Under the Radar:

~Undervalued
Vintage Decoys
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arkous  discussion  growps,
bodh formal and informal, at
decay shows and  auctions
during the past few vears
have addressed the lssue of the dra-
rustically escalating prices of the rela-
tll.-'-P'I_'.' smmall Eroup ol elite, vindage
checoysy that sl atop the “Most Desined
Last” of =some serious  oollechors,
Langtime colleciors as well as new
efthusiasts have made comments
and volced such questions as the fol-
fow ing:
T can no longer afford to collec
the vinkage decovs thal T wani"”
“Are all the guality old decovs
vy beyond the reach of ordinary
collectops?™
"1 guiess [ will have Ly refocus my
collecting and concentrate on birds
by contem porary carvers.”
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Pescriprtions by Row Gard:
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“Are there high quality antique decoys out there that have
not been hyped in the media that can still be bought for reason-
able prices™

"How can a beginning collector compete with high-end
investor bype collectors™

The track record of certain elite decoys in recent years has
cast a :-u|:-.'-t1:|g|1| on the comments and questions cited abowe,
“Investment quality” decovs whose market value has doubled,
tripled, or even quadrupled in a shorl span of vears have left
the average collector in a quandary as to what course he/ she
should take going forward

But there are a number of available options for collectors

{1 with limited resources to pursue — options that can be both
e productive and worthwhile

I - Focus on carvers whose names are not on everyvbody's
“Top 50¢ list, There are dozZens, even scores, of Morth
American carvers who made great decoys but whose names
are all but unknown to many colleclars

f bzl these “hopk <.l---.[r fecoys" for writer S X each

They have wice frm and caw by used for decoration in rustic 2 - Pick a geopraphical regiom or area that produced decoys
sitwarions and e s Pookerds that you like and study up onit, Eead a book {or books) an the
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carvers of that region. Most regions
had one or two {or even three or four)
carvers who became famous and
whose decoys sell for very high
prices loday, bul these “Greais” had
peers, fellow carvers, and students
whose work in many cases was comi-
parable to that of lﬁe:ir mow-Farmons
colleagues. How many times have
Vo heard wveteran colleclors dis-
cussing @ particular decoy al a show
or aucltion where the conversabion
went like this:

Well, it cerfainly looks like a “5o
and So."

"¥es, but look al the tail again
Don't you think it could be a *This or
That?"

If longtime collectors are often
unceriain as to the identity of look-
alike decoys, how can one expect
[ess E!FE!’I.E‘!"IEE!I." collectors to detect

the difference between birds from
the hands of “famous" amnd “less
famous,” or even "not famous al
all,” carvers? And if the differences
are s difficult to detedt and the sim-
ilarities {(of styvle, technigue, and
quality) so abundant, then why the
preal differential in market price

tween the decov attributed to a
“famous” maker amd the one
assigned toa “less famous" carver?

A rase in point: Most colleclors
with any knowledge of llincis River
decoys can call the names of Robert
Elliston (1849-1915) and Charles
Perdew [1674-1963); they are two of
the "Giant=" of lllinois River decoys.
But what about important, though
less well known, llincis River
carvers such as Stephen Lane {1542-
1900} and William "Billy™ Shaw
(18491927 Joe French has writlen

about the difficulty of differentialing
their carvings. He said:

“During the early days of collect-
ing in IMlinois, there was a good deal
of confusion in deciding whether a
decoy was made by Sleve Lane or
Hilly Shaw, friends and both resi-
dents of Lacon, [llinois. Both u=ed
the same style body conformation;
and though ‘there was definite simi-
larity, 1]19:}- were often a different
size. | was fortunate enough (o own
cne of each trom the same ri

“From the side it is hard 1o tell the
difference if you only have the decoy
of one carver in hand. But if vou have
the decoyvs of both carvers side-by-
side, you can pick out the differences,
The easiest way o see the difference
is the front view which dearly shows
the shape of the heads. 1 always
thought of Billy's heads being like a
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squirrel with its cheeks bulging
bBecaise of a mouth full of acorns.™

The point here is this: How many
collectars know about Stephen Lane
Lar "ﬁﬂl_'.- Shaw? _'_.u.-'l both  weapes
excellent carvers. Muoreover, they
livesd im the same general time-feame
as Elliston aind Perdew and i i |1
SATTIE pj-ﬁngr::phum] area. The major
difference in the markel wvalue of
their decoys today 18 influenced by
im the fact that the two Tllimois River
“Ciants™ have had an endless stream
af publicity over the past thiriy-plus
VEQIrs, ampd the ather bwo carvers
have not,

3 - Don't demand pristine condi-
tion. O course o serious oollector
wants 10 collacd dMI'l.“'\- et loak likea
1.«-\.It-h:‘].1'u & firewocd, buat swe need 1o
remember thal we are collecting
mitigues — orking antiques, al that,
CHd decows thial have grace of form
and that are sbruc turally  soumncd
degerve consideration. A reasonablae
armounk of TS Aang -:'lr'igln.'ll arul, losk
in thelr service toa hunler shooabd ot
bBe a disqualifying factor.  Indeed,
Yol w-rlr'ku:lE;_ rﬁ].'l:nl:'ll." 13 *\.!-:.i“l'u“_'.:
executed and appled many vears
agoy can add a special bit of historical
..1].|E'EIE':|.| for aoame aollechor {-Fm.-' cdan
firnd many F:G.LTI.‘IFIE"\.- af "name
Brand” v ||'|1..'|;."'-F' decoys in much less
{lan '|':I11~\.|:1|:h- comdition that have sald
at auckion 1 recent YEars for sdx- ﬁr-
ure amaunts, Who is to say that there
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decoys made by unkaown carvers,
We don't mean “unknown® here in

Larry Kirvck of California
cred this high-neck trant
in B 194cks. Tt is simple amif
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fileois River, folioae-carved pindid drake by weidenbified sber, , first-guearter 20t
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thie sense of “not famous.” We mere
Iy mizan o say that the name of the
carver of a parficular decoy is simply
mod Enemm, not currenily identified,
Mot a big deal. Maost of us probably
don’t know the names of our four
great-prandparents,  Maost carvers
who made decoys a hundred years
apa were nod known oulside of their
lecal communibies; most did  nsl
advertise their worls and thers were
no books or magazines thal paid

special attention 1o, or kept records
of, decov makers. Remember, s
the decoy that counts. A good one
can stand on ifs own merit; it does
nol need a “mame-brand” carver
pedigree o make it desirable and
valuable,

5 - Consider decoys that are
“folky” and different. Decoyvs thal
are "ﬁ'l!k._l.'" and differenl are mol
aulomatically good (or betler)
“Folky™ does nobt aulomalically

equate {0 primitive or crude, and
“differenl” does nol necessarily
equate o “weird” or “strange” or
“unrealistic.” But we have all seen
decavs that demand our atlention
because the carver did -‘urn'lEIl'llﬂF
differenf with them. They have a dis-
tinguishing “attitude.” They have
an unusual pose, perhaps exagrerat-
ed or understaied anatomical
aspects. Such decoys have moi besen
the mainstay of traditional collec-
tions, but they have been receiving
n!|1.1'l'.'|'l mare altfenbion rE{'EnI]_l.
among many  collectors,  Some
“folky™ decoys have a creative edge
that enables them to be appreciated
as "art” and allows them Lo ran-
scend the merely utilitarian.

General considerations

Some collecting alternatives have
Been overlooked and remain under-
exposed, The decoys of cerlain
Morth Amertcan regions have not
vel fully realized their inherent val-
ues, The Canadian DMaritime
Prowvinces, for example, have many
underrated and undervalued sculp-
tural representations. Preening
geese, racy mergansers, amd a
plethora of full-bodied stick-ups
originafed there. On the opposite
edge of the continent, Weat Coast
Brant present exceptionally diverse
choices.

In fact, every historical decoy
producing region  includes makers
who Fashioned noteworthy  lures,
Some are nob “big name,” highly
publicized, carvers whose decoys
bring record prices; yel some were
incredibly  creative.  Countless
intrguing examples exist, like root
heads and other oddities, watling
dizcovery amongst eccentric folk art
decovs, New and exciiing discover-
ies are still occasionally made, Good
advice might be: "Don't look In the
same direction as evervone else,
Cluestion prevailing trends, Do vour
owen hormework,”

The few engaging and relatively
inexpensive “Under the Radar”
decoys pictured with this article
demonstraie the multiplicity of
available options. They include old
warriors  prominently  displaying
evidence of years of service, sculp-
tural exaggerations, and other
appealing expressions, Several of the
decovs pictured were acquired for
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less than 51,000 within the past five
vears, some for less than S100.

A cursory review of books featur-
ing Folk Art reveals decoys that
often exhibit little-to-no paint, multi-
ple layers of painl, and /or faking,
paint. Obviously, a differenl prefer-
ential perspective exists in  this
realm. Experts in the Geld of “flat
art” do nol frown upon multiple
coats of painl by Rembrandt and
others. They are intrigued by ther.
Master artists like Rembrandl fru-
gally re-used old canvases lo save
money while utilizing existing mate-
rials. Nevertheless, the repainting of
decoys seems problemalic to many
of today’s collectors,

Recently, veteran decov collector
Fon Gard of Texas, newly appointed
Senior Consulling Specialist for Folk
Arl at Sotheby’s in Mew York, shared
with us some of his thoughts about
unusaal decoy “finds” that he has
made over the vears:

“To eall them *derelicts’ might be
@ bil of an oversiatement and not
|.Lui.l-e- accurale. 1 think discovering
them requires a “good eve’ or just
realizing that something has value
efore other people do. It's having
the judgment to buy what yoen ke
and not be swayed by what's popu-
lar, and it's also not being overly
concerned aboul pristine condition
since somelimes wWorn or missing
paint and parts is much more inter-
esting. After all, some decoys which
could be cafled derelicls have sold
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Mallard drade froen Midaest (possitfe Clde originl by
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for thousands of dollars.”

Ron has spoken in a positive way
about decovs which visibly exhibi
lhe:r}rearﬁuf sETVECE. E.hHEnl‘lEl.l_‘_ﬁ. that
means existing dings, scrapes,
scratches, chips and flakes constitute
an imporiant part of the honest factu-
al 5'|nr['t, of a working decoy. They are

its total charm and ]:I!mr A sig-
mflcanl role in helping determine its
authenticity. “Derelict” decoys were
ill once pristine; however, they now
display their own individual history.
Every distinct surface mark provides
evidence of their level of use.

Ron also mentioned enjoying the
mix of battle-scarred working birds
and pristine mantel birds on the
shelves of his collection. Such
sophisticated apprediation requires
Esrﬁnna] confidence based upon

owledge and experience, and it
allows a person to search "under the
radar” lo discover offen overlooked
ireasures.

The cyclical chaflenges of eco-
nomic difficulties force realistic con-
siderations of collecting for sonal
satisfaction. While some collections
might be forced to become stagnant,
recessions ofien provide bargain

entials. One decoy ::Iealer recent-

y indicated that he was “looking for
E‘eat decoys that had Eempnra:nh

lten below market values,”

Omne particular area to pay atten-
tion {0 includes recent discoveries.
Years of public promotion and fre-
quent featured auction appearances

cerfainly helped o enhanoe the mon
etary values of maost “pame” makers,
However, as decoys by previously
unidentified or lesser known carvers
emerge, they will probably do =o at
relatively low introduciory valuwes,
Remarkably exceptional decoys,
however, are not comstrained by that
concepl — for example, the two pairs
of high-head pintails by the same
unknown carver which recently sold
at auction. The pair of hens sold at
Christie's for 0, and the Taen
and drake sold at Sotheby's for
S169, 000 Cnee pair was discovered in
Minnesota and the other in Indiana,
and mo ather birds by this unknown
carver were known  until  fhese
recently camae fo light,

WVigorous new searches 1o discov
er hidden ngs or (o locate forpoiten
dusty collections can provide lucra:
tive oppoertunities to not only
acquire, but al=o (o sl and trade,
Today i= an ideal ime for each of us
to reevaluate our shordt and long
term collecting goals as well as our
methods of adding and sublracting
dl:l:.'l.':}"'- Lo and from our collections,

e deubt record prices will con
I::inr.ll: to be meporied for the elife
decovs that have been established as
the “most desirable” over the pasi
twenly o forty yeans; they have
Ermrl.'n thesir market value as ey

ave repeatedly “come o market.”
Bul thiese gravity defying prices
have to do with a relatively small
percentage of the total number of
decovs bought and sald each vear
Today, interesting and affordable
collsctions can stll be thoughtfully
created by collectors of average
financial means. Many “under the
radar” decoys are out there waiting
for be discovered by informed collec
tors wha dare to “leok bevond the
label™ espectally in cases whine
there iz no label, [0

Hunting & Fishung Collectibles
Magizine inviles readers 1o submit
quality  photographs  of  decovs
which are representative of ideas
expressed in this arbicle. A brief fac
tual description of the decoy should
b included. Submissions will be
considered for a pew "Lnder the
Radar™ pictorial feature which wall
appear in fulore issues. In keeping
with the concepl, decovs should
have a relative current value of
51,0080 o Jess,



