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Auction Action In Plymouth, Mass.

Crowells Lead Copley Fine Art’s $1.6 Million Sporting Sale

PLYMOUTH, MASS. —
There’s Americana Week,
Antiques Week, Asian Week,
and then there’s Decoy Week.
Steve O’Brien’s Copley Fine
Art Auctions got Decoy Week
off to a strong start, sending
$1.6 million worth of decoys
and related items to new
homes.
The sale was conducted in

Plymouth on July 25 and
included 532 lots of decoys and
other sporting material. It
wasn’t just an auction — it was
an event. The day before the
show, O’Brien arranged a
demonstration of decoy carv-
ing by Mark McNair, a well-
known carver from Crad-
dockville, Va. McNair and his
two sons, who also carve,
exhibited and sold several of
their recent works. O’Brien
also hosted a meeting of collec-
tors and dealers interested in
reconstituting the dormant
New England Decoy Collectors
Association. In addition, there
was a decoy show with several
dealers set up adjacent to the
auction room, displaying hun-
dreds more decoys for sale. The
salesroom was packed when
the auction began, several
phone lines were in use and
Internet bidding was available
on Bidsquare. The sale was 85
percent sold by lot and more
than 94 percent by value. Auc-
tioneer Peter Coccoluto ran a
smooth, rapid sale.
During the preview, Steve

O’Brien told Antiques and The
Arts Weekly that he anticipat-
ed that Elmer Crowell’s preen-
ing black duck would be the
star of the sale, and he was
right. The decoy sold in the
room for $210,000 to well-
known dealer Russ Goldberg-
er, bidding for a client. The
full-bodied black duck was an
early, pre-brand decoy in
exceptional condition. Black
ducks were, according to the
catalog, Crowell’s most
requested species and he

carved hundreds in the
straight head position. Accord-
ing to O’Brien, only six are
known in the preening position
and this was one of the best.
A similar bird was illustrated

on the cover of The Magazine
Antiques in September 1989
and in Adele Earnest’s 1965
book, The Art of The Decoy:
American Bird Carvings. Gold-
berger said that he had very
carefully examined the decoy
in bright sunlight and with
black light. He also examined
the x-rays that O’Brien had
made available. Goldberger

agreed that the condition was
exceptional, and advised his
client accordingly.
The black duck was not the

only Crowell creation to do
well. A life-size running black-
bellied plover, circa 1912,
exceeded its $50,000 estimate,
selling for $78,000, and a life-
size circa 1930 semiplated
plover went out for $22,800,
also over its estimate, to a
phone bidder. There were 22
miniatures by Crowell and all
sold over their high estimates.
The songbirds did well, with a
miniature cedar waxwing
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New Hampshire dealers Russ and Karen Goldberger
attended the sale. Russ, bidding for a client, bought the
Crowell preening black duck.

Steve O’Brien smiles as he holds the preen-
ing black duck made by Elmer Crowell. He
predicted it would be the feature decoy of
the auction and he was right. It earned
$210,000.

Elmer Crowell’s life-size running black bel-
lied plover came from the well-known col-
lection of Russell B. Aiken. It was cataloged
as being one of the best-painted plovers
Crowell ever made, in addition to being
well detailed. It fetched $78,000.

Nathan Cobb Jr’s feeding brant was passed during the auc-
tion but sold a few minutes later for $44,000. Dating to
about 1880, it was made on Cobb Island, Va. It has a “root
head,” likely made from a single twisted branch of myrtle,
which is abundant of the island. In original paint, it bore
the brand of Cobb’s son.

The preening black duck by Elmer Crowell was anticipat-
ed to be the star of the sale and it was. Steve O’Brien said
that only six preening black ducks exist today and this is
one of the finest. The marketplace agreed with him and it
sold for $210,000 to dealer Russ Goldberger, bidding for a
client.

The sale included several watercolors by Ogden M. Pleiss-
ner (1905–1983). Titled “The Gorge-Salmon Fishing,” this
one brought $30,000.

A number of folk art canes were included in the auction. This example was believed to
have been by an inmate of the prison in Jackson, Mich. It went out at $2,160.

From the Adele Earnest collection came this running sick-
le-billed curlew. The iconic folk sculpture was described in
Earnest’s 1965 book Art of the Decoy and illustrated in her
1984 book Folk Art in America. It doubled its high estimate,
going out at $36,000.

Colin McNair’s blue fin tuna was one of several carvings
exhibited by three members of the McNair family. The tuna
sold for $3,500. Colin said he sold his first carving when he
was six years old.

More than doubling the high estimate, Ira Hudson’s circa
1930 pintail drake had been in the collection of William H.
Purnell Jr. Hudson worked in Chincoteague, Va., and his
mark was on the bottom of the decoy. It brought $38,400.



bringing $2,040 and a minia-
ture goldfinch bringing $1,800.
Crowell’s ducks were more

popular than the songbirds
Setting a new world’s record
for a miniature waterfowl
carving was an extremely rare
turned head preening pintail
drake. Crowell made very few
preening miniatures and this
one far exceeded its estimate,
finishing up at $28,800. A
miniature canvasback hen,
with the Crowell mark, earned
$5,400, and a miniature green
heron ended up at $5,100.
Each selling for $2,760 were a
long-tailed duck drake and a
Wilson’s, or common, tern.
As with several of the minia-

tures in this sale, these birds
had been purchased directly
from Crowell by an early mem-
ber of the consignor’s family.
Multiple phone bidders com-
peted with bidders in the room
and on the Internet for the
miniatures. O’Brien said that
he thought at least two of the
miniatures had been good
buys. A mallard drake and a
wood duck were among the
smallest carvings that Crowell
ever produced, at just 17/8

inches tall. The mallard
achieved $1,020, and the wood
duck made $1,560. There were
several birds that made their
new owners happy, selling well
below their high estimates.
Very few lots at a Copley sale
have reserves, and almost
none estimated below $5,000
have reserves. Birds are there
to sell and bargains can be
had.
The sale included two impor-

tant Cobb Island decoys
carved by Nathan Cobb Jr,
circa 1880. Both were passed
during the auction but sold a
few minutes later. Each
brought $52,800. Cobb’s feed-
ing brant has two “E’s” brand-
ed into its base, indicating that
it had belonged to the gunning
rig used by Cobb’s son, Elka-
nah, who was also a guide and
hunter. Colin McNair, Copley’s
decoy specialist, told Antiques
and The Arts Weekly that this
decoy has a very unusual “root
head” in an animated feeding
position. It’s a feature not
often found in Southern
decoys. It was, according to
McNair, probably carved from
a single twisted branch of wax

myrtle, which is abundant on
the island. Cobb’s brants are
especially life-like, as he was
known to have a flock of tame
brants on the island. The
importance of this particular
decoy has been recognized for
many years. It was illustrated
in a collection of essays in
Duck Shooting Along The
Atlantic Tidewater, published
in 1947. McNair said that the
second important Cobb in the
sale was a running curlew.
Curlews by Cobb are uncom-
mon and this one had original
paint and a well-respected
provenance, having been in the
William Mackey Jr collection.
O’Brien said that he was

pleasantly surprised at the
interest in two decoys by
Charles Hart, a Gloucester
carver. Both doubled their
high estimates. One was a
black duck with a hollowed out
body and original paint. It had
no bottom board and was
designed to create a suction on
calm days. It finished at
$12,000. A swimming black
duck by Hart of hollow con-
struction and branded by the
maker went out at $5,400. Also
doing well was a canvas cov-
ered Canada goose made by
George Boyd. It had been pur-
chased in 1923 by future Gen-
eral George S. Patton. Patton
gave it to his cousin, Gus
Means, and the decoy bears
the brand used by Means. It
made $16,800. Speaking of
Canada geese, three miniature
goose carvings by Joseph Lin-
coln sold between $3,300 and
$4,500. The lowest priced of
the three showed a little more
wear to the paint than the oth-
ers.
With a strong folk art prove-

nance was a sickle-billed
curlew that had belonged to
Adele Earnest. She discussed
it in her 1965 book Art of the
Decoy: American Bird Carv-
ings and pictured it in her
1984 book Folk Art in America.
It was also discussed in Spiri-
tually Moving, A Collection of
American Folk Art Sculpture.
Several phone bidders compet-
ed for this bird, with the win-
ning bidder paying $36,000. A
large preening eider hen made
by Gus Wilson of South Port-
land, Maine, circa 1900, went
for $18,000.
Although perhaps best

known as a decoy carver, Wil-
son was also a boat builder,
outdoorsman and lighthouse
keeper. His work as lighthouse
keeper provided a steady
income and time for him to
pursue his other interests.
Also exceeding high estimates
were a life-size trumpeter
swan decoy, which fetched
$1,920, and a long-tailed duck
drake made by Lemuel Ward of
Crisfield, Md., which went out
at $11,400. A fine pintail drake
by Ira Hudson more than dou-
bled its high estimate, bring-
ing $38,400. A premier-grade
Mason canvasback drake sold
well over its estimate, going
out at $7,200.
Copley sales usually include

a good selection of original art
work with sporting themes.
“The Gorge-Salmon Fishing,” a
watercolor by Ogden M. Pleiss-
ner (1905-1983), sold within
its estimates, finishing at
$30,000. “Woodcock Hunting,”
a watercolor by Alden Lassell
Ripley (1896–1969), went out
at $24,000. Two other water-
colors by Ripley each brought
just under $10,000 each, and a
charcoal by the artist achieved
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Gus Wilson of South Portland, Maine, made this large
preening eider hen circa 1900. It has carved eyes, a
detailed bill and original paint. A pair of Wilson’s eiders
are featured in the “American Identities” exhibit at the
Brooklyn Museum. Perhaps a bargain at $18,000, well
under its estimate.

Mark McNair made this 50-inch white whale in 1990. It was
one of several McNair carvings in the sale and earned
$8,610. McNair and his two sons carve today and several of
their carvings were exhibited during the auction. Some
found new homes.

Cataloged as one of the finest miniature carvings by Joe
Lincoln, this 6½-inch Canada goose earned $4,500.

There were also several watercolors by Alden Lassell Rip-
ley (1896–1969). They ranged in price up to $24,000 for this
work titled “Woodcock Hunting.”

Hart penguins are popular with folk art collectors, and
Russ Goldberger had three priced between $4,500 and
$5,500.

Fish Decoys made by master carver Oscar Peterson are a
crossover item, appealing to decoy collectors as well as
folk art collectors. Burt and Ann Campbell had a group of
his carvings priced between $1,500 and $3,500. Don Kirk-
son, an advanced collector, said that he always carries a
small magnet in his pocket as authentic Peterson carvings
will respond to a magnet, while fakes will not.

Once owned by General George S. Patton, George Boyd’s
circa 1920 canvas covered Canada goose had been given by
Patton to his cousin and bears the brand of that cousin. Its
final price was $16,800.

This turned head Canada goose was made in Massachu-
setts, circa 1890. It was illustrated on the cover of two
issues of Decoy Collector’s Magazine, as well as the cover of
North American Decoys at Auction. When sold in 2002, it
realized the second highest price of any decoy sold that
year. This time, it may have been a real bargain, bringing
$20,400.



$900. The fine arts category
was led by an Arthur Burdett
Frost (1851–1928) watercolor
scene titled “English Snipe.” It
pictured a hunter over two
pointers and finished up at
$48,000. O’Brien commented
that several paintings sold for
five figures and only one esti-
mated in that range failed to
sell.
When McNair demonstrated

his approach to carving decoys,
he told the assembled crowd
that one of his most useful
tools was a small axe, or hatch-
et, which he used for roughing
out the form of the decoy. Both
of McNair’s sons, Colin and

Ian, are also actively carving
today. Each member of the
family displayed his work and
several pieces sold. A whale by
Mark sold, a large blue-fin
tuna by Colin sold for $3,500,
and shore birds by Ian also
sold. Colin told Antiques and
The Arts Weekly that his tuna
was made from a 3-inch white
cedar board, with the fins
inlaid. When asked about how
long it took him to paint this
large fish, he answered, “If I
make a good carving, painting
should be easy.” No way to get
him to commit as to how much
labor was involved. He also
said that he sold his first carv-

ing when he was six years old.
Several carvings by Mark
McNair were sold in the auc-
tion, with an exceptional white
whale, 50 inches long, bringing
$8,610. Other McNair carvings
sold well.
In the late 1970s, Dr George

Starr, one of the most respect-
ed collectors of his day, was
instrumental in the formation
of the New England Decoy Col-
lectors Association. At its
height, it had about 175 mem-
bers. When Starr died in the
1980s, the organization faded
away. Jim Parker, Copley’s
decoy consultant, convened a
meeting of interested collec-

tors and dealers in a meeting
room at the hotel. It was
attended by about 40 people,
and there was widespread
interest in getting a new group
organized, using the same
name as the original. Parker
told Antiques and The Arts
Weekly that he hopes to gener-
ate enough interest to produce
a decoy show in New England
and publish an informative
newsletter.
O’Brien was optimistic before

the sale, telling Antiques and
The Arts Weekly that the sale
included several “great birds
from great collections.” After
the sale he said, “We were

extremely happy with the
results of this auction. There
was highly competitive bid-
ding from more than 500 par-
ticipants, with many new bid-
ders stepping up in the $5,000
to $50,000 range. Factory
birds were strong. The only
major passed lot was the
Perdew preening mallard that
failed to find a buyer. That
aside, 14 of the top 25 decoy
lots went above estimate with
only two selling below, we will
take those results every time.”
Prices reported include

buyer’s premium. For informa-
tion, www.copleyart.com or 617-
536-0030.
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One of two ducks carved by Charles Hart of Gloucester,
Mass., in this auction, this example was illustrated in George
Starr’s Decoys of the Atlantic Flyway and it made $12,000.

Trumpeter swan decoys are truly sculptural folk art. This
one was made recently by George Birch of Chincoteague,
Va. It finished at $1,920.

Frank Finney’s life-size and very life-like
wild turkey carving brought $8,400. Phone
bidders competed with an absentee bid.

A miniature canvasback drake by Elmer
Crowell sold for $5,400, far over its esti-
mate. It had Crowell’s rectangular mark
and was dated 1930.

Carver Mark McNair demonstrates his use
of a small axe, or hatchet, during his
demonstration of his carving techniques.
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WASHINGTON, CONN. —
On Saturday, August 8, from
noon to 2 pm, at the Gunn
Library and Museum, there
will be an opening reception
for the Gunn’s Black and
White Photography Competi-
tion. The reception is free and
open to the public, as is the
exhibition, which will be on
view through September 19.
An amazing variety of black

and white photographs have
been submitted by communi-
ty members, and judges
Wendy Carlson, Judith Petro-
vich and Kathryn McCarver
Root will announce the win-
ners at the opening of the
exhibit.

Many pieces in the show are
available for purchase. The
exhibit will be on display in
the Gunn Library’s Stairwell
Gallery during normal
library hours. The library is
closed on Wednesday and
Sunday, regular hours are
Monday–Saturday, 9:30 am to
5 pm, Tuesday and Thursday
until 8 pm and Saturday
until 3 pm.
The Gunn Library and

Museum is at 5 Wykeham
Road, at the intersection of
Wykeham Road and Route
47, on Washington Green.
For more information, 860-
868-7756 or www.gunnli-
brary.org.

Gunn Library’s Black & White Photo 
Competition Show Opens August 8 

ROSLYN HARBOR, N.Y. —
On Thursday, August 27, from 1
to 2 pm, there will be a brown
bag lecture at the Nassau Coun-
ty Museum of Art. At 2 pm there
is a public exhibition tour. Bring
a sandwich and enjoy lunch.
Museum docent Riva Ettus

will presents an informative
talk on the extensive range of
art included in the exhibit “The
Moderns: Chagall, Degas, Léger,
Miró, Picasso and more…”

(selections from the Saltzman
family collection and Long
Island Collects Modern Art),
which is on view through
November 8.
Free with museum admission.

Reservations not needed; first
come, first seated.
Nassau County Museum of Art

is at One Museum Drive. For
additional information, or
www.nassaumuseum.org 516-
484-9337.

Lecture On ‘The Moderns’ Aug. 27
At Nassau County Museum Of Art




