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Russell slogs through a red gum swamp
in Vietoria Province, Australia.
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3 : SN SEY-RUSSELL IS A SOUTHERN SALESMAN, AN

e A e g "REN‘FREPRENEUR AND AN OLD-SCHOOL DUCK SLAYER.
A s SR HE'S ALSO OPENING NEW HUNTING OPPORTUNITIES
’ ..~ AROUND THE GLOBE FOR AMERICAN WATERFOWLERS
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“IF I COULD BE REINCARNATED
I'D COME BACK AS A USED-
CAR SALESMAN," RAMSEY
RUSSELL SAYS 10 ME.

It’s 5 a.m., and we're barrel-
ing down a dark highway in
Obregon, Mexico. Russell,
53, is explaining how it would
be easier to sell used cars
than the international water-
fowl hunts he deals with in
his current gig as a booking
agent (though he hates that
term). I'm pretty sure he’s
only halfkidding.

“People go in to buy a car,
and they know what they
want,” he says. “Me, I've got
to sell the experience.”

Later that morning, a
handful of other writers,
some reps from Benelli, and
I enjoy the most epic pin-
tail shoot I'll ever be a part
of. Drakes in their breeding
plumage, long sprigs trailing
behind, float out of the clear-
blue sky and cup into a decoy
spread set alonga tidal beach.
Tucked into a mangrove
blind, my hunting partner
and I take turns shooting un-
til we have our limits, then we
sit back and watch the spec-

tacle of teal, wigeon, pintails,
redheads, and shorebirds
whip down the shoreline.
By the time we get picked up
for lunch, we're sold on the
Ramsey Russell experience.

We're here on the west
coast of Mexico hunting win-
tering ducks thanks to Rus-
sell’s connection to Frank
Ruiz, an outfitter who turned
his family home into a hunt-
inglodge.

Russell sends his clients
to outfitters like Ruiz all over
the world. Classic wing-
shooting destinations such
as Mexico and Argentina are
entry-level trips for Russell’s
hunters. Think more exotic:
shelducks in Mongolia, gar-
ganey in Azerbaijan, barna-
cle geese in the Netherlands,
red-billed teal in South Af-
rica. Russell hunts all of these
destinations before he sends
clients to them.

Notall of his trips are high-
volume shoots like the one we
experienced in Mexico. On

with Russell
and his dog
Cooper after

a successful
hunt in Mexico.
(4) Push-poling
through a
hasgzqg;wetlégg
Eﬁ_ﬁzerbgiiél
(5) Waiting
for Barrow's
goldeneye in
coastal Alaska.
(6) The guide
staff, who are
égfﬁfnt§429 a
feudal lord, in
Pakistan.

an Alaska king eider hunt, for example, you shoot
only a few ducks per day. What all of Russell's hunts
have in common, though, is that they are a blend of
adventure travel and species-collecting expedition.

And the trips are not as expensive as you might
think. An average hunt costs about $6,000, which
isn’t chump change, but it’s still cheaper than al-
most any international big-game hunt, Russell rea-
sons on our drive back after the morning shoot. His
mission is to create a passion (and a market) for ad-
venture waterfowl hunting. He wants to foster a
shift away from the posh international hunt clubs.

“These are duck hunts for real duck hunters,”
Russell says. “You're not traveling around the world
to smoke fat cigars and eat edible art. You're going
to hunt. If you want all that other shit, take your
wife to Italy.”

LIFE IS SHORT

Like any great outfitter, guide, or booking agent,
Russell can cut up with a group of new hunters as if
they're old buddies. He knows thatifa huntisn’t go-
ing well and tensions are high, a good joke or witty
story can save the day. Over the years, he’s devel-
oped an arsenal of quips:

“My favorite duck is the next one over the de-
coys”—for when pintails aren’t working, but shovel-
ers are dive-bombing into the decoys.

“I'd agree with you, but then we’d both be
wrong”—for defusing an argument with a client.

PREVIOUS SPREAD: ED WALL (INSET)
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“It’s like walking through the pages of National
Geographic with a shotgun”—for selling the idea of
ahuntin a far-flung destination.

Russell was born in Mississippi, where his
grandpa taught him to love hunting and fishing.
He was tagging along on dove hunts at 8 years old.
Soon enough, he was immersed in the world of
duck hunting Mississippi River backwaters. Then,
when he was 15, Russell was nearly killed in a freak
accident. He was cleaning a paintbrush with gas-
oline when a water-heater pilot light caught the
fumes and erupted in a fiery ex-

his first international trip to
Saskatchewan in19g8.
Russell has the ideal tem-
perament to captain a crew
of duck hunters. He’s intense
enough to make sure everyone
brings their A-game (“Turn off
the damn phone and play for
keeps”), but he’s also experi-
enced enough to know that
the whole point of the thing is

ADVENTURE TRAVEL

plosion. Russell suffered sec-
ond- and third-degree burns on

part-time booking-agency
business. Then, in 2010, Rus-
sell went full-time with his
site, getducks.com.

GREENHEADS
INTERNATIONAL

Russell has learned some
straightforward lessons dur-
ing his world travels: Don’t
drink the milk in Pakistan,
and keep your firearms doc-
umentation on your person
when you go through cus-

“THESE ARE DUCK HUNTS FOR REAL DUCK
HUNTERS. IF YOU WANT ALL THAT OTHER
SHIT, TAKE YOUR WIFE TO ITALY."

toms in China.
But the biggest takeaway

three-quarters of his body, but
he beat the 8 percent chance of

JOHNNY FELTOVIC (ALASKA)

survival the doctors gave him.
Most of us save the concept

of “bucket-list trips” for the twi-

light of our hunting career. We're only willing to
roll the dice once we acknowledge that time is run-
ning out. But Russell faced his own mortality when
he was a kid. During along, torturous recovery, the
teenager forged a saying that became his personal
creed and would later become his business slogan:
“Lifeis short, get ducks.”

Eventually, Russell earned a forestry degree and
landed a job with the federal government. When he
worked up enough scratch, he started traveling to
hunt waterfowl in Canada and Argentina. He made

to have a good time—and he’s
unabashed about his love for
shooting ducks (“Hell yeah,
shooting ducks is fun, and
hell yeah, it’s conservation”).
So, Russell had no prob-
lem recruiting buddies to go
with him abroad. He started
bringing so many other
hunters along that an outfit-
ter convinced him to open a

cuts deeper, to the culture of
American waterfowl hunt-
ing. Generally, we kill fewer
ducks per hunt than you can
almost anywhere else in the
world, and yet we're the ones
obsessed with numbers.
That’s because the strict
limits on how many ducks
and how many of each spe-
cies we can kill forces Amer-
ican waterfowlers to be
careful counters. Each dead
bird is one notch closer to a
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ADVENTURE TRAVEL

Setting up a morning
hunt in a wild marsh in

nocthecrn Argentina.

limit. A full limit means the
end of the hunt, and com-
plete success.

As Russell says: “It’s almost
like if you only shoot three
ducks, you lost. It's made to
feel like if you're not killing a
limit, you're not having fun.”

Of course, these limits are
good and necessary for con-
servation. In the U.S., we have
much higher hunter-density
numbers than in other parts
of the world. There are about
1 million U.S. waterfowlers.
In comparison, only a few
hundred Americans travel to
the Yaqi Valley in Mexico to
hunt ducks each winter, ac-
cording to Russell. Those few
hundred hunters end up har-
vesting a statistically insignif-
icant number of ducks, even if
they’re bringing back a whole
pile of birds each day.

In the rest of the world, wa-
terfowl hunting for sportisn’t
as common, and neither are
limits or hunting pressure.
In some corners of the world,
you set your own limit. One
of Russell’s hunts in Pakistan
drives home the point.

He was invited by a feu-
dal lord to hunt a sprawl-
ing marsh along the Indus
River (one of the longest riv-
ers in Asia, which serves as a
major flyway). The lord had

birds rained from the sky.
Russell wasn’t counting but
figures he killed more ducks
that day than most American
waterfowlers shoot in a sea-
son. Each bird was recovered
diligently (meat doesn’t go to
waste in Pakistan), and Rus-
sell was immersed in a totally
different hunting culture. To
the Pakistanis, the most im-
portant aspect of the hunt
was shooting ability.

The upshot? You can’t
travel halfway across the
world and expect locals to
have the same hunting values
asyoudo.

And over time, Russell’s
clients have developed new
hunting values.

“In the beginning, the
number-one question cli-
ents would ask is, ‘How many
ducks can I shoot?” Rus-
sell says. “Now hardly any-
one asks that. Now everyone

Many times, Russell hunts with locals who speak
a different language from him. This minimizes the
small talk, but they still communicate through hand
signals and gestures in the duck hunter’s common
language: Fix the hide, the ducks are flaring; tweak the
spread, they’re not committing close enough; good shot,
here come some more birds.

“You can put four people from anywhere in the
world together in a blind, and they’ll have more
in common than they’ll have differences, because
they’re hunters.”

THE NEXT MIGRATION

On our last day in Mexico, we opt to hunt Pacific
brantin a tidal flat of the Sea of Cortez. Shortly af-
ter sunrise, the birds beeline for our decoys, low and
tight, flying like giant black teal in slow motion. Af-
ter two volleys, Russell’s g-year-old Lab, Cooper,
has a pile of retrieving work to do. Cooper is a regis-
tered service dog, and she’s traveled the world with
Russell. This is the last big tour of her career.

Next, we head to a backwater to hunt teal, and for
the first time, Russell sets aside his shotgun.

As we pick off teal one at a time, Cooper method-
ically plucks our birds out of the marsh. She needs
no direction from Russell, and is mostly too deafto
hear him anyway. She retrieves because it’s in her
blood. It's what she’s always done.

Meanwhile, Russell con-

templates the future of wa-

heard that the American “MALLARDS ARE THE BIG PRIZE BIRD ANY-
was a crack shot, sohemade ~ WHERE THEY EXIST IN THE WORLD. IT DOESN'T
his way down to theblindto  MATTER IF IT'S MONGOLIA OR MISSOURI."

terfowling. He plans to target
millennials with his interna-

watch. He gave Russell a few
boxes of shells from his per-
sonal stash—German-made,
3-inch lead loads—and in-
sisted that Russell take long
shots that most American
hunters would consider sky
blasting.

“If you want to hunt in
Pakistan, you must shoot like
a Pakistani,” the lord said.

So, Russell started burning
through shells, and once he
got the long lead figured out,

tional duck-hunting trips. This
demographic has proven will-

wants to know which species
are present and what the ex-
perience is going to be like.”

But no matter how far you
travel, in many ways duck
hunters are all the same.

“Mallards are the big prize
bird anywhere they ex-
istin the world,” he says. “It
doesn’t matter if it's Mongo-
lia or Missouri.”

ing to spend more on travel than
any other expense. He’s bank-
ing on the idea that the groups of hardcore young
guns you see patrolling the goose fields of every
Midwest town will one day want to chase birds in
Canada, Mexico, or Russia.

Getting this next generation of hunters excited
about waterfowling and conservation on a global
scale, he hopes, will be his legacy.

“Someday, I don’t want my headstone to read,
‘Here lies Ramsey Russell: One million dead
ducks,” Russell says. “There has to be more to it
than that. Don’t you think?” 44 4
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