage and provide excel-
lent duck shooting. 

These gents appear to be shooting Winchester Model 97s, one of the Cadil-
lacs of shotguns in Illinois: The Browning Auto 5, Winchester Model 97 or 
the more recent Model 12 were the guns. Designed by John Moses Browning
and put on the market by Winchester in 1897, the venerable 97 stayed in the 
Winchester line until 1957, a run of 50 years, amazing in today’s throw-away, 
latest-version world. My dad shot one from 1931 until the 1950s. He bought it 
from his land lady in Havana, Illinois for the $8 in room rent that a duck hunter 
owed when he lost at cards.

What catches the eye in this photo is the duck call hanging around our buddy’s
neck. It is an Illinois-made call by Fred A. Allen of Monmouth, Illinois. That’s
a stone’s throw from the banks of the Mighty Mississippi. Allen first made his
calls as early as 1863, which were all metal and shaped like a tube. Allen claimed
them to be the first “production” call made, and he’s probably right because C.
W. Grubbs of Chicago didn’t launch his until 1868. Somewhere between 1863
and 1910, Allen began making them with a wooden barrel and metal insert. In 
V. Kindler’s Saginaw, Michigan, catalog of hunting gear published in 1910, Allen 
boasts “Fred A. Allen’s Improved Wooden Shell Duck Call,” for sale either by 
Allen himself or Mr. Kindler who advertised them at .35 cents! Allen further
states, “As parties in the east have placed on the market a horrible-toned imita-
tion of my duck call . . . none are of my make unless stamped F. A. Allen Mon-
mouth Illinois . . . I will prosecute all parties making such villainous goods . . .”

Villainous goods aside, Allen also made “bow-facing oars.” This contraption 
was set up so that the rower could sit facing the bow of the boat while still pull-
ing on the oars for maximum forward motion. He also sold frames where the 
hunter could drape the skin of a duck over the wire hoops then impale the head
on an upward standing spike and have a life-like looking decoy.

So it was in the early days of ‘fowling on the banks of the Mighty Mississippi.  

—John M. Taylor
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IT WAS A bluebird day, yet Marco
Costiglio was determined to hunt
ducks. A friend invited him to hunt
an area where he had seen a few
green-winged teal. It was Nov. 28,
2019 and he was anxious to test his
sneak boat. While launching a con-
verted sailboat directly into the At-
lantic would seem a fool’s mission,
accompanied by his pal in a kayak, he
sliced safely along the shoreline and
ducked into an inlet. The inlet gave
way to a small creek with trees clos-
ing in so tightly he saw a deer.

“We set some decoys and teal
started ripping in,” Costiglio said. 

“The water was only 18 inches deep,
so no one else was around.”

When the shooting was over, they
had bagged three teal. It was a great
maiden voyage of the “Water Sword.”

Costiglio lives in Freeport, New
York, on Long Island. He hunts Mer-
rick Bay, Hudson Canal and other
nearby hotspots. A steam fitter, he is
42 years old and began hunting with a
friend whose father is a guide.

“When I was young, I never had
to do anything related to a duck hunt
myself, but eventually began to learn
about hunting ducks on my own,” he
said. “I really began taking it seriously 

when I started hunting three or four 
times a week rather than three or four 
times a year. I became immersed in 
the tradition of hunting from sneak 
boats like those originating on Great 
South Bay.”

His main focus is sea ducks, which 
he hunts in the bays from a 17-foot 
Boston Whaler and in the Atlan-
tic from a 31-foot BHM tuna boat. 
He wanted a sneak boat for smaller 
waters, but it turned out to work 
great for all types of hunting. Trying it 
for sea ducks, he took two long-tailed 
drakes during one of its initial hunts. 
He sets Tanglefree and Hardcore 

Low Profile Killer
A Long Island Hunter Converts a Sailboat into a Sneak Boat that 
Slices Through Waves Like a Trident.   By Mike Marsh

BOATS & BLINDS



puddle duck decoys and makes his
own diving duck and sea duck decoys
from wood and corrugated plastic.

“I found a Mossberg Mallard, made
by the Mossberg firearms company in
the 1960s, for sale,” he said. “I paid
$300 for the boat, two 5-horsepower
Evinrude outboards and some decoys.
The guy was going to turn it into a
duck boat, but lost interest.”

The Mossberg is 13 feet long and 42
inches wide. Using an oscillating saw,
he enlarged the cockpit, reshaping the
opening roughly parallel to the gun-
wales and 30 inches wide by 72 inches
long. He also cut out the centerboard.

Voids were filled with two-part
expandable foam. A 1-inch PVC con-
duit laid along the centerline allowed
installation of wiring for navigation
lights, bow mounted spotlights and
a phone charger. The switch panel is
located on the starboard bow wall of
the cockpit and electric power is sup-
plied by a rechargeable lithium-ion
battery.

Foam board was used as backing
for the cockpit walls, with aluminum
foil glued to the foam board to protect
it from deterioration by resin. On top
of the aluminum, he laid three layers
of fiberglass mat. The fiberglass and
resin is about ¼-inch thick, with a
coarse texture.

Two round inspection ports with
watertight covers were installed in the
forward and aft decks. He installed a
1/8”x4”x6” aluminum plate to rein-
force the transom. Another ¼-inch
aluminum plate on the outside of the
stern extends 5 inches above the tran-
som. To this is bolted a piece of 2”
treated lumber that provides a 9-inch
high motor mount. The aluminum
plates are bolted together through
the transom.

The next step was attaching two
teak grab rails bought at a yard sale.
Then he painted the boat with Parker
duck boat paint. Camo patterns were
added with aerosol paints.

 The spray dodger consists of fabric
from an old boat cover with a hoop
of PEX plumbing pipe sewn into a
hem. The hem has holes that corre-
spond to eyehooks in the bow deck.
An elastic cord in the hem attaches to
the eyebolts, making the dodger easy
to attach or detach. Two elastic cords

tied to the grab rails and the top of the
dodger hold it erect and it hinges on
two Bimini swivels.

Most of the camo grass is held in
place with a truck bed cargo net. He
attached the net to the boat with the
supplied hooks, cut out the cockpit
opening and wove grass into the net-
ting. Grass bundles are also attached
along the edge of the dodger with
spring clamps. 

During a hunt, he sits on a small
plastic cooler with a cushion. Shells
and other gear are kept dry inside. 

While initially the boat was pow-
ered with a 55-pound thrust Minnkota
trolling motor, it now makes way at
10 knots with an Evinrude with a
camouflaged cowl. The fuel supply
is a 3-gallon remote tank and it takes
less than a gallon to motor four miles

to a favorite hunting spot and return.
The entire boat without the engine 

weighs approximately 100 pounds. 
For transportation, he simply slides 
the rig into the bed of a pickup. Most 
of the time, though, he uses a winch 
to haul the boat out of the water and 
onto a floating dock.

“Hunting so low to the water 
makes it feel a lot more intimate,” he 
said. “Once I accidentally knocked 
a bufflehead decoy from beneath 
the dodger without seeing it. The 
next thing I knew, three buffleheads 
were sitting right next to the boat 
beside the decoy. The whole time I 
was building the sneak boat, the rap 
song, “Liquid Swords,” kept running 
through my head. That seemed the 
appropriate name for such a sharp 
little sneak boat.”  
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Level Up
Are you asking enough of your retriever?  

Maybe your good gun dog could be great.  By Tom Dokken
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WHEN IT COMES to training dogs,
it is very easy to hit a point that ei-
ther feels like it’s “good enough” or
that it’s as far as the individual re-
triever can go. I realize this is highly
subjective, but most of the dogs I get
my hands on are sitting on more po-
tential than their owners realize.

This means the dog that is pretty
steady in the duck blind and good for
40-yard retrieves could most likely be
rock-solid and willing to bring back a
cripple that is 150 yards out, provided
he’s had the right training. 

And now is the time to provide
h i i B fi t ’ t

want to ask of your dog and then how
you’ll ask it. Provided your retriever
has all of the fundamentals and the
basics down perfectly, there’s nothing
standing between him being a good
dog and a great dog. 

MONTHS OF SUCCESS

If there is one thing I see amateur
handlers do with their dogs that isn’t
as productive as it could be, it’s train-
ing without ensured success. Now,
failure is going to happen with all
dogs and is a natural part of the pro-
cess, but you want to minimize it as

h ibl A d h fi d

of small steps, on the path to some-
thing bigger, is a dog that is going to 
achieve great things. 

A retriever that experiences failure 
in training, especially repeated failure, 
isn’t going to level up very easily and 
might shut down completely. A dog 
that disengages from drills because it 
anticipates failure is a dog that is very, 
very tough to work with. Think about 
this throughout the spring and sum-
mer months when you’re looking to 
help your dog get to the next level of 
performance. 

If you design training drills to
ensure the right amount of challenge
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on your way, but there is still some-
thing else to consider—corrections. 
Or more simply, when is a correction 
necessary? 

Just as the dog that experiences 
failure might not work the way you 
need him to, a dog that is corrected 
too often or corrected when the tim-
ing isn’t right will have trouble reach-
ing his full potential. The goal when 
moving your dog, step by step, into 
advanced level hand signals or blind 
retrieves or what-have-you, is to pay 
close attention to the lessons that 
have stuck. If you’re confident your 
dog knows exactly what you’re asking 
but you see him do something else, 
then it’s time for a correction. 

If you’ve shown your retriever 
something for one day, or one small
training session and then correct him
the next time you ask, that could lead
to problems. Again, give your dog the
time and opportunity to succeed in
every way so that you can greatly
reduce the chance for failure or cor-
rection simply because there might 
have been a training oversight on 
your part. 

IS IT NECESSARY?

You might be thinking at this point 
that your retriever did everything 
you asked of him last fall in the blind, 
so why try to add in more skills? 
There are a couple of ways to answer 
this. The first is simply to wring the 
most potential out of your dog that 
you possibly can. The second is that 
it does a dog good to keep learning 
and to keep problem solving. Our 
hunting dogs are working dogs, and 
they thrive off of structured lives and 
challenges. 

This means that even though your 
dog never let a cripple go and sat 
quietly in your flat-bottom for hours 
while you waited on flocks of green-
heads, it would still do him good both 
physically and mentally to be asked 
to do more. 

And if we are honest about our 
dogs, it’s hard to find one that 
couldn’t use a little help somewhere. 
I’ve handled hundreds of dogs in my 
life, many of which were really skilled 
retrievers, but they all had some holes 
in their game. This might have been 
something as simple as whining a bit 

too much in the heat of the moment, 
or having a long-distance switch that 
kept them from going out farther to 
retrieve a bird despite the fact that the 
whistle-work and hand signals were 
telling him do just that. 

Be as honest about your retriever’s 
skills as your are about your commit-
ment to training the dog. If your dog 
has only ever worked one retrieve at 
a time, he’s probably ready for dou-

bles and then possibly, triples. If he’s 
not used to honoring another dog’s 
retrieve but you anticipate hunting 
with a few buddies next fall, then you 
know what to work on. 

This might sound daunting, but it’s 
not. Even advanced level retriever 
training won’t eat up more than 10 
or 15 minutes of your day—pro-
vided, of course, you work on it 

most days. That consistency is the 
key to the whole thing once you’ve 
identified what you want to work on.  

CONCLUSION

Our duck dogs are loaded with poten-
tial, but it’s up to us to figure out the 
correct way to unlock it and to keep 
our dogs developing. Fortunately, it’s 
quite a few months until the first early 
teal and goose seasons open up, and 

even more before the major migra-
tion swings through and the best time 
of the years is upon us. Before that 
happens, think about your dog’s skills 
and just what you might be able to do 
with him this off-season to help him 
level up.  

 A dog that anticipates  
failure is very, very, tough  

to work with. 

Most dogs aren’t trained to their full potential, but asking them to keep developing is 

good not only for their physical well-being, but their mental health as well. 
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to teach dogs how to properly hold and carry all species o game

birds. Because the head is of hard design, dogs learn from the 

get-go not to grab and shake. A few head tosses causes the 

solid trainer dome to give the dog a rap on the snout. The 

soft body helps create a soft mouth, and the Dead-

Fowl Trainer is offered in a number of sizes 

and styles to better fit your growing dog. 

www.deadfowltrainer.com 
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■  MOSSBERG 500 PUMP-ACTION 
New to the legendary 500 platform line, Mossberg adds the 500 Bantam FLEX Youth 20 

Gauge ($531). A pump-action model, the Bantam Flex is fitted with a 22-inch ACCU-SET 

choked barrel with a vented rib. The barrel is topped with dual bead sights and sports a 

stylish blued metal finish. The EZ-Reach forend and FLEX System-compatible compact stock 

are ideal for young waterfowlers. www.mossberg.com 
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By Bill Gibson
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of those sessions when my retriever 
brought back a live bird. I was happy 
with her that she hadn’t killed it, but 
as soon as I handed it off to the trainer 
she snapped its neck. I pretended it 
didn’t bother me, but it did. 

While that was a weird situation 
for me personally, it was clear that 
my dog was in her element with
these close-to-hunting-but-not-quite-
there experiences. Looking back
now, I realize I was being pulled in
the direction of hunting with her,
but wasn’t there yet. 

I kept looking for more ways to
expose my dog to hunting situations,
which led me to the Game Fair in
the Twin Cities where I attended all
six days of the event. That’s where I
met my future husband, and while
my Lab and I were leaning into the
world of actual duck hunting, we got
more than a nudge in the right direc-
tion when our relationship started
taking off. Even in those early days,
I was a long way from becoming the
kind of woman who would be com-
fortable loading up her dog and some
decoys and heading to a nearby pond

for some whistling-wing action. 
I needed a gun intro first. 

THE FIRST MAJOR HURDLE

There are a lot of things that keep
women from hunting but without
doubt, one of the biggest is familiar-
ity with firearms. We aren’t very far
removed from a time when it was

absolutely common for young boys to 
unwrap BB guns and .22s as presents 
while their sisters opened up boxes 
containing dolls and make-up kits. 

It has simply been more acceptable 
for boys to be introduced to guns and 
taught how to handle and use them, 
which means a lot of the potential 
adult-onset duck hunters out there 

finding focus



without a Y chromosome are left
unsure of this process. This is why
I’m forever grateful that my husband
led me on a well-planned path to fire-
arms comfort and familiarity.

Initially he took the reins and
introduced me to gun safety and how
to hit a clay pigeon on a stick. After
that he hired a shooting coach to get
me to the next level. This meant that
even though I was somewhat famil-
iar with how to handle and shoot a
gun, I’d get instruction from a coach
on the kind of shooting that would
be necessary in the duck blind.

This all started with two boxes
of shells and no instruction. I was
told to keep shooting and after I was
finished with two boxes of shells, my
instructor told me that he’d wanted
me to realize the 20-gauge wasn’t
going to kick, which was my big-
gest fear in the beginning. This was
an excellent way to take the edge
off the lesson and allow me to start
to feel comfortable with shooting.
This eventually evolved to proper

stance, form and the process of find-
ing something with my eye, point-
ing, pulling the trigger and follow-
ing through.

To anyone reading this with
enough years of shooting under his
belt, that probably sounds elemen-
tary—and it is. That’s the point. A
woman who wants to try to bag her
first wood duck or mallard but isn’t
comfortable with a shotgun, will
need some help getting to a point
where her confidence allows for
comfort in the field.

…AND THE SECOND

Just like my husband would tell you
with a young duck dog, you should
carefully expose your retrievers to
hunting situations long before actu-
ally hunting. This is done, of course,
though training. While it might not
be advisable to say you’re going to
work some training drills to whip
your wife into hunting shape, it is
important to go beyond the shotgun
comfort realm into an understand-
ing of what the hunt involves.

This can be simple explanations

WOMEN HELPING  

WOMEN WATERFOWLERS

There are some great opportunities out there for women to learn about hunt-

ing, even if they don’t have someone to mentor them. I’ve been a part of some 

B.O.W. (Becoming an Outdoor Woman) classes, which were created by the 

Minnesota Dept. of Natural Resources in an attempt to recruit more women 

into the outdoors. They are great opportunities for women to learn the basics 

around duck hunting (and all kinds of other hunting and shooting), without 

the intimidation factor. If you’re an interested woman but don’t know where 

to start, look around. Several state game agencies are offering similar styles 

of classes, and they are a great jumping off point for starting the process of 

becoming a duck hunter. 

April / May 2020  |  WILDFOWL Magazine   47wildfowlmag.com



of all of the different parts of the
duck-hunting process, from call-
ing to decoys to big-water retrieves
to you-name-it. All of that is good
and encouraged, especially when it
involves asking and answering lots
of questions about the situation at
hand, but an even better way than
that to understand a hunt is to go
along on one without a gun. 

Being a camo-clad observer in a
duck blind will open up a new world
to a woman who has never seen it
before, just as it would for a man or
a youngster. Without the pressure to
have to think about handling a gun
and shooting it as ducks approach,
a ‘hunt’ takes on a different kind
of feel. It allows you to experience
hunting without the pressure of
being a hunter, which might sound
strange but is a huge benefit. 

This, once again, might seem like
overkill to readers with 40 duck sea-
sons under their belt, but to a new-
comer, waterfowl hunting can seem
overwhelming. The early hours and
the environments in which good
hunts often occur can seem like a

lot. Add in the chaos of approaching
ducks and the calling, shooting and
retrieving, and it’s a pretty dynamic
situation to watch—let alone par-
ticipate in. 

This is why I recommend to any
women who approach me about
becoming a duck hunter that they
should find someone who is will-

ing to take them and be patient with 
them throughout a couple of trial
runs. The fewer the people the better
in these cases, and they set the stage
for the first actual hunt. 

SOLO & CLOSE TO SOLO 

I’ve been duck hunting long enough
to know that some of my favorite

hunts are those that I spend out there 
by myself and with my dog. In fact, 
there are an awful lot of mornings 
before I go teach school that I’ll load 
up my Lab and head to a pond for 
a short hunt. These hunts might 
produce a limit of wood ducks, or I 
might never fire a shot. 

But, they are all productive. 

Not only is spending time in the 
blind always worth it, but going 
solo allows you to operate at your 
own pace without having to worry 
about anyone else’s safety. This 
also provides the added benef it 
of keeping my dog as relaxed as 
possible—and easily in my control 
because she doesn’t have a pile of 

Every hunt doesn’t have  
to be a mettle-testing 

suffer-fest.
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distractions around her. 
Now, I realize that newcomers to 

waterfowling aren’t likely to start out 
going on solo hunts. But, they should 
hunt with as few people as possible. 
Ideally, they’ll be the only shooter 
and someone more experienced in 
duck hunting will provide the setup 
and the calling. This is a perfect 
way for a new hunter to develop her 
comfort level in the blind while truly 
starting to understand how hunts 
can unfold and what she can expect. 

Any fellas reading this who want 
to introduce their wives, girlfriends 
or daughters to duck hunting should 
really consider what I just wrote. 
Even though it stinks to think about 
giving up your own shooting oppor-
tunities for someone else, it really 
will help you teach them how to 
become duck hunters themselves 
and will change the entire dynamics 
of the situation. That’s not nothing, 
and it’s really a great route to devel-
oping a new duck hunting partner 
who will be in it for the long haul. 

Eventually, if she (like me) decides 
to try hunting on her own, encour-
age that. Hunting can be a wonder-
ful experience from a social perspec-
tive, but it’s a different endeavor than 
a solo adventure with a dog. Both are 
worthwhile experiences, but low-
pressure hunts should always be the 
first priority with newcomers. 

MISERY-FREE DUCKING

In the world of waterfowling, the 
notion that all good duck hunts will
involve barely staving off hypother-
mia is the norm. Ducks fly in crappy
weather, no doubt. But that doesn’t
mean every hunt has to be a mettle-
testing suffer-fest. 

Sweater-weather wood duck 
hunts in October can be just as 
much fun as blizzardy late-season 
mallard forays. More fun, in fact, for 
a new hunter who is unsure of the 
whole process and just getting her 
feet wet in duck hunting. 

This means it’s worth paying atten-
tion to the weather and understand-
ing that the ideal first hunt might 
occur during beach weather rather 
than true duck weather. If the duck 
hunting bug bites, she’ll want to go 
when it’s crappier out, which means 

those warmer hunts will be a pre-
cursor to the later, less-comfortable
hunts. That means it’s time to get the
right clothing, from base layers to
wind-blocking, waterproof outer lay-
ers, and for me—electric socks. 

If my feet get too cold, my hunt
flies away like a flaring pintail. The
same goes for my hands, which is
why I also like using a hand muff
with a rechargeable handwarmer in
it. Anyone with a few duck seasons
under his or her belt understands
how quickly you can go from feel-
ing pretty good, to being downright
miserable, which can drain the fun
right out of a hunt. The right gear

helps the “pretty good” feeling stick
around a lot longer. 

CONCLUSION

While it’s a slow migration, it’s hap-
pening—more and more women are 
becoming waterfowlers. There is 
a lot they can do for themselves to 
smooth out the transition, just as 
any guy can who would like to see 
the woman in his life develop a love 
for waterfowling that is equal to his, 
can take plenty of steps to ensure it 
all goes according to a good, long-
term plan.   
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BY TONY J. PETERSON

pTion among  waterfowlers, and sport-
ed to teach our dogs to hunt. While there
comes to developing advanced skills like
f you go out and research pedigrees and
of good bloodlines, that dog will know

ave. Or how to learn very well (at least at
arn better is as hard as it sounds, but the
environments, textures and controlled

ng bridge to cross to get to a dog that can
n a two-foot chop, but it’s not.
obedience and hunting commands. They

confident at a young age, because that
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process, but the most common is through
). Since puppies are born with their eyes
, they are also limited as far as what they
the world. Basically they can suck, sort
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of crawl around, and sniff. This also, 
some data suggests, means they are 
more sensitive to movement, tex-
tures, and heat. 

While all of that might seem 
benevolent, any stimuli to a new-
born puppy—like a change in tem-
perature or being carried even a 
few feet—is a stressor. This, when 
conducted through ENS in tiny 
increments—like brushing along 
the pad of their foot with a Q-Tip, 
creates a small stressor. Other meth-
ods include holding a puppy with 
its head pointed down or placing a 
pup on cool, damp towel for a few 
seconds. 

Studies have shown that when 
conducted during about the first two 
weeks of their lives, these ENS drills 
can lead to healthier dogs that are 
not only more active than pups that 
didn’t receive ENS, but also more 
willing to explore. 

You might be thinking that this 
doesn’t do you a hell of a lot of good 
considering you don’t get to see your 
new retriever until he’s seven weeks 
old, but it’s something to consider 
when sussing out killer bloodlines 
and a trusted breeder. 

This is one of the reasons Rhett 

Hall, owner of Iron Point Ken-
nels, tried ENS with a litter of his
Drahthaars, even though when he
asked around the results were mixed
on whether it was worth it. “When
I was thinking about ENS, I reached
out to some veterinarians and some
breeders who I trust. Some said ENS
works, but others said the science
just wasn’t there. I decided to do it
anyway, just to see.”

Hall went on to conduct ENS with 

a litter of 10 pups, five of which he 
still has heavy contact with today, 
including one puppy he kept as a per-
sonal dog. “This is all anectdotal, 
but I pay attention to my dogs’ stress 
levels when I travel for training 
throughout the summer. Because we 
might travel from North Dakota to 

A dog that is exposed to ENS and 

proper socialization will not only be 

more pleasant around the house, 

but also more enjoyable to hunt with 

whether you’re after field geese or 

big-water divers. 
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PUPPY NUTRITION &

BRAIN DEVELOPMENT

What your pup is fed before you pick it up, and what you feed it after, mat-

ters—a lot. Puppies have very specific nutrition needs not only to foster physi-

cal growth, but brain development. Purina’s Karl Gunzer, recommends paying

close attention to the type of food you offer your puppy for several reasons.

“When searching out a good puppy formula, always make sure it has an

AAFCO (Association of American Feed Control Officials) statement on the bag

showing that the formula is complete and balanced for growing puppies. Then

dig in to whether the formula is highly digestible, contains the fat and protein

levels necessary to provide energy and endurance, and offers up omega-rich

fish oils and DHA (docosahexaenoic acid).

Gunzer’s last recommendation is an important one, because DHA is a struc-

tural component of the brain (omega-3 fatty acid) that is crucial in the develop-

ment of the nervous system, brain function, and has been linked to eyesight.

After pups are weaned, their sole source of DHA is through their diet—so

choose wisely.

is so important.
It’s also the reason why so many

dogs delaminate when opening
day hits. They go from a couch life-
style that is broken up by dummy
drills in a neighborhood soccer
field, to a pre-dawn wake-up call,
a truck ride, possibly a boat ride,
and then decoys, calls, actual live
ducks (hopefully), gun shots, and
exciting and often overwhelming
chaos. How is a young dog that
hasn’t been exposed to new envi-
ronments supposed to handle that
with anything short of pure lunacy?
That’s a situation when the wheels

if we, as handlers, lose our cool. This 
is an unfortunate reality, and at least 
partially, is tied to poor socializa-
tion even though we often think of 
socialization as introducing a dog to 
other people and dogs. 

Which is a component, no doubt. 
You don’t want your dog to fear a 
true social setting that is any slight 
deviation from the comfort of your 
living room at home, but the act of 
socializing a dog runs deeper and it 
has direct links to better behavior in 
the field. 

It’s also wholly dependent on your 

Utah and then up to Idaho, our dogs
can get stressed out over so much
trailer time. This is a very common
reaction. But during this last sum-
mer, I realized that the pup that had
ENS was always laid back. He was
just calm and focused, while other
dogs would be losing their minds.”

That might be a case of ENS work-
ing, or it might simply be the differ-
ence between dog personalities. But,
Hall isn’t alone in his attempts and
perceived outcomes. 

THE JUMP TO SOCIALIZATION

Owner of One Shot Retrievers, Alex
Brittingham, has also attempted
ENS with a litter of her Labs. “I can’t
say that ENS helped with force fetch
or some other things, but it seemed
to help keep the puppies calmer
when new people held them. It also
seemed to help when my dogs ended
up moving on to treat training and I
was working on socialization.” 

Brittingham is big on developing
eye contact and a working relation-
ship, and she felt that ENS certainly
didn’t hinder that development at all.
And when asked about whether it is
worth it as a breeder she offered up a
statement that is pretty hard to argue
with, “If you’re doing ENS with your
litters, you’re probably breeding for
the right reasons.”

While subjective, her last point is a
salient one and it ties into the overall
process of researching and buying a
dog that has loads of duck-hunting
potential. You want a breeder who is
doing everything possible not only
to craft the right bloodlines, but to
take advantage of the tiny window
of development that they alone get
access to. 

This type of breeder, whether ENS
is legit or largely bunk, is also the
kind of person who is likely to start
socialization before you get your
hands on your new hunting partner.
That is not nothing, and it matters in
waterfowl hunting more than most
would think. 

For starters, a puppy that is intro-
duced to slightly stressful, new envi-
ronments learns to tamp down that
anxiety and go with the flow. If you
think about the varying places where
a duck hunt might occur, you can
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ability, and willingness, to introduce 
your puppy to new, relatively con-
trolled environments, as soon as you 
take ownership. Just like with ENS 
and the window that opens up when 
puppies are only a few days old and 
then shuts down four or five weeks 
before they’ll be sent to their new 
homes, the socialization window is 
a tight one. This is not something 
you want to play catch-up with in a 
flat-bottom boat in a marsh some-
where while you’re simultaneously 
scanning the skies for the first teal or 
wood ducks of the season. 

You want to start the process 
early—as early as the day you bring 
your puppy home. Not only is this 
the right time to start teaching your 
new retriever about basic obedience 
skills and overall manners, but it is 
the time to bring him to new places 
where you can keep a close eye on 
him. As with all puppy work, this 
means small controlled steps that 
allow your dog to develop just a little 
inkling of confidence every day. 

DON’T MISS THE WINDOW

The foundation for a good duck dog 
starts generations before your cho-
sen litter hits the ground. Once that 
happens, a good breeder will likely 
work toward helping your pup han-
dle, and overcome, tiny stressors to 
set a path in their life that will allow 
them to be calm and focused while 
other dogs are coming unglued or 
shutting down. 

Of course that’s just the work that 
will be accomplished before you get 
your hands on your new duck hunt-
ing partner. Once you do, it’s up to 
you to keep the process going and to 
truly allow your dog the opportunity 
to develop into a calm, collected, 
mallard retrieving machine. While 
there are a lot of ways to accomplish 
this over time, they almost all origi-
nate from the same point in time 
through specific kinds of action. If 
you miss that window, you might 
regret it come opening day. 

Or every opening day for years.  
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The ducks were following The scripT, pumping their wings straight 
into the prairie winds and working right into the slough we huddled along. We 
were hunting like college kids, with no duck blind, simply standing in the waist-

deep freezing water, crouching in the reeds and cattails just deep enough to not be 
seen. It is that dance you do between hiding deeply enough and at the same time 

needing to be able to clear enough vegetation off to shoot. 
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In our hands were the new Ren-
egauge semiautos by Savage, a gun 
that wouldn’t go to market for 
three more months, trimmed out 
in Mossy Oak Shadowgrass, perfect 
for the cover we were in. We were 
eager to get into the birds, it being 
the first real duck hunt of the year 
for most of us. 

 The slough ran north-south, a
couple hundred yards of waterfowl
habitat perfection. We’d scattered
the decoys on the north end, then
hid downstream from them about 40
yards. They came as singles, doubles,
triples and groups of five, and we
brought down gadwall, wigeon, teal,
redheads, and the odd mallard. 

It was the perfect pace for a duck
hunt, steady action and not over too-
quickly (yes there is such a thing if
you are nuts about ducks) and that’s
the beauty of this country, the spe-
cies you shoot. It’s a beautiful region,
which I had not expected. This part
of the prairie potholes region (PPR)
is not flat cornfields. Rolling hills and
ridges, still verdant in early October,
reach around and cradle hundreds
of small lakes and wetlands in the
area around Bismarck. And about
every one of those ponds and sloughs
in mid-October can fill with ducks. 
Every waterfowler should make a 
pilgrimage to the PPR at some point 
in their career. 

For a mag editor, it’s awfully nice 
when the stuff we are testing works, 
and we were tickled to death the 

guns ran and shot well. Wonderful 
balance and feel and “shootability.”
The new Savage has square-jawed
good looks in the receiver, like some
of the Brownings and older Berettas
we love.

The most noticeable thing right
away is the fluted barrel. We’ve all
seen fluted barrels on rifles but never
thought of a shotgun built that way.
At the presentation at the lodge, the
engineer had us hold one, just a bar-

rel, by its end and wave it around a
bit like a sword to see if we could see
a difference between the fluted one
and a standard steel pipe in terms
of how it wielded, (standard barrels
are also available in this gun). I did
not expect to feel a difference, but
waving the melonite-coated fluted
barrel, it was wand-like compared
to the stock steel pipe and notice-
ably lighter-feeling.

It looks stronger, but it’s probably

It was the perfect pace for a 

over too quickly.

the proving grounds
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appearance; the idea of fluted barrels
being truly stiffer is not proven, as is
the idea it creates more surface area
for cooling. 

An interesting gun. American
made, and you just get the feel it will
run and run. The chrome-polished
one-piece bolt carrier construction is
a work of art in itself. What sets the
Renegauge apart  is a  dual-valve gas
system called D.R.I.V. (Dual Regulat-
ing Inline Valve), which takes only
the amount of gas it needs to run
the action and dissipates the rest for-
ward. So lower recoil is not just your
imagination. Also it’s not the lightest
3”-only gun at 7.9 pounds, and that
also reduces felt recoil. A rod buf-
fer in the stock also helps. And that
stock is adjustable not just for drop
and cast, but for length-of-pull.

But the biggest thing Savage is
emphasizing is the gun will eat any-
thing. Back at camp busting clays,
we stuffed light skeet loads alter-
nating with heavy duck loads and
it gobbled them up under the cold

NoDak skies.
“We have been fine-tuning the sys-

tem throughout the development of
Renegauge, and have been impressed
with its versatility and dependability.

This shotgun can handle anything,
and shooters don’t have to adjust a
single part of the gas system,” Ren-
egauge Design Engineer John Lin-
scott said.

It’s exciting to see Savage foray

into the world of high-quality shot-
guns, as I have shot their guns since
I was an 8 yo. No word on a 20 gauge
yet but we are hoping for one down
the road. While the 20 gauge has
seen a nice resurgence with the
advent of  better ammo and guns,
it is still a small percentage of the
market evidently, f loating around 
between 10 and 20 percent, accord-
ing Savage experts. 

The D.R.I.V. dual valve gas 
operating system uses only the 
gas needed to operate the action 
and expels the rest, reducing 
recoil and reliably cycling both 
heavy and light loads.
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BRUSHING UP LAYOUTS in the 
pre-dawn the next day preceded 
the sound of wings at sunrise and a 
thriller field shoot, a nice mix of mal-
lards and huge honkers. The ducks 
weren’t pretty yet this time of year, 
still brown mostly, but wonderfully 
responsive to calls both in the field 
and over water where we ducked 
down in the reeds.

The layouts are a terrific test for 
semi-autos because you are firing 
from a compromised seated posi-
tion and it tends to reveal flaws in a 
gun, whether it is inertia-operated 
and needs to be held hard against 
a shoulder, or if it’s a touchier gas 
gun that is picky about what ammu-
nition it will run. It’s also a good 
test, of course, because it’s just filthy 
laying there in the mud and grain 
and chaff and the guns get full of 
all that gunk. I’m pleased to report 
the Savages  handled it all in stride, 
and something about the weight 
and balance of these gas guns make 
them fun to shoot.

The hunt was a memorable start to 
the season, not always lights-out lim-
its but pleasant with the pre-winter 

weather and North Dakota is actu-
ally quite lovely when it doesn’t feel
like the arctic.

We like the name Renegauge as
well, clever, and just may have a
little crush going on this All-Amer-
ican shotgun. Not cheap at around
$1,500, but we just have the feeling
this gun doesn’t have any quit in it,
and it made believers out of loads of
wigeon, teal and gadwall.

I set the team at Savage up with
what should be a memorable snow
goose hunt with my good friend Jor-
dan Moll, one of the truest natural

born goose killers I know. Should
be a barn burner. I look forward to
their report. 

A close friend recently bought his
teenager a new-used Benelli SBE3
for his sixteenth birthday, and I
thought, “with all the guns I have
been through, it’s pretty neat that
kid got the last gun he will ever need
for his first one, and one day he will
pass it on.” 

It looks like Savage is building
guns on that level—this could be the
last shotgun you need to buy, and it’s
one soft-kicking auto.  

the proving grounds
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Hunt North Carolina’s Famous Pamlico
Sound with Teddy Gibbs and experience
for yourself why he’s considered
North Carolina’s most experienced
sea duck and swan guide. Season runs
from mid-November to January 31.

Call Teddy “Tadpole” Gibbs

(252) 542-0291
carolinaperfectstorm@gmail.com

SWANS, SEA DUCKS
AND DIVERS

www.jennettesguideservice.com

11281 N. Lake Road, Engelhard, N.C. 27824

STUTTGART, ARKANSAS

1-877-MALLARD
blackdoghuntingclub.com

Todd & Gwen Brittain

ÒProviding Quality Hunts Since 1986!Ó

EXCELLENT DUCK &
GOOSE HUNTING

• Green Timber • Flooded Fields
• Experienced Guides

• Comfortable Lodging & Home-Cooked Meals

*GREAT SUCCESS* REASONABLE RATES*

Fall Duck &

Goose Hunts in 

Saskatchewan 

Spring Snow Goose Hunts in 

1-877-860-7663 • www.neuoutdoors.com

See at: MARSHRAT.COM

Order at: MALLARDMARINE.COM

or call (503) 771-7720 or (503) 317-6017

• LIGHT

• TOUGH

• STABLE 

• PADDLES EASY

• TOWS GREAT

The Ultimate Layout Boat!

$689!

M A R K E T P L A C E

 BOATS & BLINDS

 WHERE TO GO

TO ADVERTISE IN MARKETPLACE 

please contact Trey Wheeler at:  
trey.wheeler@outdoorsg.com 

772-341-0766
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FULL BOX

High & Dry!
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DESIGNED AND BUILT IN

WENATCHEE, WASHINGTON

A L S O AVA I L A BL E AT 

O S GN E WS S TA N D.C OM

SOME WALK THE WOODS, 

ON 

N EWS STA N DS 

NOW !

 MISCELLANEOUS

TO ADVERTISE IN MARKETPLACE 

please contact Trey Wheeler at:  
trey.wheeler@outdoorsg.com 

772-341-0766



the ambiance of a glowing fire is lost
when your hair is frozen and you
have snotcicles hanging from your
nose. If I were to build again, I’d have
a firebox the size of a Buick. I’d burn
a cord at a time, and to hell with the
ambiance. 

I’ll let both dogs sleep in the house
tonight—even welcome them onto
my bed. They probably won’t stay
long, though, as they prefer the car-
pet on the floor, and I think my shiv-
ering annoys them. My dogs never
seem to be cold, and would probably
prefer the kennel outside. I let them in
because I’m not yet ready to let go of
the magnificent day in the blind and
I need someone to talk to.

I have a fair number of ducks to
deal with tonight. I plucked them
pretty clean in the blind, so the worst
part is over, but I was anticipating the
finish work at the kitchen sink with
a hot fire in the stove and a cup of
hot chocolate generously laced with
peppermint schnapps to make sure
my innards stayed happy. The dogs

would sit attentively by my side wait-
ing for hearts and livers, biting play-
fully at any stray floating feather.
Right now, the call from the hot tub
on the deck is more enticing than that
from the kitchen sink, but getting out
of a hot tub in winter nullifies all the
benefits. The word “shrivel” takes on

new meaning when you climb from
104 degree water into 0 degree air.

Tomorrow morning, Sunday, I
will sleep in under the weight of two
extra quilts. There will be football on
the tube all day long, and my house
will have warmed up some by then.

There’s beer and the makings for
tacos in the refrigerator—a lazy day
at home. Out of habit, though, I stick
my head out the door to check the
weather. The wind has picked up and
the temperature has dropped further
yet. There is a light snow falling. That
little eddy on the river will probably

be the only open water around. I ask
the dogs if they want to go duck hunt-
ing again in the morning, and both
respond with wagging tails. I put my
damp parka and gloves a little closer
to the anemic flame in the wood
stove. Sunday snotcicles it is.

If I were to build again, I'd
have a firebox the size of a

Buick. I'd burn a cord at a time,
and to hell with the ambiance.
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www.huntingpits.com

Huntingpits

Unlimited

P.O Box 368, 2103 R Street

Geneva, NE 68361

(402) 759-7000

sales@huntingpits.com

Professional grade water fowl pits and blinds.

� 7RS 4XDOLW\ +HDY\ *DJH 6WHHO &RQVWUXFWLRQ�

� )XOO\ 'RXEOH 6HDP:HOGHG� WR SUHYHQW ZDWHU

OHDNV�

� 0,/ 6SHF 3DLQWLQJ� 0,/�3������%� 7\SH ,,

(SR[\ 3ULPHU &RDWLQJ ZLWK 0,/�'7/������%

$QWL�5HÀHFWLYH� &KHPLFDO 5HVLVWDQW 7RS &RDWLQJ�

� )XOO /HQJWK� �´ ZLGH VKHOI ZLWK 6KRWJXQ 5HVWV�

Call or email for a quote on your new 

Customized Hunting-Pit

2SWLRQV�$YDLODEOH�

���&XVWRP�6L]HV

���&XVWRP�/HQJWKV

���&XVWRP�/LGV

���%XLOW�LQ�6WDLU�&DVH

���%XLOW�LQ�'RJ�%R[

���%XLOW�LQ�6WRUDJH�8WLOLW\�%R[

12’ Long = 4 Hunters Comfortably

14’ Long = 5 Hunters Comfortably

16’ Long = 6 Hunters Comfortably

18’ Long = 7 Hunters Comfortably

12’ - 14’ - 16’ - 18’ Lengths
5’ Tall x 5’ Wide



Marsh Madness  By Bruce Cochran

THE WIND IS blowing and the
temperature is nine degrees Fahren-
heit—cold enough, as my uncle Pat
used to say, to “freeze the balls off a
brass monkey.” And though I never
did understand that whole concept,
two hours ago in the blind, icicles
were hanging from my nose. Because
I was hunting mallards on the river,
that wasn’t all that unusual, but I’m
home now, having just exited a hot
shower in an attempt to warm up,
and I’m still shivering.

I hate it when I can feel ice form-
ing in my beard while I’m still in
the house. Many years ago, recently
divorced, I was living in a shack at
Loon Lake in northern Washington
State.  In late winter, my hair often

Sunday Snotcicles
The upside to talking to your Labs.  By Alan Liere

froze when I got out of the little 
shower. I was much younger and
much poorer then, and I accepted
frozen hair as one of the punishments
I had to endure for having let a mar-
riage fail—guilt, compensation, and
all that. I thought it was fair enough
that I had been allowed to keep my
black Lab and my hair. 

The hair on my head didn’t last as
long as the dog. I haven’t had enough
on top to comb for 35 years. My digs
have improved, though, and my
shower is a lot larger. In a normal
year, I’m never cold in the house, but
this year is different, and tonight I‘ve
been contemplating the reason duck
hunting cold is not nearly as uncom-
fortable as cold-house cold.

 When I’m cozied up to a tangled 
bull pine root ball on the banks of 
the Pend Oreille River, I’m thank-
ful for the wind and the cold that are 
sucking the mallards down through 
Alberta and Saskatchewan; I revel in 
the adverse elements and the joy it 
brings on beating wings.  But not in 
my home. In my home, I curse the 
wind that has driven the chill through 
the walls. Had I been here to keep the 
fire stoked, it wouldn’t be so notice-
able, but I’ve been gone many hours, 
and while a log home will hold the 
heat, it will also hold the cold once 
it makes its way through the cracks. 

As luck would have it, my wood 
pile is yielding the worst fuel of the 
winter. It is stuff I cut last spring, 
mostly just to get it off the ground—
punky and damp, and white fir to 
boot. Before I moved to the country 
and determined to heat with wood 
from my own property, I thought 
all firewood was created equal—if 
it made a flame, it was all the same. 
Since, I have learned about BTUs. I 
still don’t know what the initials stand 
for, but it has to do with heat genera-
tion—with warm versus cold, with 
snotcicles versus a mere drippy nose. 
And here I am on the coldest Satur-
day of winter and the next two rows 
of logs in my wood shed are stacked 
with wood that will give off about as 
much heat as a candle.

When I’m home, my wood stove 
has a built-in alarm—me.  When the 
fire is almost out, I begin to shiver, 
my reminder to throw in another log. 
My wood stove is much too small. I 
foolishly sacrificed size of firebox 
for a glass window in the door, and
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