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The cream rises to the top is a
worn out cliché, but that
phrase aptly describes the re-
sults of Copley Fine Art Auc-
tions first “Winter Sale,” held

on January 17, 2011 at The Church of St.
Ignatius Loyola in New York City, as the
top ten decoy lots in the auction grossed
$626,175, almost 60% over their average
estimate and nearly 70% of the total dol-
lars of all the decoys sold.

A rare hollow feeding Canada goose by
John Tax of Osakis, Minnesota was the
top lot in the auction, selling to a phone
bidder for $115,000, exactly double its es-
timate and an auction price record for its
maker. A rare pair of hollow-carved gold-
eneyes by A.E. Crowell of East Harwich,
Massachusetts, branded JWW for John
Willard Ware and formerly in the collec-
tion of Dr. James McCleery, brought
$109,250 from another phone bidder,
nearly double the estimate.

Three of Crowell’s decorative shore-
birds, all with the early oval brand, also
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FFee eeddiinn gg  CCaannaaddaa   ggoooossee   bb yy  JJoohhnn  TTaaxx   oo ff   OOssaakk iiss ,,   MMiinnnneessoott aa  (( eess tt..   $$4466,,000000//6699,,000000))   ss oo lldd
ttoo   aa   pphhoonnee  bbii ddddeerr   ffoo rr   $$111155,,000000,,   tthhee   tt oopp  pp rr iicc ee   iinn   tthhee   ssaa ll ee   aanndd  aann   aauucctt iioonn   pp rr iicc ee   rree ccoorrdd
ffoo rr   ii tt ss   mmaakkeerr..

PPaaiirr  ooff   hhoollllooww--ccaarrvveedd  ggoollddeenneeyyeess  wwiitthh  ccrroosssseedd
wwiinngg  ttiippss  bbyy  AA..EE..  CCrroowweellll  ooff  EEaasstt  HHaarrwwiicchh,,
MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss  ((eesstt..  $$4466,,000000//6699,,000000)),,  ffoorrmmeerrllyy
iinn  tthhee  ccoolllleeccttiioonn  ooff  DDrr..  JJaammeess  MMccCClleeeerryy,,  ssoolldd
ttoo  aa  pphhoonnee  bbiiddddeerr  ffoorr  $$110099,,225500..

and greater yellowlegs at $4888, all below
estimate. Two of his duck decoys also fell
short: swimming red-breasted merganser
at $8625 and green-winged teal at $4888. 

A rare, possibly one-of-a-kind mallard

RRaarree,,  ppooss ssiibbllyy  oonnee --ooff--aa--kkiinndd  mmaallllaarrdd
bbyy  JJooee   LLiinnccoollnn  ooff  AAccccoorrdd,,  MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss
((eesstt  $$2233,,000000//3344,,550000))  ssoolldd  ttoo  aa  BBaayy  SSttaattee
ccoolllleeccttoorr  ffoorr   $$8866,,225500..

finished in the top ten: Hudsonian curlew
for $74,750, golden plover in non-breed-
ing or juvenile plumage at $48,875 and
running black-bellied plover for $37,375,
all at or above estimate. Three more of his
decorative shorebirds made the top 25 list:
preening lesser yellowlegs with lifted wing
for $11,500, black-bellied plover at $8050
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SSttyylliisshh  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  bbyy  LLeeee  DDuuddlleeyy  ooff  KKnnoottttss  
IIssllaanndd,,  NNoorrtthh  CCaarroolliinnaa  ((eesstt..  $$3344,,550000//5577,,550000)),,  
wwiitthh  hhiiss  ppeerr ssoonnaall  ““LLDD””  bbrraanndd  oonn  tthhee  bboottttoomm,,  
ssoolldd  ttoo  aa  TTeennnneess ssee  ccoolllleeccttoorr  ffoorr   $$8800,,550000..

EEaarrllyy   ddeeccoorraattiivvee  HHuuddssoonniiaann  ccuurrlleeww  bbyy  AA..EE..
CCrroowweellll  ((eesstt..  $$6699,,000000//110033,,550000))  ssoolldd  ttoo  aa
pphhoonnee  bbiiddddeerr  ffoorr   $$7744,,775500..  

EEaarrllyy   ddeeccoorraattiivvee  ggoollddeenn  pplloovveerr  iinn  nnoonn--bbrreeeedd--
iinngg  oorr   jjuuvveenniill ee  pplluummaaggee   bbyy  AA..EE..  CCrroowweellll
((eesstt..  $$1177,,225500//2288,,775500))  ssoolldd  ttoo  aa  ffoollkk  aarrtt  
ccoolllleeccttoorr  ffoorr  $$4488,,887755..  

by Crowell’s contemporary, Joe Lincoln of
Accord, Massachusetts, sold to a Bay State
collector for $86,250, exactly triple its es-
timate. A feeding yellowlegs by Lincoln’s
neighbor, Elisha Burr of Hingham, fell
below estimate at $4888.

Canvasbacks by Lee Dudley of Knotts
Island, North Carolina are held in high es-
teem among collectors of southern decoys,
particularly those from the maker’s per-
sonal rig, which are branded “LD.” The
one in this auction was especially rare as it
had the original bill. It sold to a Tennessee
collector for $80,500, nearly double its es-
timate. 

There were four Virginia decoys on the
top 25 list, all by different makers: black
duck by Ira Hudson of Chincoteague at
$11,500, hollow-carved swan by Charles
Birch of Willis Wharf at $11,500, hollow-
carved brant by Dave “Umbrella” Watson
of Chincoteague at $7475 and brant by
Nathan Cobb Jr. of Cobb Island at $6900.
All but the Cobb made estimate. 

An outstanding 19th century hollow-
carved red-breasted merganser credited as
the work of Levi Rhodes Truex of Atlantic
City, New Jersey sold to a phone bidder
for $37,375, over double its estimate and
an auction price record for its maker. The
underbidder thought it was made early in
his career when Truex lived in Tuckerton. 

A hollow-carved Canada goose by

OOuuttssttaannddiinngg  hhoollllooww--ccaarrvveedd  rreedd--bbrreeaasstt eedd  mmeerrggaannsseerr  
bbyy  RRhhooddeess  TTrruueexx  ooff  AAttllaannttiicc  CCiittyy,,  NNeeww  JJeerrsseeyy  
((eesstt..  $$1133,,880000//2200,,770000))  ssoolldd  ttoo  aa  pphhoonnee  bbiiddddeerr  
ffoorr  $$3377,,337755,,  aann  aauuccttiioonn  pprriiccee  rreeccoorrdd  ffoorr  iittss  mmaakkeerr..  

EEaarrllyy  rruunnnniinngg  bbllaacckk --bbeelllliieedd  pplloovveerr  ddeeccoorraattiivvee
bbyy  AA..EE..  CCrroowweellll  ((eesstt..  $$1177,,225500//2288,,775500))  
ssoolldd  ttoo  aa  pphhoonnee  bbiiddddeerr  ffoorr  $$3377,,337755..
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Top 25 Lots at Copley’s 2011 Winter Sale
New York, New York, January 17, 2011

Rank Description (catalog no.) Av. Est. Price

John Tax (MN) feeding Canada goose (359) $57,500 $115,000
A.E. Crowell (MA) HC goldeneye pair (263) 57,500 109,250
Joe Lincoln (MA) mallard (245) 28,750 86,250
Lee Dudley (NC) canvasback (331) 46,000 80,500
A.E. Crowell (MA) curlew, dec. (259) 86,250 74,750
A.E. Crowell (MA) golden plover, dec. (258) 23,000 48,875
A.E. Crowell (MA) running BB plover, dec. (257) 23,000 37,375
Rhodes Truex (NJ) HC RB merganser (275) 17,250 37,375
Ferdinand Bach (MI) canvasback (352) 28,750 23,000
Clark Madara (NJ) HC Canada goose (277) 28,750 13,800
A.E. Crowell (MA) preening yellowlegs, dec. (262) 23,000 11,500
Ira Hudson (VA) black duck (329) 12,075 11,500
Charles Birch (VA) HC swan (330) 11,500 11,500
Mason factory (MI) Premier canvasback (165) 11,500 9,200
A.E. Crowell (MA) swimming RB merganser (265) 17,250 8,625
A.E. Crowell (MA) BB plover, dec. (260) 9,775 8,050
“Umbrella” Watson (VA) HC Canada goose (328) 8,625 7,475
Nathan Cobb Jr. (VA) brant (327) 7,250 6,900
Mason factory (MI) Challenge brant (163) 5,750 6,900
Mason factory (MI) Premier pintail pair (162) 14,375 6,325
A.E. Crowell (MA) GW teal (264) 8,625 4,888
Elisha Burr (MA) feeding yellowlegs (221) 7,590 4,888
A.E. Crowell (MA) yellowlegs, dec. (261) 9,775 4,888
Blair school (PA) HC Canada goose (279) 5,750 4,600
Mark McNair (VA) swimming Canada goose (195) 5,750 4,600

TOTALS $556,715      $738,014

Key: HC – hollow-carved            RB – red-breasted             BB – black-bellied
GW – green-winged            dec – decorative 
* - auction price record for this maker

The top 25 lots (13.2% of the 190 sold) accounted for $738,014 (81.4% of the
$906,373 gross) and were 32.6% over their total average estimate. 
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Clark Madara of Pitman, New Jersey
brought $13,800, the only bird on the top
ten list to fall short of estimate. A hollow-
carved 19th century “Blair school” Canada
goose with excellent form but little original
paint made its low estimate $4600. 

An oversized canvasback by Ferdinand
Bach of Detroit, Michigan, marked with the
maker’s incised “signature” on the bottom,
made it low estimate $23,000. Three lots by
the Mason decoy factory of Detroit made the
top 25 list: oversized Premier Chesapeake Bay
model canvasback at $9200, Challenge At-
lantic brant at $6900 and Premier pintail pair
at $6325, the first two within estimate and
the pintails far short. 

A hissing Cobb Island style Canada goose
by Mark McNair of Craddockville, Virginia
also made the list at $4600, the only one of
eight McNair lots in the sale to make esti-
mate. 

The auction, which grossed $1,554,972,
included paintings, bronzes, whales, books
and baskets. This report only covers the de-
coys. Although the top lots had stellar results,
there were many bargains further down the
line. In addition, 40 decoy lots with a low es-
timate near $200,00 failed to sell. But the
final numbers more than made up for those
shortcomings. 

In summary, of 230 decoy lots offered, 40
failed to sell, leaving 190 lots that sold for
$906,373 for an average of $4770 per lot and
were 41.5% over the total low estimate after
deducting the low estimate of the unsold lots.
The top 25 lots (13.2% of the total sold) ac-
counted for $738,014 (81.4% of the gross)
and were 32.6% over their total average esti-
mate. All prices include a 15% buyer’s pre-
mium. Michael Grogan served as the
auctioneer. 

HHoollllooww--ccaarrvveedd  CCaannaaddaa  ggoooossee  bbyy  CCllaarrkk
MMaaddaarraa  ooff   PPiittmmaann,,  NNeeww  JJeerr sseeyy  ((eesstt..
$$1177,,225500//2233,,000000))   bbrroouugghhtt  $$1133,,880000..
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OOvveerrssiizzeedd  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  bbyy  FFeerrddiinnaanndd  BBaacchh  
ooff  DDeettrrooiitt,,  MMiicchhiiggaann  ((eesstt..  $$2233,,000000//3344,,550000))   
wwiitthh  tthhee  mmaakkeerr’’ss   ssttyylliizzeedd  ““ssiiggnnaattuurree””  oonn  tthhee   
bboottttoomm  ssoolldd  ffoorr  $$2233,,000000..


