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Copley’s Sporting Art & Decoys Sale Exceeds $4.8 Million

Auction Action In Hingham, Mass.

At $270,000, “Redheads in Flight” by Frank Benson was the
highest priced item in the auction. Few early oil paintings
of waterfowl by Benson are known to exist. This one was
probably inspired by time Benson spent at the Long Point
hunt club on Lake Erie. The catalog includes extensive
details, with quotes by the artist, of his hunting experienc-
es at the club.

A feeding brant by Nathan Cobb Jr from the Muller collec-
tion earned $186,000. It had impeccable provenance having
been used by Cobb’s son, bearing his stamp, along with the
stamp indicating it had been in the Mackey collection.

What do auctioneers do during their time off from work?
Steve O’Brien took time off from his roadshow to swing
through Southern states to do some fishing. The redfish
was one of his catches.

early furniture and folk art. The pair of Canada geese made
by the Ward brothers was signed by both brothers and
inscribed to du Pont. The pair sold for $34,400.

HINGHAM, MASS. — Copley’s
February 19-20 sale included
part two of the Peter Muller Jr
decoy collection, along with items
from the collections of the late
Bill DuPont, Walter Bush, Dale
Farrell, Ted and Judy Harmon
and several others. The offerings
of sporting art were especially
strong and produced some of the
highest prices of the two-day
sale, with paintings by Frank

Benson, Edmund Osthaus,
Ogden M. Pleissner, and Arthur
Fitzwilliam Tait among others.
The sale included seven lots that
brought more than $100,000,
three of which were paintings,
and more than 80 other lots
brought five-figure prices. The
sale was live-streamed from Cop-
ley’s Hingham gallery, with auc-
tioneer Peter J. Coccoluto han-
dling the podium responsibilities.

Elmer Crowell is shown seated in front of his East Harwich,
Mass., workshop along with a selection of his geese and
other carvings.

At $221,400, more than three times the estimate, Elmer
Crowell’s life-size carving of a pair of bobwhite quail, on a
double mount, was the highest priced carving in the sale. It
was also the highest auction price for an upland carving of
any species. Although upland game birds are not often seen
on Cape Cod now, they were much more common in Crow-
ell’s day. It was signed and dated 1938.

Review by
Rick Russack, Contributing Editor
Photos Courtesy Copley Fine Art

Mark McNair is one of today’s premier carv-
ers of decorative decoys. Two of his sons
also carve. Although this root-headed Amer-
ican egret, carved in 1990, wasn’t the high-
est priced of his carvings in the sale, it was
a very interesting piece. It was hollow-
carved of cedar, the head and neck utilized
an oak root, and the head was removeable.
It was 32 inches tall and sold for $2,460.

bz o SN R

When the counting was done, the
sale totaled $4,880,394.

Material was available for
inspection at the gallery and
other ways. A few weeks before
the sale, O’'Brien loaded up his
car and took a one-week tour
through six Southern states,
meeting with 23 collectors and
showing decoys to those inter-
ested. Colin McNair, Copley
decoy specialist, also took decoys
on a road trip, and between the
two of them, collectors in 14
states were offered the opportu-
nity for hands-on previews. In
addition, personalized video pre-
views were offered so collectors
could examine particular decoys
up close, while discussing the
item with O’Brien or McNair. All
decoys in the Muller collection
were examined under black light
to discern if there had been later
paint. More than 200 birds were
x-rayed so that internal details
and possible repairs or replace-
ments would be noted.

The highest grossing lot in the
sale, finishing at $270,000, was
“Redheads in Flight,” an oil on
canvas by Frank Benson (1862-
1951), signed and dated 1916.
The painting, likely inspired by a
hunting trip to a Lake Erie hunt
club, was cataloged as one of only
a very few early oils of waterfowl
by Benson known to exist. The
catalog devotes ten pages to a
description of this painting, its
provenance and Benson’s experi-
ences at the Long Point hunting
club. It includes quotations from
Benson’s hunting diary relating
to Long Point, including some
records of the birds he shot. “Jim-
my’s Pool on the Restigouche,”
signed and dated 1938 by Ogden
M. Pleissner (1905-1983), earned
$240,000. More than 30 major
museums own examples of his
work, and when the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art acquired one
of his paintings in 1932, he was
the youngest artist in its collec-
tion. The extensive catalog
description includes quotes from
his writings. Rounding out the
three paintings that brought six-
figure prices, finishing at
$180,000 was “Pointer with
Quail” by Edmund H. Osthaus
(1858-1928), signed and dated
1890. He raised and showed
hunting dogs, was a field trial
judge and was intimately famil-
iar with canine physiology. Ost-
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Steve O’Brien made a one-week swing
through six Southern states, allowing 23
collectors a hands-on preview.
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The sale included eight paintings by A.F.
Tait. Leah Tharpe, Copley’s fine art special-
ist, said that although the Tait market has
been soft recently, all eight sold at prices
approaching the high estimates. This one,
“A Doe and Two Fawns,” realized $36,000.

haus was commissioned by
industrialists, such as J.P. Mor-
gan and members of the Vander-
bilt family, to paint sporting
scenes for them.

Leah Tharpe, Copley’s fine art
specialist, noted shortly after the
sale that results were strong.
“The group of paintings from the
Dale Farrell collection performed
well,” she said. “His seven coastal
paintings collectively earned
about $110,000. Emile Gruppe’s
masterwork ‘On Fish’ led the
group, selling for $55,200, the
second highest price for the art-
ist at auction. New world records
were set for Chet Reneson at
$13,530 for his fishing scene
‘Island Clouds, and Maynard
Reece, at $9,225 for ‘Mallard
Ducks, Banking for Landing,
among others. And it’s always
nice for me to see a painting like
Benson’s ‘Red Heads in Flight’ at
the top of the list.”

Decoys included works by
many of the established mas-
ters: Elmer Crowell, Joe Lincoln,
members of the Cobb family, the
Ward Brothers, Obediah Verity
and other Long Island carvers,
Ira Hudson and many more.
There were working decoys, dec-
orative carvings, miniatures and
decoys produced by some of
today’s contemporary masters.
Steve O’Brien and his team pro-
duced two catalogs totaling
nearly 500 pages with hundreds
of color photos, including numer-
ous photos of particular details,
vintage photos, biographies of
the collectors, carvers and art-
ists, along with detailed descrip-
tions of the offerings. The cata-
logs are a great learning tool and
permanent record for both sea-
soned collectors and those new
to the field.

Several of the decoys offered
throughout the sale had distin-
guished pedigrees, having been,
at one time or another, in some of
the most notable collections. The
sale catalog was organized by
collector, which perhaps provided
some insight as to how premier
collectors viewed their birds and
what directions their collection
might take.

The first 40 lots of the sale, in a
separate 140-page catalog of
their own, were part two of the
Peter J. Muller collection and
generated some of the highest
decoy prices of the auction.
Muller died in 2019 and the first
part of his collection had been
sold by Copley in February 2020,
grossing more than $1.5 million.
This part of the Muller collection
grossed more than $1 million,
finishing above the high esti-
mate. Muller, who had been a
veterinarian in “real life,” was a
dedicated student of the field

sold for $900.

and, according to his wife, “radio-
graphed every decoy he ever
bought.” Several of the birds in
the Muller collection had been in
the William Mackey Jr collec-
tion, considered by many to have
been one of the finest collections
assembled in the United States.
The Mackey collection was dis-
persed by the Richard Bourne
auction house during 1973-74 in
a series of four sales. Muller was
a strong bidder at those Bourne
sales and continued to add

The Bobwhite Quail by Herbert L. Stod-
dard was one of several lots of books. It

Mackey birds when the opportu-
nity presented itself.

Three of the highest priced
decoys in the sale were from the
Muller collection, and two had
been in the Mackey collection
and bore his identifying stamp
on the bottoms. These were two
decoys made by Nathan Cobb Jr,
one of the most sought-after
carvers. Cobb’s Island, off the
coast of Virginia, was a favorite
resort of the rich and famous of
the hunting world and frequent-
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Ogden M. Pleissner’s 1938 oil “Jimmy’s Pool on the Resti-
gouche” brought $240,000. It was the second highest auc-
tion result for the artist. When, in 1932, the Metropolitan
Museum of Art acquired one of his paintings, it was noted
that he was the youngest artist in its collection.

Ira Hudson carved this flying merganser, and it sold for
$46,800, well over the estimate. It had a 22-inch wingspan
and had been in the Mackey collection, where it hung over
the mantel.

Few decoys by Nathan Cobb Jr show the birds in a feeding
posture. The catalog states that this feeding curlew is the
only known example in this form and it sold for $120,000.
With highly desirable provenance, it had been in the Mack-
ey collection as well as other major collections.

A circa 1912 woodcock by Elmer Crowell sold for $90,000.
This carving has legs of wood, not always used by Crowell.

Connecticut carver Shang Wheeler made this black duck
decoy about 1910. It’s labeled on the underside “Black Duck
Preening / From the personal rig of Chas E. (Shang) Wheel-
er, Stratford Conn.” It realized $11,070.

The town of Aquinnah on Martha’s Vineyard was known as
Gay Head from 1870 to 1997, when the name was changed to
reflect the region’s native American heritage. The sign sold
for $7,380.

A large swordfish weathervane sold for $2,091. It had a
well-weathered surface and some of the fins were copper.

Decoy specialist Colin McNair with one of his favorite
decoys in the sale — a preening white-winged scoter by Gus
Wilson, which sold for $14,400.
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Ira Hudson is shown outside his Virginia shop. The sign
notes that gunning boats and decoys are for sale. His flying
merganser in this sale sold for $46,800.

This 1971 preening snow goose by the Ward Brothers was
certainly nowhere near the top priced decoy of the day. But
it had a great look and was inscribed on the bottom “Made
for the William K. du Pont Collection,” dated, and bears the
species’ common and Latin names on the underside. It
achieved $11,400.

Not all decoys in this auction realized four- or five-figure
prices. This Canada goose had been made by Lloyd Parker,
a well-respected New Jersey carver. It went out for $738.
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Not surprisingly, the du Pont collection included litho-
graphed advertising posters promoting the sale of du Pont
gun powder. This colorful one ended up selling for $8,400.

Bill du Pont collected items relating to wildfowling. This so-called punt gun was more than
10 feet long and was the equivalent of a one- or two-gauge shotgun. These guns were capa-
ble of killing large numbers of ducks with one shot, and their use was outlawed in 1918. It

brought $7,200.

ed by many of the wealthiest
sportsmen of the era, including
political leaders. The island’s
hotel, church, stores and homes
were destroyed in a hurricane in
1896. (The full story of the Cobb
family, and the hunting that took
place on the island is fascinating
and Copley’s catalog includes a
great deal of information.) Few of
Cobb’s decoys show the birds in
feeding poses, and it was a feed-
ing brant that earned $186,000,
well over the estimate. The
decoy’s provenance is well docu-
mented. It was used in the gun-
ning rig of Cobb’s son, Elkanah,
bears his stamp, along with the
Mackey stamp, and it had also
been owned by Ray Egan. Selling
for $120,000 was a feeding cur-
lew, also by Nathan Cobb Jr, also
with impeccable provenance. The
catalog stated that this decoy is
the only known Cobb curlew in a
true feeding posture. There were

other Cobb decoys in the sale.
The Muller collection included a
pair of circa 1932 canvasback
ducks by Chesapeake Bay carv-
ers, the Ward Brothers of Cris-
field, Md., which sold for
$129,000. Each was signed and
dated. The pair also had a distin-
guished provenance, having been
in the Purnell collection before
going to Muller. Purnell was a
friend and patron of the Ward
brothers, and the decoy bears his
stamp. The Muller collection was
also strong in Long Island decoys,
and the prices obtained demon-
strated their quality. There were
three shorebirds, made either by
William Bowman or Charles
Bunn. (Which man is the actual
maker is disputed at this point in
time, and further research is
underway.) Regardless of which
man made them, they are highly
regarded by today’s collectors. A
reaching yellowlegs with bold

“Pointer with Quail” by Edmund H. Osthaus, signed and
dated 1890, brought $180,000. The artist was often commis-
sioned by the elite of the day, such as members of the
Vanderbilt family, to create works for their homes.
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By Scottish carver Peter Duncan Malloch, this 30-inch
brown trout model was dated 1901. It was part of a collec-
tion of fish models and it earned $4,500.

X-rays used on many of the decoys in this sale show exactly
how a decoy was constructed and will also show repairs
and replacements. Ultra-violet light shows whether or not
paint is original.

wing carving reached $50,400. A
running turnstone with glass
eyes finished at $45,600, and a
willet by the same maker real-
ized just a few dollars less,
$45,000.

Taking nothing away from the
Cobb birds in the Muller collec-
tion, the unexpected highest
priced decoy in the sale was a
carving by Elmer Crowell. A dec-
orative carving of a life-size pair
of bob-white quail, on a double
mount with a caddisfly about to
be eaten by one of the birds, real-
ized $221,400, more than three
times the estimate. The base is
signed by Crowell and dated
1938. Although upland game
birds are not often seen on Cape
Cod these days, they were much
more common in Crowell’s day.
Another upland game bird by
Crowell, a circa 1912 woodcock,
sold for $90,000. Crowell carv-
ings are always popular — he
was prolific, and there are many
Crowell  collectors.  Crowell
carved dozens of species of min-
iatures. Some, waterfowl, shore-
birds and songbirds were sold in
sets of 25, but finding complete,
original sets is very difficult.
Most sets were broken up and
dispersed over the years. A full
set of 25 waterfowl, each signed
and numbered 1-25, brought
$56,850.

The name Bill du Pont is well
known to collectors and students
of American furniture and acces-
sories. Less well-known is the
fact that he was an avid out-
doorsman and collector of decoys
and related items. Not surpris-
ingly, decoys from the du Pont
collection did well in this sale. A
preening curlew by Crowell,
signed and dated 1941, finished
at $60,000. A 1935 flying mer-
ganser drake by Ira Hudson, a
Virginia carver, that had been in
the Mackey collection where it
hung above his mantel, earned
$46,800. A 1936 canvasback
drake, made by the Ward broth-
ers of Maryland, sold for $37,200.
Du Pont’s collection was wide
ranging, including inexpensive
cast iron decoys, gun powder
casks and tins, du Pont advertis-
ing broadsides for gun powder
and punt guns. These were large,
oversized shotguns that were
used by market gunners to kill
many birds with one shot. Use of
these guns was outlawed by Con-
gress in 1918. The du Pont collec-
tion grossed about $400,000, far
over the high estimate.

While this article has reported
final prices of decoys that are
beyond the reach of some collec-
tors, it should not be assumed
that all decoys are expensive.
This sale included numerous
decoys and pieces of sporting art
that sold for $500 and less.

O’Brien credits the sale of the
Mackey collection as the “begin-
ning of the way decoys are now
valued and sold.” When asked,
O’Brien commented that prior to
the Mackey sale, a decoy collec-
tor’s library might have consist-
ed of fewer than half a dozen
titles whereas today, a quick
count of the books in his library
included more than 100 books on
decoys of specific regions and
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specific carvers. “Today’s collec-
tor is well educated in their
interests,” said O’Brien. “They
know how prolific a given carver
was, and which species that carv-
er usually made, so they know
which species are rare. They
know the details a carver usually
included, and those details less
often used. They'’re also in a bet-
ter condition to evaluate condi-
tion. I think today’s buyers are
less emotional about what
theyre buying and more
informed. That’s really good for
the market.”

Joel Barber, whose 1934 book
Wildfowl Decoys, one of the earli-
est in the field, was an avid col-
lector, not a hunter, and he also
tried his hand at carving. His
goal was to produce the “perfect
modern decoy.” Kory Rogers,
curator of American art at the
Shelburne Museum, described
his efforts that way, at the time
the museum mounted a special
exhibition highlighting the Bar-
ber collection (one of America’s
best public collections), housed at
Shelburne. This sale included
three of the decoys Barber pro-
duced around 1940, one of which,
a canvasback drake, sold for
$2,040. Only about 50 of his carv-
ings are known to exist.

The background of some of the
decoys is instructive if one were
to ask who some of the early col-
lectors and hunters were. The
answer, in many cases, is that
the individuals were wealthy
businessmen. Noted above are
hunters’ clubs on Lake Erie and
Cobb’s Island. The Monkey
Island swan, which realized
$42,000 from the Bush collection,
is so named because it was used
at the Monkey Island Club, a
hunter’s club in North Carolina.
Members included some of
America’s  wealthiest  men,
including the president of the
American Tobacco company,
other company executives and
their friends. The island was pur-
chased for $15 in 1869 by Nor-
folk investors who turned it into
a private hunting club, with an
eight-bedroom hunting lodge, a
boathouse and a three-bedroom
cottage. It eventually grew to
include more than 1,000 acres,
and in the 1970s was sold for $3
million. Often, decoy -carvers
acted as guides for these hunt-
ers, and often they created
decoys specifically for these men
that they knew well, with special
features — extra fine carving,
extra fine paint, etc., and often
these special decoys adorned
mantels rather than being used
to hunt.

Decoy specialist Colin McNair
during the preview was asked
which were his favorite birds in
the sale. “I'm a Southern boy, Vir-
ginia was home, so I especially
like Southern decoys, and there
were many in the Muller collec-
tion,” he said. “So the Nathan
Cobb brant and feeding curlew
would be at the top of my list.
And the Lee Dudley black duck
has such refined carving so it
would be on my list as well.”
After the sale, he said, “As I said,
I like the Southern decoys, and 1
was glad to see the strength of
the market for birds from that
region. I especially enjoyed work-
ing on our catalog for this sale.
People who knew and hunted
with, or collected with, the men
who assembled these collections
are still active. We were able to
talk to many of those people and
record their first-hand stories.
That part of the history of these
collections could soon be lost, so
being able to preserve that his-
tory is really important. And see-
ing records set for some of the

From the du Pont collection, there were several lots of powder
tins and powder casks. This group of five tins sold for $3,600.

The White Star Line oil painting of a combination steam-
ship/sailing ship, believed to be the El Dorado, by Antonio
Jacobsen, reached $7,795. It was signed and dated 1893.

Each of these canvasback decoys bears the signature of the
Ward Brothers. The Chesapeake Bay carvers also dated
each 1932, and the pair realized $129,000.

Iron decoys were used as weights in “sink boxes” designed
to give hunters an advantage by being low in the water.

This pair reached $2,640.

things we sold is gratifying.
Since our family carves today, it
was really good to see a Canada
goose carved in 1996 by Jim
Schmiedlin set a record for a con-
temporary carver, when it fin-
ished at $60,000.”

A few days after the sale, a jus-
tifiably pleased Steve O’Brien
noted that the Muller collection
gross exceeded the firm’s high
estimate. “The Muller collection
was 98 percent sold. The gross of
this sale, more than $4.8 million,
is testament to the ‘eye’ of the
collectors who assembled the col-
lections we sold. These are the
type of collections I wanted to
deal with when I started this
business. We saw strength at all
levels of the market and an
unprecedented number of new
bidders — the new collectors we
always talk about. The market is

hot right now for miniatures, and
we had some outstanding exam-
ples from outstanding collec-
tions. The miniature collection of
Dr Oden was high quality and
the final prices reflected that.
The Sherer collection of minia-
tures was superb, with many
exceeding high estimates. The du
Pont collection, which along with
decoys, emphasized the imple-
ments of waterfowling — the
punt guns, the iron-winged birds
used in sinkboats and the pow-
der tins, showed his interest. It
was also obvious to us that many
collectors were looking for the
best of the best — provenance
mattered. All in all, we’re all very
pleased with the results.”

Prices given include the buyer’s
premium as reported by the auc-
tion house. For information, 617-
536-0030 or www.copleyart.com.

Maryland’s Ward Brothers outside their workshop with an
assortment of the decoys they made.

The maker of this swan from the Walter Bush collection is
not known. But the carving is referred to as the “Monkey
Island Swan” because it is labeled on the underside “Whis-
tling Swan from Monkey Island Club / Currituck Sound /
North Carolina.” It sold for $42,000.

One of the things that is sometimes difficult to see in an
online catalog is the actual scale of the item being offered,
even though dimensions are provided. This miniature pair
of woodcocks by Allen King was only 1% inches tall but the
detail was superb. The carving was done about 1940. It was
from the Oden collection and achieved $4,500.

Among his other carvings, ElImer Crowell made three sets of
miniatures. One set included songbirds, another shore birds
and another waterfowl. Each set included 25 birds and com-
plete, original sets are difficult to find. This set of waterfowl,
numbered one through 25 on the bases, realized $56,850.



