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HINGHAM, MASS. — As 
expected, the top lot in Copley’s 
July 23 sporting sale was a cur-
lew carved by Nantucket maker 
Charles Coffin about 1870. Fin-
ishing in second place, also as 
expected, was an 11-inch decora-
tive carving of a calling yellow-
legs by Elmer Crowell. Of the 
nine top-priced items in the sale, 
which collectively grossed 

$447,000, eight were decoys. In 
all, more than 20 items sold for 
five-figure prices. This was Cop-
ley’s first online-only sale and it 
went smoothly, live-streamed on 
Bidsquare. Peter Coccoluto han-
dled the podium duties and the 
sale was easy to follow. Artwork 
accounted for about one-third of 
the total, $311,000, decoys 
accounted for the balance, 

$640,000. Of the 740 registered 
bidders, more than 150 were new 
to Copley, and the auction was 93 
percent sold.

Decoys led the day, with the 
circa 1870 three-piece hollow 
carved Nantucket curlew by 
Charles Coffin bringing the high-
est price of the sale. Coffin was 
one of the island’s premier carv-
ers, and most of his known out-
put is owned by the O’Brien fam-
ily. This decoy showed intricate, 
stippled paint and was in fine 
condition, with even gunning 
wear but a replaced bill. When 
asked before the sale if the 
replaced bill would negatively 
affect the price, Colin McNair, 
Copley’s decoy specialist, replied, 
“We’ll see. But where are you 
going to find a better one?” The 
marketplace seemed to agree as 
the decoy sold for $108,000.

The sale featured about 30 
decoys made by Cape Cod carver 
Elmer Crowell, who died in 1952 
at the age of 90. His output 
included decoys intended for 
hunting and others intended for 
the mantelpiece or a showcase. 
The second highest price in this 
sale, $90,000, was registered by a 
decorative carving of a calling 
yellowlegs, which drew 16 bids. It 
had everything going for it: a 
rarely seen open bill, dropped 

wings, upswept tail and Crowell’s 
fine paint job. A Crowell willet 
earned $38,400. Two other Crow-
ell decoys earned well over 
$10,000, and a selection of his 
miniatures sold between $850 
and $2,600. McNair, talking 
about the Crowell decoys, com-
mented, “There’s always a lot of 
presale interest in Crowell birds.” 

A sleeping black-bellied plover 
by Melvin Gardner Lawrence, a 
Revere, Mass., carver, brought 
$42,000, and a running black 
bellied plover by the same carver 

earned $13,200. The sleeping 
plover was the single bird pic-
tured on the cover of Massachu-
setts Masterpieces, The Decoy as 
Art, by Gigi Hopkins. Perhaps 
only a single rig of 12 birds is 
known to exist by this carver, 
and the Hopkins book details her 
research on the artist.

An American merganser drake 
by Joseph Lincoln, another Mas-
sachusetts carver, realized 
$45,000. According to the catalog, 
few examples in this condition 
exist. This decoy has a distin-
guished provenance, having been 
owned by Dr George Starr Jr and 
illustrated in his seminal refer-
ence Decoys of The Atlantic Fly-
way, as well as in Cap Vinal’s 
essential work on Lincoln, Joseph 
W. Lincoln. Bidders also respond-
ed positively to a number of other 
decoys. Bringing $18,000 was a 
circa 1890 brant by well-respect-
ed New Jersey carver John Daw-
son. It had original paint with 
bright side stripes. A pair of circa 
1925 pintails carved by G. Bert 
Graves and painted by Catherine 
Eliston earned $18,600. A mal-
lard drake, described in the cata-
log as “an exceedingly rare and 
important hollow mallard in 
unused condition,” made by the 
Mason Decoy Factory around 
1900, achieved $16,800. Condi-
tion was helped by the fact that it 
had been owned by a bank presi-
dent in Chicago and from 1930 to 
1970 was stored in the basement 
of the bank.

Copley’s Sporting Sale Led By Coffin Curlew At $108,000
Auction Action Online

Auction Is 93 Percent Sold &
Grosses More Than $950,000

Aiden Lassell Ripley’s watercolor, dated 1948, showing a 
pair of ringneck pheasants taking flight from a marsh, fin-
ished at $16,800.

A life-sized alighting tern by Elmer Crowell with a wing 
spread of more than 19 inches earned $16,800. Circa 1930, 
it was cataloged as “possibly unique” with minor paint 
restoration.

Few would dispute that Mark McNair is one of today’s pre-
mier carvers. This 19-inch eider had raised wings and the 
fine paint job that McNair is known for. It reached $4,800.

A life-sized heron, more than 34 inches tall 
and carved in 2000 by David B. Ward, went 
out for $2,520.

Bird trees are still popular. This one, 40 
inches tall, had six now-extinct passenger 
pigeons resting on its branches. Carved by 
Ken Kirby in 2014, it brought $1,560.

A sleeping black bellied plover by Melvin Gardner Law-
rence, a Revere, Mass., carver, brought $42,000. Perhaps no 
more than 12 examples of his work are known.

It wasn’t a surprise that Elmer Crowell’s calling yellowlegs 
earned $90,000, its high estimate. It has an open beak, 
dropped wings, upswept tail and more. Beautifully painted, 
with just minor wear, it was the second highest priced 
decoy in the sale.

The star of the sale was this the circa 1870 three-piece hollow 
carved Nantucket curlew by Charles Coffin. Examples by this 
maker are rare, and this one had an exceptional paint job. 
Although the beak was replaced, it sold for $108,000, a record 
for the carver and any Nantucket decoy. 
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Rick Russack, Contributing Editor 
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Copley sales usually include a 
strong selection of contemporary 
carvings, including those made 
by the McNair family. Three 
members of the family carve, two 
brothers, Colin, who works for 
Copley, his older brother Ian, and 
their father Mark, who is consid-
ered one of the finest craftsmen 
in the field. In this sale, a rig of 
six shorebird decoys by Mark 
McNair sold for $6,000. In the 
past, the Shelburne Museum, 
with one of the best decoy collec-
tions in the country, paid more 
than $27,000 for a pair of McNair 
swans during a 2009 Copley sale, 
and a few minutes later a rig of 
five golden plovers sold for more 
than $37,000, still a record for 
the artist. Colin McNair said 
that his self-taught father, who 
started carving in the early 70s, 
produces no more than a bird a 
week on average. He and his 
brother, taught by their father, 
carve as time permits.

Artwork included watercolors 
by Aiden Lassell Ripley (1896-
1969) and Ogden M. Pleisnner 
(1905-1983), oil paintings by 
Thomas Aquinas Daly (b 1937) 
and Lanford Monroe (1950-
2000), as well as etchings by Carl 
Rungius (1869-1959) and Frank 
W. Benson (1862-1951). Leading 
the category was Pleisnner’s 
circa 1940 quail hunting scene, 
which went for $37,200. A 1948 

Ripley watercolor depicting two 
pheasants taking off from a 
marsh ended up at $16,800, 
while another by the artist, 
“Pheasants Near the Old Farm,” 
brought the same price. One of 
the seven lots of Rungius etch-
ings, “Browsing,” depicting sev-
eral elk in sparse vegetation, 
sold for $2,880.

Steve O’Brien Jr discussed the 
sale, the state of the decoy busi-
ness and how the virus restric-
tions have affected his business. 
“This will be a much smaller 
sale than usual for us. That’s by 
design. We have fewer lots and 
we didn’t include any of the 
blockbusters that we’ve had in 
previous sales. So, for what we 
presented, we did well. Just one 
of our cover lots, the merganser 
didn’t sell. We ended up just 
under a million dollars, but our 
private sales prior to the auc-
tion were another $2 million. 
That $2 million worth of decoys 
would have been included with 
this sale had it not been for the 
COVID-19 restrictions. The col-
lector was hesitant about how 
the virus might affect the auc-
tion marketplace, so he asked 
us to sell them privately, which 
we do a lot of, so we did. We do 
just two sales a year, so we 
didn’t like losing the interaction 
with our clients that a live sale 
provides. Most, however, know 

us well and trust that our 
descriptions are accurate. We’ve 
provided hundreds of detailed 
condition reports, additional 
photographs and x-ray reports. 
In addition, many of the birds 
are well known to the market, 
having major collections in 
their provenance and having 
been illustrated in various pub-
lications over the years. That 
really helps. And business-wise 
overall, it’s been a very good 
year. Our next sale, in February, 
has a major collection of South-
ern decoys, including some 
major birds, so we’re looking 
forward to that and hope we’re 
back to live format by then.”

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

Mark McNair holds some of the records for contemporary 
carvers. This pair, shown by courtesy of the Shelburne 
Museum, brought more than $27,000 in 2009. Their caption 
reads, “Mark McNair, Pair of Swan Bird Carvings, 1984-85. 
Wood, paint, glass, metal and leather, 14 x 13½ x 38 inches 
and 12¾ by 12¾ x 32½ inches. Collection of Shelburne.”

For those interested in folky decoys, this “peg 
headed” example from North Carolina may 
have been a bargain. The head was remov-
able for easy transport and it realized $300.

A Mason Factory mallard drake reached $16,800. In excel-
lent condition, it had been owned by a bank president and 
stored in the basement of the bank for more than 40 years.

A rare “working” cork-bodied goose decoy by the Stratford, 
Conn., maker Shang Wheeler finished at $9,600. It used pine 
for the head and bottom board and was one of the few work-
ing cork decoys by this maker.

The sale started off with a selection of etchings by Carl Run-
gius. “The Challenge,” depicting an elk, sold for $3,000.

Four exceptional watercolors by Archibald Thorburn (1860-
1935) were included in the sale. Bringing the highest price was 
his rendition of “Bonaparte’s Gull,” which finished at $5,700.

With an impeccable provenance, including the Starr collec-
tion, Joe Lincoln’s American Merganser drake realized $45,000.

Originally owned by W. Howard Cox, president of the Union Central Life Insurance Co., a 
watercolor, “Quail Hunting” by Ogden M. Pleisnner, sold for $37,200. The catalog devotes a 
full page to its description.

The sale included limited edi-
tion sporting books. Three 
Derrydale Press publications, 
each in editions of no more 
than 50 and each signed by 
the authors, sold for $10,200.

Crowell miniatures have a strong following, 
and this sale had several. This one, a long-
tailed duck, reached $1,080.


