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Foreword to the 2023 Edition

TODAY WE CALL THEM MENTORS. Back in the day they were simply called Old Men. These were the men I grew up surrounded by. Steelworkers. Automakers. Shade tree mechanics. Carpenters. Disciplinarians. They were trappers, catching muskrat, mink, and coon each fall, skinning them in front of a woodstove.

And they hunted. Squirrels. Cottontails. Rooster pheasants. And ducks. First of the year would find them floating the East Branch of the Mahoning River, booted feet on either side of a charcoal-filled #3 coffee can, the gunwales of the 12-foot Sears aluminum semi-V white with frost. Sticking close to the inside turns; the still of the morning shattered by the startled quacks of red-leg mallards and blacks.

That was, for me, a long time ago, almost fifty years. I vividly remember my Old Men. And the things I learned, the places I went, the memories. Forged with a passion for the outdoors, a love of those winter red-legs, olive-billed black ducks, wide-water canvasbacks, green-wings, gadwall. Sprig and redheads. Strip off anything ornate and extraneous and you were left with but one basic element—a waterfowler.

And this was David Hagerbaumer, an Old Man, by my definition, not in years but truly in experience. At a level of “been there, done that” unmatched by very few exceptions today. Born in 1921 and growing up along the Mississippi River, he helped an uncle tend to a bevy of live decoys and showed a talent for trapping mink. He survived the 1940 Armistice Day storm, during which he narrowly missed joining the more than fifty ’fowlers who perished. There was a short-lived decoy business—Custom Bilt Decoys—that Hagerbaumer began with a cousin. In a stint as a US Marine Corps machine gunner on Midway Island, he downed a Japanese warplane, shooting it, as he recalled to colleague and fellow duck hunter Worth Mathewson, “as one would a drake mallard making a pass over the decoys.”

Hagerbaumer left us in February of 2014, a loss to many. At 93, he had filled not only his world but the world of countless thousands with myriad two-dimensional flashbacks of things that only those who have awakened alongside a Washington tidal marsh or watched the sun fall while wrapped in an ages-old family stilt blind can fully understand.

I didn’t have the opportunity to share a stretch of Willapa Bay with Hagerbaumer as he eagerly awaited another rendezvous with his wondrous black brant. Nor did I sit at the base of a springboard-notched cedar stump with him somewhere along the Oregon Coast, our eyes searching for the next flight of widgeon, with perhaps a drake pintail in the mix. I didn’t have that good fortune. But what I did have—what I do have—are Hagerbaumer’s visions. As do you.

Just open his remarkable work Waterfowling These Past Fifty Years—originally published by Worth Mathewson and his Oregon-based Sand Lake Press in 1998—and the journey begins.

Take, for instance, Hagerbaumer’s sketch gracing page 100 titled Abandoned Cannery at Oysterville. I’ve been to that very spot . . . and listened to the long-ago sounds of the oystermen going about their day-to-day lives. In the background, we know courtesy of the chapter lead, lies Willapa Bay, one of the artist’s most revered places. Home to his beloved black brant. To bluebills. And widgeon. And oysters . . . and to the ghosts of the rugged men and the courageous women who, with rake and skiff and determination, harvested Willapa’s bounty throughout the mid-1800s and into the present. Hagerbaumer was there . . . to see the bay boom and fade and change and to capture in his renderings in Fifty Years the decoying widgeon and sprig, white-fronts, dusky Canadas, and canvasbacks.

You see it—the steam curling off the water in Hagerbaumer’s world, this non-monochromatic universe somewhere between black and white. If you’ve been away from it for a while, there are men like David Hagerbaumer who, by way of the written word, paper, and pencil, pull us back into that which we and he know best. The marsh. The tides. The weathered wood. Wings. Whistles. Hagerbaumer’s vision and his ability to take us to places seen and unseen live on between the covers. Let the artist and wordsmith reacquaint you, as he’s done me, with the green-winged teal. The river otter. The rocketing snipe. The waterside shanty.

My notes would be incomplete without a discussion of the original publisher of Fifty Years, Worth Mathewson, himself a close friend of Hagerbaumer and a dedicated devotee of the waterfowling arts. I was introduced to Mathewson in the spring of 2021 by a mutual friend, Brad Bortner, former chief of the Migratory Bird Division, US Fish and Wildlife Service. But prior to that, I’d been introduced to Mathewson through his celebrated work, Big December Canvasbacks. I knew of the man’s fondness for old side-by-sides, handcrafted decoys, scull boats, and gunning ’fowl internationally. He was and is, in the opinions of those who know him, the epitome of Old School.

In my first interview with Mathewson in June of that year, I learned much about the man, clinging, I came to realize, on each and every word. He killed his first duck, a Virginia black, in 1953 with a 20-gauge Stevens Fox double he’d gotten that morning for Christmas. Mathewson has ten books to his credit, has written for forty-three different magazines, and has hunted in ten countries, including Iceland and Siberia. On operating a punt gun in Northern Ireland, he recalled, “The gun was a double barrel shooting sixteen ounces of shot from each barrel. I made one shot of fifteen teal and widgeon.”

Men like Worth Mathewson are the essence of traditional waterfowling. “I approached duck hunting,” he told me, “like I did fly fishing. A classic approach. Flies instead of a gob of worms or a spinner. Duck hunting was similar. Hand-carved decoys. The gun had to have two barrels, side by side. That was mandatory for me. And, of course, the old boats. When I was a young man,” he continued, “I was like any young duck hunter. I wanted to kill ducks. But as I grew older, it became less important to kill a lot of ducks versus just having a good day.”

If you happen to be a waterfowler, Fifty Years belongs in your library. Though you might not have hunted the places Hagerbaumer writes of and though you may not know the waters of Willapa Bay, Humboldt Bay, or Washington’s Skagit as intimately as he did, these are your places. The marshes and puddles, rivers and streams in the Carolinas, Ohio, Iowa, the Dakotas, and Texas. Hagerbaumer’s world is everywhere, and it exists for all who have donned a set of waders, thrown a passed-down decoy, cradled a grandfather’s first shotgun, or hugged a wet dog. Or will.

How to describe the visual significance of Fifty Years? Everything: from the watercolor pintails against a leaden sky on the jacket to river otters, black-necked stilts, gulls, barn swallows, a sand shrimp. And, of course, ducks, geese, cranes, and brant. Everything we ’fowlers see throughout the seasons or sometimes forget to see. It is a beautiful simplicity.

—M. D. Johnson

  M & J Outdoor Communications / 2022




Foreword

I FIRST MET DAVID HAGERBAUMER AT ROCKY POINT, a small resort area on Upper Klamath Lake in southern Oregon. I'd grown up in that area and was hunting ducks with my old friend Don Hummel, himself an artist and an acquaintance of Hagerbaumer. Don told me Dave was hunting in the area and was staying in one of the cabins at the resort.

Sensing my excitement at learning David Hagerbaumer was prowling the same marshes we were, Don took me to Dave's cabin one night and introduced me to Dave. We spent several hours visiting with Dave, and two memories remain vivid in my mind. One was the coot stew. David Hagerbaumer, the famous waterfowl artist, the man enshrined for painting wood ducks and mallards, the man who had hunted every glamorous bird species across North America, had shot a mess of coots and was whipping up a fragrant stew from those humble birds.

"You know why people won't eat coots?" he growled as he breasted the coots for the stew. "They won't eat anything their mothers didn't feed them before they were seven years old." Right off I could see this was a pretty down-to-earth guy. My kind of guy.

The other point I remember about the night was asking David Hagerbaumer if I could write a story about him. You see, I was an aspiring outdoor writer, a beginner. At my level, I had no business even thinking of writing about a man of Hagerbaumer's stature. But as the evening progressed, his blue-collar, unpretentious talk about duck hunting put me at such ease, I mustered the courage to ask. On the spot he invited me to meet him on the Oregon Coast for a few days of hunting. We could shoot some ducks and get some pictures and put the story together there. The resultant story, "Hunting with Hagerbaumer," appeared in Outdoor Life magazine and proved to be a major step in my writing career. Dave has generously helped many people like me, particularly artists, get started.

When we met Dave on the Coast to hunt, I learned the meaning of enthusiasm. As we prepared for the hunt, Dave, who was about 60 years old at the time, bustled through the driving rain from his decoy room to his duck boats not only with the exuberance of a kennel-fresh retriever but with equal energy. And all the while he was pointing out new projects, new boats he was building, new decoys he had designed, his in-progress brant blocks. And he bubbled with his plans for new paintings, new books, new projects.

He also taught me about the art of duck hunting. My version of hunting over decoys was to throw out a few muddy Plasti-Ducks. Not Hagerbaumer's. First we set out several dozen mallard, pintail and widgeon decoys Dave had carved and painted himself. To these we added coot decoys, gulls and a great blue heron. And as the tide changed, we moved the decoys regularly to keep just the right perspective. Truly his decoy setup was a work of art.

In the field, Dave always downplayed his hunting and shooting ability, as if he were a bit of a duffer who just enjoyed being out there. But I learned that was a bit of a facade. One time we were lying flat in layout boats on an open bay, surrounded by decoys, when a widgeon swung to Dave's right, a nearly impossible shot for a righthanded shooter. Suddenly, at the report of Dave's gun, the duck tumbled from the sky. Incredulous, I looked over at Dave to see how he'd done that. He had his gun mounted left handed. Over several hunting trips, I saw behind his humility to witness a very skilled hunter and shotgunner.

Perhaps what I've respected most about Dave has been his insistence on freelance hunting. As a preeminent artist, Dave has received many invitations to join elite, productive gun clubs with no competition and fast shooting. He has always declined because, at heart, he's a freelance hunter.

One highlight of my writing life was the privilege of writing The Bottoms, a biography of Dave's formative years in the 193 Os near Quincy, Illinois, where he spent his boyhood prowling the Mississippi River bottoms and developing the heart of a naturalist, artist and hunter. This book, long since sold out, has become valuable among art and book collectors. Even above its monetary value, however, The Bottoms holds a valuable historical record and perspective on waterfowling. In The Bottoms, Dave's life bridges a bygone era of live decoys, baiting and market hunting, to the modem era of conservation and high ethical standards. Having made this transition personally, Dave is a living museum of waterfowling history and knowledge.

Even more fascinating is Dave's response to passing time. Many people, particularly hunters, die with change. When conditions change, when hunting isn't as good as it used to be, they quit. They can't make the transition. Not Dave Hagerbaumer. His rampant enthusiasm has not waned. No, he doesn't hang onto the old ways, he doesn't shoot cases of shells, tum a gun barrel red hot, stack ducks to the gunnel of a boat. But, as he shows you the decoys he's carving, the blinds he's building, the new duck boat he has designed, the paintings he has laid out-the coots bubbling in a savory stew -you know nothing has changed. You recognize a man with a true duck hunter's heart. Dave's accomplishments and accolades could fill many pages, but perhaps more meaningful would be simply to say here is a man who loves duck hunting.
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Meet David Hagerbaumer.

—Dwight Schuh

  Sports Afield, 1998
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Some Musings From The Author / Artist

THIS BOOK IS NOT A LITERARY MASTERPIECE with flawlessly crafted phrases, impeccable sentence structuring and punctuation. Any competent editor could have done that for me, but it would not have sounded like Dave Hagerbaumer, man of few letters.

This book will not contain a wealth of earth shaking messages, expounding on controversial conservation issues, or other subjects beyond my expertise. I leave all of the above to those qualified to expound. Well, maybe now and then I do voice a meek opinion.

Very simply, the pages to follow will be a compilation of some of my experiences as a waterfowler since the end of World War II. My first days in the marsh date back to 1929. This book covers the time span of a tad over half a century and geographically the total of our Pacific Coast.

I do have the tendency to bounce around a bit from bay to bay and area to area and a wandering recall can be blamed.

I've never laid claim to the title of expert waterfowler in the technical sense. Aware of this, the "how to" in this book is either unintentional, or necessary as part of a tale. Most serious fowlers have their own ways to hunt anyway, so attempting to tutor these guys would be foolish. Plenty of good books and magazines on this subject do a fine job. I do claim to be an expert in the art of appreciating our waterfowl. Especially the black brant of the Pacific. A long while ago, I wrote "black brant symbolize all that is wild and free." I feel strongly still that of all our wildfowl this simple phrase fits brant the best.

The pursuit of this grand little goose has put me in the chosen environment of the species. A good share of the time, conditions usually were rough and the weather, in particular, even worse. I respect these hardy birds and give them my thanks for fifty years of pleasure. In train, the brant have brought me into excellent days with other species, in many special places.

As for the brant, I still take one or two each season. For me, this is plenty. No need this late in the game to assess the day's quality by a body count. There was a time-but no more. I now feel the same in regard to the ducks.

My hope is to bag a brant now and then-so long as I'm able. Also a few ducks along the way. I have always felt doing this is one of my few good habits!

—Dave Hagerbaumer

  Burlington, Washington 1998
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CHAPTER 1 The San Diego Period

IN JANUARY, 1946 I WAS IN SAN DIEGO, rather than my home state of Illinois. Fresh out of the USMC after four years of active service, I was sorta wandering aimlessly about the City, wondering which way to turn, or jump. For sure a couple of hundred bucks of mustering out pay wouldn't go far-even back then. Very shortly my cousin, Glenn Humphrey was also discharged from the USMC, and by chance we met to share our bewilderment over civilian life and exchange ideas for survival.

Just how or why we came up with the joint idea to start a decoy making business escapes me now. But start Custom Bilt Decoys we did. In an old double garage then owned by Glenn's landlord, Felix Lyons.

I made patterns for sprig, wigeon, mallard, canvasback, redhead and bluebills. All species commonly hunted in Southern California. Also, patterns for Canada geese. The large race as well as cacklers. And, of course, black brant. In fact, we used our brant pattern to double for the little cackling geese. As it turned out, we had more sales of the cacklers than the brant. At that time it wasn't known to us that a good many guys went to the Salton Sea region to hunt cacklers while very few hunted brant on San Diego Bay. As time went on, we got special orders for species we had not made patterns for. These were a swan or two, perhaps a half dozen or so white-fronted geese and a few cinnamon teal. None of these just mentioned, to my knowledge, have yet turned up in collections. More surprisingly is that no wigeon have shown up, and the wigeon is one we made quite a few of as the Salton Sea gunners got many of this species.

Glen got busy and designed a one stage copy lathe using odds and ends from a junk yard. A bicycle frame, an old car steering wheel, shafts and pulleys, an electric motor and a cutting bit made at a local machine shop. Glen could turn out a dozen or more bodies a day and I could carve heads at about the same rate using a cutting burr held in a quarter inch electric hand drill. Finish work was done with rasps and sandpaper. When we'd carved three or four dozen heads and bodies we would work together assembling the decoys with dowels and glue. Then again, as a team we painted the lot. It went smoothly enough. Materials used were redwood and balsa for bodies and pine for heads.
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As the year passed we made several hundred decoys. Most were sold at $3.00 per decoy, and we eked out a meager existence. Then came Fall, and the opening of the waterfowl season. It was finally a chance to test our products! South San Diego Bay was close at hand and in those years, much used by brant and several species of duck, and strangely, not many hunters.

During the summer, in addition to making decoys, we'd also built a Barnegat bay sneakbox. We used plans drawn by Edwin Megargee and sold by Field & Stream magazine. Unwisely, we substituted five eights marine plywood for the planking called for in Megargee's plans and as a result the hull weighed a ton! Hell for stout, though. But let me tell you that bending and securing that heavy plywood into compound curves was some task! In due course, however, we had a boat. And a Barnegat to boot. Here in the CBD shop my love for the time honored sneakbox began. Today, after more than half a century I still own and use one.


[image: chpt01_fig_004]

Down in the Southwest corner of San Diego Bay, jutting out from the Strand was a point of land, maybe two-hundred yards long. Covered with salicornia "grass" and driftwood, it was THE logical land form from which to gun. Years before some other hardy wildfowler evidently thought so as well for a very sturdy pit blind adorned the point's extreme tip. Its age became evident when one examined the variety of corroding shotshell cases that littered the pit's bottom. Even some AJAX HEAVIES!

The Strand at that time was simply just a strip of sand that extended from the bay's south end northward to the town of Coronado-famous for its huge wooden hotel that operates yet today. A small naval base was also part of Coronado. The intervening seven miles of Strand, with the Pacific ocean on west beach and San Diego Bay on the East was barely a quarter mile wide anywhere along its length.
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In the Pacific, off the Strand, stand the Coronado Islands. They lie about twelve miles offshore and are uninhabited by man. They do, however, provide habitat for many species of sea birds as well as seals and sea lions. In the surrounding waters, at least back in the forties, fishing was superlative. Yellowtail, white sea bass, black sea bass, mackerel, and many rockfish species were abundant. Charter boats made daily runs all year long out to the islands and now and then I splurged and bought a day's fishing. On one trip I won the "pot" with a black sea bass that was over a hundred pounds. The largest fish I've ever caught! As I think back on these fishing trips I'm not at all certain that just observing the wealth of bird life that nested, roosted on, and wheeled about the islands was not my main reason for taking these charter trips. The brown pelicans in particular took my fancy the first time I met the Pacific ocean and still today to watch them dive for food is a never ending wonderment and fascination.
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In the SW comer of the bay, the spit described earlier, jutted out into the bay. A nearby hog "ranch" prompted us to name the spit "Hog Ranch Point." If it had a previous name we were never aware of it. The small hog ranch was actually a feed lot, for here the owner fattened his porkers using cast off vegetables from San Diego markets. In those times, the brant season coincided with that for ducks. As a rule, ninety days long. Just what the wintering population of brant in San Diego bay numbered I cannot say, but there were plenty for good hunting I can assure you. They seemed to favor the bay's South end. I'd guess for better food source. Across the bay from Hog Ranch Point was the "salt works". Here The Western Salt Company had constructed a series of evaporation ponds from which salt was collected for commercial use. The salt piles showed up shiny and white on bright days from Hog Ranch Point a couple of miles away.

Duck and brant were gunned on the East shore near the salt works by locals, but never having hunted over there myself, I cannot vouch for the quality of the shooting. Hog Ranch Point and the little bay in it's elbow is where Glenn and I did our San Diego Bay waterfowling. We hunted together now and then but most often, I gunned alone, a practice I still savor.
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To rig for brant from the point's pit blind, we'd unload the sneakbox from the roof of my '39 Plymouth. Fill her with CBD brant and sprig decoys and one would row out to the blind. The other would trudge from the primitive launch site over the drift logs and salicornia to the pit, thus lessening the load for the oarsman. Once at the pit, the boatman set the rig of decoys while the walker tidied up the pit. This entailed removal of debris deposited by high tides as well as a lot of bailing of water. Let me say here that not alwaysdid we go blithely out to the pit and set up. This, after all was a public domain and now and then another party was there before us. No problem, however, as once we learned this fact of life we came prepared for another set up close at hand.
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In the trunk of my Plymouth were several sacks of CBD bluebills. Here in the small bay behind the point, was to be had state of the art scaup gunning. We'd rig fifty or more decoys in a "fat" line and anchor the sneakbox parallel to the spread. We'd sit back-to-back in the boat. One would take incomers and the other outgoers. Maybe not very conventional, but it sur'en hell worked! Once during the hunt we'd change seating for variety of shots. Good times those! On a day that we found the pit vacant our procedure never varied. We had chosen a falling tide to be there. Not that tidal variations down there were that severe. Anyhow, a falling tide seemed, at least to us, the prime time to gun Hog Ranch Point.

Thirty or so brant decoys and half that number of sprig were rigged on the upbay side of the point. On a good day the action would be memorable. On others, only so, so. Always on Hog Ranch Point the outing was worthwhile. Solitude, a great variety of bay life to observe if nothing else, and now and then an unexpected meeting with another "hunter." One morning, as I came ashore at the base of the point, I saw a fellow shooting at "shags" as they came over the Strand into the bay. I approached him and inquired as to his luck. He replied, "these brant are sure gonna' taste good roasted." I've often wondered through the years how that kitchen must have smelled as those cormorants were cooking!
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One memorable day in the pit blind on Hog Ranch Point will stand out in my recall forever. Perhaps as vividly as a few others that I've experienced of the magnitude of Armistice Day Storm on the Mississippi 1940, the Newport Blow 1964, or the N etarts "Wind" 1972. I headed off along to the bay that day in the winter of 194 7 with winds steady out of the SW at forty, I'd guess, and of course, heftier gusts that accompany all blows. As I drove toward South Bay feeling the old Plymouth shudder as gusts buffeted her I thanked my lucky stars that the point was in the somewhat protected bay there under the lee of the Hog Ranch. The short row out to the point would be no risky business in a Barnegat. Once at the spit and out of the car, the force of the wind began to
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