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Market Hunters, Waterfowl Guides, Ducking Police and Decoy Makers

“This great body of water, more than 200 miles long, and from
four to forty miles in width, with its innumerable bays, sounds,
broad waters and sluggish rivers, has unquestionably sheltered
more wildfowl than any other body of water in the country, and
has been the greatest ducking ground that America has known.”

- George Bird Grinnell, “American Duck Shooting,” 1901

DDoouubbllee--ssttooooll  ssiinnkkbbooxx  rriigg  aatt  SSeenneeccaa  PPooiinntt  GGuunn  CClluubb,,  
ccaa..  11990055,,  nneeaarr  CChhaarrlleessttoowwnn,,  CCeecciill  CCoouunnttyy,,  MMaarryyllaanndd..  
RROODD  WWIITTTTSSTTAADDTT  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

BBeenn  DDyyee  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  wwiitthh  ddeettaaiilleedd  bbii llll  
ccaarrvviinngg,,  ccaa..  11887700ss..    JJEEFFFF  PPEELLAAYYOO  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN
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maker John Krider of Philadelphia docu-
mented early accounts of incredible duck
shooting on the Susquehanna Flats in his
1853 classic book, “Krider’s Sporting Anec-
dotes.”  

Some individuals that gunned the Susque-
hanna Flats out of sinkbox rigs were guided
by the professional watermen who made a liv-
ing on this great body of water, while others
gunned along the shores of famous Upper
Bay ducking clubs located on the Bush and
Gunpowder River necks. These watermen
were not only hunting guides, but also market
hunters, fisherman and quite talented and
prolific decoy makers. Along with double-bar-
reled ducking guns, decoys were equally im-
portant tools of the waterfowling trade, yet
for the majority of their makers they were

PPoorrttrraaiitt  ooff  JJoosseepphh  EE..  DDyyee ..  
PPAATT  VVIINNCCEENNTTII  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

EEaarrllyy  ssttyyllee  BBeenn  DDyyee  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk
rreeppaaiinntteedd  aass  aa  bblluueebbii llll,,  ccaa..  11886600ss..
BBEEVVEERRLLYY  DDUUBBOOSSEE  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

RRaarree   BBeenn  DDyyee  rruuddddyy  dduucckkss,,  ccaa..  11887700ss..  
JJOOHHNN  SSUULLLLIIVVAANN//((ttoopp))MMIIKKEE  KKEEAATTIINNGG  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONNSSThe Upper Chesapeake Bay is well

known across the country for its
rich waterfowling history.  The
Susquehanna Flats, situated on
the upper-most reaches of the

Chesapeake Bay, was virtually a hunting par-
adise for early waterfowlers during the mid-
1800s to early-1900s. This was a time when
the flocks of canvasback ducks were abundant
and sought after by local market hunters and
wealthy sportsmen from Baltimore, Philadel-
phia and New York. Many of these early gun-
ners made their way by rail or water every
season to the small historic towns of Havre
de Grace and Charlestown, Maryland to ex-
perience some of the greatest duck shooting
this country has ever known. American gun

SUSQUEHANNA
FLATS

PERRYVILLE

HAVRE DE GRACE 

Perry Point

Stump Point

RRaarree  BBeenn  DDyyee  bblluuee--wwiinnggeedd  tteeaall,,  ccaa..  11887700ss..
JJOOHHNN  SSUULLLLIIVVAANN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN
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thought of as a simple utilitarian necessity
and really nothing more. 

Alongside the celebrated Holly and Gra-
ham families that are considered to be early
innovators of the Harford and Cecil County
schools of decoy making, the Dye family,
which included Benjamin F. Dye and Joseph
E. Dye, have without question produced
some of the earliest and finest carved gunning
decoys to float the famed waters of the
Susquehanna Flats.

Proudly named after one of the founding
fathers of the United States of America, Ben-
jamin Franklin Dye was born in 1832 in Mer-
cer County, New Jersey. According to the
1860 U.S. Federal Census, Ben’s father, Ben-
jamin Dye/Dey, was born in New Jersey
about 1797 and his mother Eliza about 1802.
Ben’s father was listed as a farmer. Unfortu-
nately, no additional genealogical informa-
tion has been uncovered with regards to Ben’s
father, mother or siblings.  

On September 6, 1856, Ben married Ade-
line Mitchell (1837-1887) in Groveville, New
Jersey.  The young couple’s first child, Martha
Virginia Dye, was born on May 3, 1858. Two
years later, the 1860 U.S. Federal Census lists
Ben, Adeline and their two-year-old daughter
having relocated from Mercer County, New
Jersey to the shores of Perry Point (near
Stump Point), Cecil County, Maryland. Now

living near the town of Perryville, Ben was in
pursuit of the rich bounty of waterfowl and
fish that was offered on the Susquehanna
Flats. Ben and Adeline had five additional
children at Perry Point. Two of those chil-
dren, William Morrison Dye, born February
26, 1865, and Joseph Evans Dye, born Feb-
ruary 11, 1869, became equally involved in
hunting, fishing and decoys. Their oldest son,
Edward Dye, born on December 1, 1862,
does not appear to have worked the water; in
1883, at the age of 21, his occupation is listed
as working for the railroad. Ben’s reported oc-
cupation in both the 1860 and 1870 Federal
Census is that of a laborer. The value of his
personal estate property in 1870 was $100.
The 1880 census, which lists his occupation
as a fisherman, shows Dye and his family still
living near Perryville.

Ben was a professional waterman - gun-
ning waterfowl for the market, guiding
wealthy sportsmen on sinkbox outings, fish-
ing during the summer months and making
decoys, not only for personal and family use,
but also for ducking clubs and other hunting
guides in the surrounding area and beyond.
Dye also had an important side occupation.
He was appointed to the first established
“Ducking Police” in 1872, in which he was
given the responsibility of patrolling the Cecil
County boundaries of the Susquehanna Flats

BBeenn  DDyyee  bblluueebbii llll,,  ccaa..  11887700ss,,  wwiitthh  iirroonn  kkeeee ll  sseellddoomm  ffoouunndd  oonn  DDyyee  ddeeccooyyss..    
HHEENNRRYY  FFLLEECCKKEENNSSTTEEIINN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

BBeenn  DDyyee  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  sshhoowwiinngg  ttoopp  aanndd  bboottttoomm  bbii llll  ccaarrvviinngg  ddeettaaii llss..  

to uphold new laws put forth by the Maryland
General Assembly. The 1872 laws prohibited
the following: night gunning, shooting from a
vessel within a half mile of shoreline and gun-
ning from a vessel using a big gun or swivel
gun. Additionally, gunning was limited to
three days per week during hunting season
and a license was now required to gun from a
sinkbox. H.J. Poplar and John Mahan of
Havre de Grace patrolled the Harford County
side of the Susquehanna Flats. According to
the court records of 1884, Dye, now 52 years
of age, was still a Ducking Police on the Cecil
County side.

As for making wooden fowl, Dye was
known to have carved canvasback, redhead,
blackhead (bluebill), black duck, ruddy duck,
blue-winged teal and oldsquaw decoys; the last
three species are very rare. All were made in
the Cecil County style, complete with a raised
neck shelf for the head to rest on, a small pad-
dle tail extending out from the middle of the
body and wonderful Charlestown style paint
patterns in the form of “angel wings” deco-
rating the body. 

Author and waterfowling historian Henry
A. Fleckenstein Jr. was one of the first to iden-
tify, research and document Ben Dye decoys.
Dye likely began making decoys when he ar-
rived on the Susquehanna Flats in 1860 or
shortly thereafter. His earlier decoys have a
sharper chine and a more fully rounded
breast, tapering to a small paddle tail, charac-
teristics that are present in most species. His
decoys consistently have very detailed and de-
lineated carved bills, including mandibles,
nostrils, nail carving on the bill tip, under-bill
carving on the lower mandible and sometimes
full upper mandible ridge carving on the slope
of the bill, a detail found on at least one rig of
his canvasbacks. This wonderful ridge carving
is very accurate when closely examining the
upper mandible characteristics of a canvas-
back duck. Another identifying feature is the
presence of a flat area on the bottom where
the ballast weight is attached. Throughout all

BBeenn  DDyyee  rreeddhheeaadd  rreesseemmbblliinngg  wwoorrkk  ooff  JJoohhnn  GGrraahhaamm,,  ccaa..  11887700ss..    
JJOOHHNN  SSUULLLLIIVVAANN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN
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his collecting years, Fleckenstein found only a
small number of Dye decoys with early iron
keel weights found on many Upper Bay de-
coys of that period, a unique sand cast lead
ballast weight being more common. 

The historic Dye redheads with the raised
ELB initials on the inletted cast iron pad
weights were first identified by author and wa-
terfowling historian C. John Sullivan Jr. to be
from the Baltimore gunning rig of Edward L.
Bartlett, one of the owners of the Bartlett and
Hayward iron foundry. These redheads, won-
derful early examples dating to the 1860s,
have beautifully carved heads and exhibit
Dye’s finest bill carving. Some cast iron
sinkbox model decoys patterned from these
redheads exist in private collections. Ben’s
later decoys dating to the 1880s appear to
have a more rounded chine and are more uni-
form in shape from front to back.  

Dye made at least a half dozen rare old-
squaw decoys wearing flat pad style ballast
weights, likely a special order made for gun-
ners on Long Island, New York. When origi-
nally found, they were covered in black paint.
Interestingly, there is variation in the carving
and painting styles among the group. Some

RRaarree  BBeenn  DDyyee  oollddssqquuaawwss  sshhoowwiinngg  ppaaiinntt  aanndd  ttaaii ll  vvaarriiaattiioonn,,  ccaa..  11888800ss ..
JJOOHHNN  SSUULLLLIIVVAANN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN  ((ffoorreeggrroouunndd))  

BBoottttoomm  ooff   BBeenn  DDyyee  rreeddhheeaadd  wwiitthh  ccaasstt  iirroonn
EE..LL..BB..  bbaallllaasstt  wweeiigghhtt..    

TToopp  vviieeww  ooff  tthhee  oollddssqquuaawwss  sshhoowwss  tthhee   ddiiff ffeerreennccee
iinn  ppaaiinntt  ppaatttteerrnnss   aanndd  ttaaii ll  ttrreeaattmmeennttss   ooff   tthhee
ttwwoo  ddeeccooyyss ..

have a Cecil County style paddle tail and oth-
ers a more pointed and blunted tail, which is
representative of the species. The basically
black and white paint patterns on some ap-
pear to be a reversal of the others; maybe this
was done to differentiate the hens and drakes. 

Another rare species, Dye ruddy ducks, ap-
pear to have a strong North Carolina influ-
ence but with smoother lines overall. These
rare and diminutive gems typically have been
found bearing the hand carved WW mark of
William Williams of the Marshy Point Duck-
ing Club and the ST. PETERS CLUB brand
on their bottoms. A small “dog bone” shaped
lead ballast weight, very similar to those
found on decoys made by Havre de Grace
decoy maker Robert F. McGaw (1879-1958),
is attached to the bottoms. Currently about a
dozen Dye ruddy ducks are known in private
collections. 

The two photographed for this article have
a wonderful and interesting provenance.
Decoy maker Captain Bill Collins of Centre-
ville, Maryland was selling the pair in the
early 1980s for a friend from Perryville.
Collins had them sitting around for a very
short period of time at R. Madison Mitchell’s
(1901-1993) Havre de Grace decoy shop. The
drake and hen ruddy ducks were disguised in
old canvasback repaint believed to have been
applied by well known Charlestown decoy
makers Scott Jackson (1852-1929) or William
Heverin (1860-1951). Collins phoned long
time Eastern Shore decoy collector and dealer
Michael Keating and shortly thereafter Keat-
ing purchased both, keeping one for his per-
sonal collection and later selling the other to
Fleckenstein, which years later was purchased
by Sullivan. Both examples eventually had
their canvasback paint removed to reveal the
original ruddy duck surface. In 2006, almost
30 years later, this author obtained a great
pair of Dye ruddy ducks from a Pennsylvania
family whose grandfather was a caretaker dur-

ing the gunning days at the famous Wellwood
Club in Charlestown. Now owned by Sullivan,
they remain in old canvasback paint. 

Other rarities include examples of wooden
wing ducks that were placed on the canvas
wings of a sinkbox. There are also miniature
canvasbacks, some exhibiting the full upper
mandible ridge carving on the bills. 

Given that Ben Dye moved from New Jer-
sey to Maryland begs the following question:
Where did he learn to make decoys in the
Cecil County style? Interestingly, some of
Dye’s work show strong similarities to the de-
coys made by his older contemporary, John B.
Graham (1822-1912) of Charlestown, which
sometimes makes identification difficult for
collectors and students of Upper Chesapeake

BBeenn  DDyyee  ccaasstt  iirroonn  rreeddhheeaadd  ssiinnkkbbooxx  ddeeccooyy  iinn
ssttyyllee  ooff  tthhoossee  wwiitthh  EE..LL..BB..  iirroonn  bbaallllaasstt  wweeiigghhttss..
JJOOHHNN  SSUULLLLIIVVAANN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

EEaarrllyy   ssttyy llee  BBeenn  DDyyee  rreeddhheeaadd,,  ccaa..  11886600ss ,,  wwiitthh  ccaasstt  iirroonn  iinnlleetttteedd  wweeiigghhtt  wwiitthh
rraaiisseedd  iinniittiiaallss  EE..LL..BB..  ffoorr   EEddwwaarrdd  LL..  BBaarrttlleetttt..  JJEEFFFF  PPEELLAAYYOO  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN..



Bay decoys. Undoubtedly, these two men
mingled and shared their thoughts and ideas
about decoy making, gunning and fishing the
Susquehanna Flats. It is also very likely that
upon arriving on the Susquehanna Flats Dye
spent some time in the Graham decoy shop
learning how to carve. At least one carving
characteristic to note when comparing their
decoys is the bill width. The bills on Dye de-
coys are consistent in width from the base to
the tip of the bill, whereas the bills on Gra-
ham decoys are often wider at the base and
taper towards the tip. A terrific Ben Dye high
head canvasback hen pictured in this article
shows strong similarities to some Graham
high head canvasbacks, with the bill charac-
teristics holding true. 

Joseph Dye married Sadie Sills on January
29, 1889 at the Havre de Grace Methodist
Church when he was 20. The U.S. Federal
Census of 1900 shows Sadie’s father and two
brothers living with the young couple. Joseph
and Sadie had five children during their mar-
riage, the second youngest, Joseph W. Dye Jr.
(1897-1986), named after his father. Dye’s oc-
cupation according to the 1900 census was a
fisherman. In 1910 he was listed as a captain
of a riverboat, a fisherman on a boat in 1920,
and in the 1930 census, at the age of 61, no
occupation was listed. By then Joe and Sadie
owned their home and it was valued at
$2,000.  

An early 1900s postcard from Havre de
Grace shows a posed Joe Dye standing in a
double sinkbox shouldering a double-barrel
shotgun. The postcard was more than likely
produced to advertise Havre de Grace’s fa-
mous duck shooting as indicated by the post-
card’s caption. Given that there are no decoys

surrounding the sinkbox, pictured in close
proximity to the shore, it is most certain to
have been a recreated scene.  

Joe followed closely in his father’s foot-
steps as a professional waterman, gunning for
the market, guiding sportsmen, fishing dur-
ing the summer and making gunning decoys
for personal use and for sale. According to
Fleckenstein’s early research, Joe was guide to

many prominent and wealthy sportsmen in-
cluding John Wanamaker and Henry Disston
of Philadelphia and Jay Gould of New York.
Reportedly, Joe was the first gunner in the
town of Havre de Grace to use and hunt with
a modern Browning automatic shotgun. He
often gunned from a double sinkbox sur-
rounded by as many as 500 decoys. When the
Susquehanna Flats was frozen over he hunted
black ducks, using an effective ice box gun-
ning device for concealment.

Like his father, Joe made wonderful Cecil
County style decoys despite living in Havre de
Grace in Harford County. He made canvas-
back, redhead, and blackhead (bluebill) de-
coys, most painted as drakes. One example of
a black duck, illustrated in Fleckenstein’s
1979 book, “Decoys of the mid-Atlantic Re-
gion,” is pictured in this article. His decoys
exhibit all the characteristics of those made
in Cecil County, and include the detailed bill
carving found on his father’s decoys: carved
nostrils, mandibles and nail carving. Similar
to some of his father’s canvasbacks, the carved
bills have a very steep slope coming off the
forehead before flattening to the tip. One
unique characteristic, Fleckenstein pointed
out, is a small (3/8 inch or less) back cut on
the lower mandible where the bill meets the
face, a trait almost always present on all of his
decoys.  

Joe’s earliest examples, dating to the
1880s-1890s, have very “snakey” carved heads
and longer and more slender bodies than
those made later. One characteristic that ap-
pears to remain a constant is a long thin pad-
dle tail that extends from the middle of the
body. Some of Joe’s decoys have Cecil County
style wing painting, such as his blackheads
made around 1910. The ballast weights found
on Joe’s decoys are typically chunks of lead of
various sizes, although the lead weights on
later decoys appear to have been cast from

Joe’s own pattern. A ½-model red-
head used as a pattern for casting
iron sinkbox decoys, formerly in the
Mackey collection, is illustrated in
Fleckenstein’s 1979 book, yet only
one example of a Joe Dye iron
sinkbox decoy is currently known. 

Fleckenstein uncovered the iden-
tity of a wonderful rig of Joe Dye
blackheads during a 1972 visit with
Joe Dye Jr. at his home in Havre de
Grace. He was introduced to Joe Jr.
through Havre de Grace decoy maker
Steve Lay. Fleckenstein recalls walking
into the Dye home and seeing two
blackhead lamps sitting on end tables
on each side of the living room sofa.

BBeenn  DDyyee  mmiinniiaattuurree  hhiigghh  hheeaadd  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk,,  ccaa..
11887700ss..  RRAANNDDYY  HHAAAASS  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN..

PPaaiirr  ooff  BBeenn  DDyyee  mmiinniiaattuurree  ccaannvvaassbbaacckkss  wwiitthh
ddeettaaii lleedd  bbiillll  ccaarrvviinngg,,  ccaa..  11888800ss..  
JJOOHHNN  SSUULLLLIIVVAANN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

JJooee   DDyyee  ppoosseedd  iinn  aa   ss iinnkkbbooxx   ffoo rr   aa   
pphhoottooggrraapphh  rreeppoorr tt eedd ll yy   uu sseedd  ffoo rr   
mmaarrkkeettiinngg   ppuurr ppoosseess ,,   ccaa ..   11990000..
JJEEFFFF  PPEELLAAYYOO  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN  
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Joe Jr. told him that his father (Joseph Dye)
and grandfather (Benjamin Dye) were the
makers of both decoys on those lamps. The
blackhead by Joe Dye was identical to the de-
coys, completely rigged with line and anchor
weights, he found in the late 1960s. Joe Jr.
had kept his father and grandfather’s hunt-
ing rig in the basement. It was a wonderful
old rig made up of many Upper Bay makers,
but unfortunately no Dye family decoys re-
mained.

Ben’s second oldest son, William Morri-
son Dye, married Carrie Josephine Horner
on September 26, 1888 at St. Johns Church
in Havre de Grace. The 1920 U.S. Census
shows William and Carrie having 4 children.
William also worked the waters of the
Susquehanna Flats with his father and
younger brother Joe. Both the 1900 and 1910
Census report William’s occupation as a fish-
erman. The deputy clerk of the Circuit Court
of Harford County issued 26 sinkbox licenses
in 1891. The list of those receiving the 
licenses, published on November 6, 1891 in
the Harford County paper, The Aegis and 
Intelligencer, included William Dye, along

JJooee  DDyyee  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  wwiitthh  aa  pprroonnoouunncceedd  ppaaddddllee  ttaaii ll,,  ccaa..  11889900ss..    
JJEEFFFF  PPEELLAAYYOO  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

RRaarree  JJooee  DDyyee  bbllaacckk  dduucckk,,  ccaa..  11990000..  
MMAARRKK  SSCCHHOOEENNFFEELLDDEERR  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

BBeenn  DDyyee  wwooooddeenn  rreeddhheeaadd  wwiinngg  dduucckk  ddeeccooyy,,  ccaa..  11887700ss..  
SSAAMM  DDYYKKEE  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

BBeenn  DDyyee  wwooooddeenn  bblluueebbii llll  wwiinngg  dduucckk  ddeeccooyy,,  ccaa..  11887700ss..
HHEENNRRYY  FFLLEECCKKEENNSSTTEEIINN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

BBeenn  DDyyee  hhiigghh  hheeaadd  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  hheenn  sshhoowwiinngg  RRoommaann  nnoossee  bbii llll  ccaarrvviinngg,,  ccaa..  11888800ss..
PPAATT  VVIINNCCEENNTTII  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN
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that we will ever be able to attribute any de-
coys to him with great confidence.  

William Dye’s living grandson, Charles
Mergler of Aberdeen, Maryland, has pro-
vided important family documents that re-
veal his grandfather and great grandfather’s
connection to boats, gunning and fishing in
the region. The first document is a Bill of
Sale handwritten by Benjamin Dye on July
11th, 1888 in Havre de Grace. It reads:
“Benjamin Dye received of William M. Dye
one hundred dollars in cash for the follow-
ing property – The sloop or boat called the
F. P. Carroll and rig; also boat called Fannie
Morrison and rig, and one gun box and set
of decoys. Received payment in full $100”,
Benjamin Dye.” This handwritten Bill of
Sale was further verified and legally docu-
mented by The Office of the Clerk of the
Circuit Court for Harford County. It reads:
“I, Benjamin Dye, of Havre de Grace Har-
ford County in the state of Maryland, in

consideration of one hundred dollars paid
me by William M. Dye of Havre de Grace
aforesaid do hereby bargain and sell to the
said William M. Dye, the following prop-
erty: the sloop or boat, called the F. P. Car-
roll, her tackle, appurtenances, apparel and
furniture; also the boat called the Fannie
Morrison her tackle and appurtenances;
also one gun-box and set of decoys. Witness
my hand and seal this Eleventh day of July
the year 1888. Benjamin Dye (seal).”  

Based on these historic documents, Ben
at the age of 56 was living in the town of
Havre de Grace. The boat Fannie Morrison
appears to be named after Ben’s youngest
daughter Fannie Long and son William
Morrison. In reference to the gun-box, this
appears to be another term that Ben used
for a sinkbox that was being sold with his
rig of decoys. Havre de Grace decoy maker
Pat Vincenti obtained portraits of Benjamin
and Joseph Dye, two double barrel breech-

with other very well known individuals from
the Upper Bay: William E. Moore, who cap-
tained the famous gunning yacht “Reckless;”
Havre de Grace decoy maker Samuel T.
Barnes (1847-1926); Charlestown decoy
maker George W. Barnes (1861-1915) and E.
Madison Mitchell, the uncle of the famed
Havre de Grace decoy maker, to name just a
few.  

There have been no decoys attributed to
William Dye, although like the Holly and
Graham families, some decoys are different
enough to question exact attribution. This
could be the case with Dye Family decoys as
we do find “Dye-like” examples. Yet it is just
as plausible these variations could simply be
attributed to changing styles over time, which
has certainly been observed among many
decoy makers. If questions arise with regards
to attribution, it is probably best to identify
them as “Dye family” decoys. It is likely that
William did make decoys but highly unlikely

JJooee   DDyyee  wwooooddeenn  ppaatttteerrnn  rreeddhheeaadd  uusseedd  ttoo
mmaakkee  ccaasstt  iirroonn  ssiinnkkbbooxx  ddeeccooyyss ..    
JJEEFFFF  PPEELLAAYYOO  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

EEaarrllyy   JJooee  DDyyee  ddeeeepp--bbooddiieedd  bblluueebbii llll,,  ccaa..  11889900ss ..  
HHEENNRRYY  FFLLEECCKKEENNSSTTEEIINN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

LLaatteerr  JJooee   DDyyee  bblluueebbii llll  wwiitthh  eexxcceelllleenntt  ppaaiinntt  ppaatttteerrnnss,,  ccaa..  11991100..  
HHEENNRRYY  FFLLEECCKKEENNSSTTEEIINN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

EEaarrllyy  JJooee  DDyyee  ddeeeepp--bbooddiieedd  rreeddhheeaadd,,  ccaa..  11889900ss..  
HHEENNRRYY  FFLLEECCKKEENNSSTTEEIINN  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN

loading hammer guns - a J.P. Clabrough 8-
gauge and a Remington 12-gauge - used on
the Susquehanna Flats by the Dye family
and a wonderful Ben Dye high head can-
vasback out of the family gunning rig that
was mounted to a lamp. He purchased
these artifacts from the estate sale of Joe
Dye Jr.’s wife, Agnus Dye, shortly after her



passing in the late 1990s.   
The Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918

spelled the demise of the market hunting
era and the commercial wildfowl gunner of
the Upper Chesapeake Bay as it placed
many restrictions on the taking of migratory
waterfowl. For example, spring gunning was
eliminated and a set season from November
1 to January 31 was established. Wildfowl
could only be taken with ducking guns no
larger than 10-gauge and with the aid of
dogs and decoys. And finally, the purchase
or sale of any wildfowl was prohibited. The
game laws continued to change over the
coming years, as did the waterman’s liveli-
hood. The restrictions continued when the
deadly sinkbox gunning device was out-
lawed in 1935 and the need

for large decoy rigs in this region was
greatly diminished. In 1936 the Susque-
hanna Flats was no longer a water-
fowler’s paradise for the wealthy
sportsmen travelling to the Upper Bay,
as canvasback shooting was finally pro-
hibited.  

Captain Benjamin Dye passed
away from tuberculosis at the age of
63 on March 24, 1895 at his son
William’s home on Washington
Street in Havre de Grace. His obitu-
ary was printed in The Havre de
Grace Republican on March 30,
1895 and a single-line death notice
was included in The Aegis and In-
telligencer on March 29. The
March 30 obituary states that Cap-
tain Dye was a well known resident
of Havre de Grace, moving to the
town in 1884, “where he has since
been engaged in gunning and fish-
ing.” He was laid to rest on March
26, 1895 at Asbury Methodist
Cemetery in Port Deposit, Cecil
County. Ben’s son William
passed away at the young age of
45 on January 26, 1911 and
Joseph at the age of 62 on No-
vember 15, 1931. Both brothers

are buried at Angel Hill Cemetery in Havre
de Grace.  

The Dye family has unquestionably se-
cured their place in waterfowling lore and
added a chapter to the storied history of the
Upper Chesapeake Bay. Even though Dye
decoys were made and used solely as tools
for the waterfowling trade, it is very clear
this early decoy making family gave special
attention to the wonderful floating sculp-
tures they created. For a waterman’s family,
they were a suitable legacy to leave behind.

AA  ssppeecciiaall  tthhaannkkss  ttoo  HHeennrr yy  
FFlleecckkeennsstteeiinn,,  JJoohhnn  SSuullll iivvaann,,  PPaatt  
VViinncceennttii ,,   MMiikkee  KKeeaattiinngg ,,   BBii ll ll   CCooll ll iinn ss ,,
RRaannddyy   HHaaaass ,,   MMaarrkk   SScchhooeenn ffee llddee rr,,   
RRoodd  WWii tt tt ss tt aadd tt ,,   SSaamm  DDyykkee ,,   BBeevvee rr ll yy
DDuuBBooss ee ,,   CChhaarr ll ee ss   aanndd  MMaarr ii ll yynn  
MMeerrgg ll ee rr   aanndd  HHeennrr yy   PPeeddeenn   ffoo rr   tthhee iirr
aassss iissttaannccee..  TThhee  aauutthhoorr,,  tthhee  pprroopprriieettoorr
ooff  TThhee  CCaannvvaassbbaacckk  DDeeccooyy  GGaalllleerryy  iinn
EEaassttoonn,,  MMaarr yyllaanndd,,  ii ss  aann  aaccttiivvee  ccoolllleecc--
ttoorr  aanndd  sscchhoollaarr  ooff  UUppppeerr  CChheessaappeeaakkee
BBaayy  ddeeccooyyss   aanndd  ootthheerr  wwaatteerrffoowwlliinngg  
aarrttiiffaaccttss ..  HHee  ccaann  bbee  rreeaacchheedd  aatt  
((441100))  777700--44447700  oorr  jjppddeeccooyyss@@yymmaaiill ..ccoomm..
VViiss iitt  wwwwww..ccaannvvaassbbaacckkddeeccooyyggaalllleerr yy..ccoomm
ffoorr  aaddddiittiioonnaall  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn..

EEaarrllyy  JJooee  DDyyee  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  wwiitthh  ttaacckk  eeyyeess,,  ccaa..  11888800ss,,  aanndd  aa  llaatteerr  JJooee  DDyyee  ccaannvvaassbbaacckk  hheenn,,  ccaa..  11889900ss..  
HHEENNRRYY  FFLLEECCKKEENNSSTTEEIINN  ((ddrraakkee))//JJEEFFFF  PPEELLAAYYOO  ((hheenn))  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONNSS
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