
upper chesapeake bay decoys and their
makers
upper chesapeake bay decoys and their makers have long held a significant place in
American folk art and hunting traditions. These decoys, crafted to mimic waterfowl native
to the Chesapeake Bay area, are not only practical hunting tools but also highly collectible
works of art. The Upper Chesapeake Bay region, known for its rich waterfowl populations,
inspired many talented carvers who developed unique styles and techniques. This article
explores the history, characteristics, and cultural importance of Upper Chesapeake Bay
decoys and their makers. It delves into the craftsmanship behind these decoys, highlights
prominent artisans, and examines how these works reflect the heritage of the region.
Collectors and enthusiasts alike value these decoys for their artistry and historical
significance. The following sections provide a detailed overview of Upper Chesapeake Bay
decoys, their makers, and the legacy they continue to uphold.

History of Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys

Distinctive Features of Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys

Prominent Makers of Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys

Techniques and Materials Used in Decoy Making

Collecting and Preserving Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys

History of Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys
The tradition of creating decoys in the Upper Chesapeake Bay region dates back to the 19th
century when waterfowl hunting was a vital source of food and income. Early settlers and
Native Americans utilized natural materials to craft rudimentary decoys, which evolved over
time into intricately carved and painted representations. The proximity to the Chesapeake
Bay, with its abundant duck and goose populations, made the area a hotspot for waterfowl
hunting and decoy production. As hunting regulations and technology advanced, the
craftsmanship of decoys also improved, blending function with artistry. These decoys
played an essential role in local economies and became a cultural symbol of the region’s
connection to waterfowl and the bay’s ecosystem.

Distinctive Features of Upper Chesapeake Bay
Decoys
Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys are distinguished by their attention to detail, realistic
appearance, and practical design suited for the bay’s conditions. These decoys often



feature bold paint schemes, smooth contours, and lifelike postures to effectively attract
waterfowl. The use of locally sourced wood, such as cedar or pine, contributes to their
durability and aesthetic appeal. A key aspect of these decoys is their balance between
artistic expression and functional utility, ensuring they float well and withstand harsh water
and weather conditions. Collectors recognize specific traits that set Upper Chesapeake Bay
decoys apart from those of other regions, including:

Distinctive paint patterns reflecting local waterfowl species

Streamlined shapes optimized for bay currents and waves

Hand-carved details emphasizing realism and movement

Use of weighted keels or metal inserts for stability

Prominent Makers of Upper Chesapeake Bay
Decoys
The legacy of Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys owes much to the skilled artisans who shaped
this craft. Many makers became renowned for their unique styles and contributions to the
decoy tradition. These carvers combined practical hunting knowledge with artistic talent to
create coveted pieces. Notable makers include:

Elmer Crowell
Though primarily associated with Cape Cod, Elmer Crowell’s influence extended to
Chesapeake Bay carvers who admired his lifelike carvings and refined techniques. His work
inspired Upper Chesapeake Bay makers to elevate their craftsmanship.

Charles Perdew
Charles Perdew was a local carver known for his distinctive canvasback and redhead
decoys. His pieces are celebrated for their robust form and vibrant paint, capturing the
essence of Chesapeake Bay waterfowl.

William “Bill” Strang
Bill Strang was a master craftsman whose work epitomized the traditional Upper
Chesapeake Bay style. His decoys are characterized by their graceful lines, precise carving,
and authentic coloration, making them highly sought after by collectors.

These makers and others contributed to a rich tradition that marries functionality with
artistic merit, ensuring the continued reverence for Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys.



Techniques and Materials Used in Decoy Making
The art of making Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys involves a blend of traditional
woodworking, painting, and finishing techniques. Carvers typically begin with blocks of
cedar, pine, or other lightweight woods prized for buoyancy and ease of carving. The
process includes:

Rough shaping: Initial form is carved using saws, knives, and drawknives to outline1.
the body and head.

Detail carving: Fine tools add texture, feather patterns, and facial features to2.
increase realism.

Sanding and smoothing: Surfaces are refined for a smooth finish, aiding in painting3.
and durability.

Painting: Multiple layers of oil-based or enamel paints create lifelike coloration with4.
attention to shading and highlights.

Sealing: A protective coat of varnish or lacquer ensures weather resistance and5.
longevity.

In addition to wood, some makers incorporate metal keels or weights to stabilize the decoy
in water. The craftsmanship requires a deep understanding of waterfowl behavior and
environmental factors to produce effective hunting tools that also serve as artistic
expressions.

Collecting and Preserving Upper Chesapeake Bay
Decoys
Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys are prized by collectors for their historical significance,
artistic quality, and regional uniqueness. Collectors often seek pieces by well-known makers
or those exhibiting exceptional craftsmanship. Preservation of these decoys is essential to
maintain their value and legacy. Key considerations for collectors include:

Proper storage in controlled environments to prevent wood warping, cracking, or paint
deterioration

Regular cleaning with gentle materials to avoid damaging the finish

Documentation of provenance and maker information to authenticate pieces

Participation in decoy shows, auctions, and museums to connect with the collecting
community

Through careful preservation and appreciation, Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys and their
makers continue to inspire new generations of artists and hunters, maintaining a vital link



to the cultural heritage of the Chesapeake Bay region.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys?
Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys are traditional wooden waterfowl hunting decoys crafted in
the Upper Chesapeake Bay area, known for their detailed and realistic designs.

Who are some famous makers of Upper Chesapeake Bay
decoys?
Famous makers include Gus Johnson, Elmer Crowell, and Oscar Peterson, who are renowned
for their craftsmanship and contributions to decoy art in the Upper Chesapeake Bay region.

What materials are commonly used in making Upper
Chesapeake Bay decoys?
These decoys are typically made from wood, such as cedar or pine, and are hand-carved
and painted to resemble various waterfowl species found in the Chesapeake Bay.

How can one identify an authentic Upper Chesapeake
Bay decoy?
Authentic decoys often feature distinct carving styles, paint patterns, and maker's marks
that align with the traditional techniques and styles of Upper Chesapeake Bay craftsmen.

Why are Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys considered
valuable collectibles?
They are valued for their historical significance, craftsmanship, and rarity, often fetching
high prices at auctions among collectors of folk art and hunting memorabilia.

What types of waterfowl are commonly depicted in
Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys?
Common species include canvasbacks, redheads, pintails, and black ducks, which are
native to the Chesapeake Bay area and popular among hunters.

How has the craft of making Upper Chesapeake Bay
decoys evolved over time?
While traditional hand-carving and painting remain central, some modern makers
incorporate new materials and techniques, but the focus on realism and functionality



continues to define the craft.

Are there museums or exhibitions dedicated to Upper
Chesapeake Bay decoys?
Yes, institutions like the Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum often feature collections and
exhibitions showcasing these decoys and the history of their makers.

How can someone learn to make Upper Chesapeake Bay
style decoys?
Aspiring carvers can learn through workshops, instructional books, online tutorials, and by
studying antique decoys to understand traditional carving and painting techniques.

Additional Resources
1. Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys: Artistry and Tradition
This book offers an in-depth look at the rich tradition of decoy carving in the Upper
Chesapeake Bay area. It explores the unique styles and techniques used by local carvers,
highlighting how these pieces reflect the cultural heritage of the region. Richly illustrated,
the book also delves into the materials and tools that shaped these iconic decoys.

2. The Makers of Chesapeake Bay Decoys: Masters of Waterfowl Art
Focusing on the craftsmen behind the decoys, this volume profiles renowned makers from
the Chesapeake Bay region. It includes biographical sketches, interviews, and photographs
that capture their creative processes. The book emphasizes the blend of artistry and
functionality that defines Chesapeake Bay decoys.

3. Decoy Carving on the Upper Chesapeake: History and Techniques
This comprehensive guide traces the evolution of decoy carving in the Upper Chesapeake
Bay from its origins to modern times. It presents detailed descriptions of carving methods,
paint applications, and design variations specific to the area. Collectors and carvers alike
will find valuable insights and practical advice within its pages.

4. Waterfowl Decoys of the Upper Chesapeake Bay: A Collector’s Guide
Designed for enthusiasts and collectors, this book catalogs a wide array of decoys from the
Upper Chesapeake Bay. Each entry includes high-quality images, maker identification, and
historical context. The guide also discusses the market trends and factors influencing the
value of these collectible pieces.

5. Chesapeake Bay Decoy Makers: Legacy and Influence
Exploring the impact of Chesapeake Bay decoy makers on American folk art, this book
highlights their contributions and lasting legacy. It examines how these artisans influenced
broader decoy carving traditions across the country. The narrative is enriched with personal
stories and archival photographs.

6. The Art and Craft of Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys
This beautifully illustrated book celebrates the artistic qualities of Upper Chesapeake Bay



decoys. It analyzes stylistic elements such as form, coloration, and carving details that set
these decoys apart. The text also covers the cultural significance of decoy making in the
region’s maritime communities.

7. Upper Chesapeake Bay Decoys: Identification and Appraisal
A practical resource for appraisers and collectors, this book provides tools for identifying
authentic Upper Chesapeake Bay decoys. It explains distinguishing features and maker
marks essential for accurate appraisal. The book also offers guidance on preservation and
restoration techniques.

8. From Block to Bird: The Making of Chesapeake Bay Decoys
This step-by-step narrative takes readers through the decoy-making process, from raw
wood blocks to finished waterfowl replicas. Illustrated with photographs and diagrams, it
showcases the skills of Upper Chesapeake Bay carvers. The book serves as both an
educational tool and a tribute to these craftsmen.

9. Chesapeake Bay Decoys: Stories of the Makers and Their Craft
Focusing on personal narratives, this collection features stories from decoy makers and
their families in the Upper Chesapeake Bay region. It provides a human perspective on the
tradition, revealing the motivations and challenges faced by artisans. The book is a
heartfelt homage to a cherished regional craft.
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