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In troductory note

John Lynch, who died in Louisiana in 
August 1983 at the age of sixty-eight, spent 
nearly fifty years studying and enjoying 
waterfowl and marshes. He was one of the 
most knowledgeable, wise and farsighted of 
the hundreds of biologists who have de
voted their lives to waterfowl and wetland 
management in North America, and was 
acknowledged as a leader by his peers. Yet 
he had no impact on the academic study of 
ecology and less influence than he should 
have had on the managerial policies and 
practices of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, for which he worked for over 30 
years. John thought, spoke and wrote with 
exceptional clarity and vigour but with little 
regard for the accepted modes of written 
communication, the scientific paper, the 
project report and the memorandum. By 
persisting in expressing himself in his own 
way he delighted and inspired his col
leagues, but could be ignored with impunity 
by people who felt safer with the con
ventional.

The purpose of publishing this, his most 
important paper on duck management, is to 
show how much of a pioneer he was and to 
suggest how much the orthodox lost by ig
noring his insights. Few papers published 
after a delay of 33 years are likely to be 
relevant to current concerns. This one is.

When it was first circulated, Escape from  
mediocrity appealed greatly to field bio
logists but very little to federal, state and 
provincial administrators, who much en
joyed annual haggling over hunting regu
lations, seeking to secure local advantages 
for their constituents, and who were un
willing to admit that a simple system without 
any pretence of “fine tuning” might be all 
that was needed. Now, more than 30 years 
later, after several years of “stabilised 
regulations” and with a new generation of 
administrators, less addicted to smoke- 
filled rooms, there seems hope that a "red, 
yellow, green" system of harvest regulations 
can be adopted in North America.

Some scene-setting may be helpful. In the 
United States, federal migratory game bird

hunting regulations are promulgated in 
September each year, by the Secretary of 
the Interior upon the advice of the Director 
of the Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS). 
These federal regulations prescribe the 
limits of the open season for waterfowl 
hunting which (under the terms of the 
Migratory Birds Convention of 1916) 
cannot begin before 1 September or end 
later than 10 March, and may not exceed 
109 days in all. The regulations may also 
define bag and possession limits for ducks, 
geese and swans in general or for particular 
species. Individual states then establish 
their own regulations, within the "federal 
framework" which they cannot exceed.

The federal regulations are drafted in 
mid-August, following very extensive aerial 
transect surveys in May (to obtain indices of 
breeding populations) and July (measures 
of breeding success). These are reviewed at 
a meeting in Washington in early August 
between (state) representatives of the four 
Flyway Councils and staff of the USFWS, 
with the assistance of a member of the 
Canadian Wildlife Service and a Canadian 
provincial representative. (Canadian water
fowl hunting regulations have to be decided 
on by early July. The Canadian regulations 
may affect the American recommend
ations).

Lynch describes the populations and pro
duction in north-central and north-western 
North America in terms of three main 
regions: (1) the prairies of southern
Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba, 
Montana, North and South Dakota, and 
western Minnesota, called by him the 
"B .O .P ., or Bald-Open Prairie” ; (2) the 
parklands (grasslands and deciduous wood
lands) of the central prairie provinces, 
which he labels the “B.C.F., or Big Crow 
Factory” ; and (3) the boreal zone of the 
northern prairie provinces and the 
Mackenzie Basin, labelled the "B.F.F., or 
Big Fish Factory” . This 3-zone description 
is a massive over-simplification but cor
responds to the USFWS scheme of sample 
surveys, which ignores production east of 
Manitoba and north of the tree line.

Lynch’s second massive simplification
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identifies 3 levels of duck production: the 
"Super-Crop", the "Ordinary Crop", and 
"No Crop a-Tall", which he relates prin
cipally to water conditions in the prairies 
and parklands in the spring and early 
summer. It is the simplicity of this con
ception that is its main strength, both 
heuristically and in its implications for 
regulation-setting. The tendency of eco
logists is to develop more and more com
plicated schemes of wetland classification, 
to reflect as accurately as possible the 
complexity of the real world, at various 
levels of aggregation, and to partition duck 
populations to correspond to their wetland 
classification systems, often with added 
political divisions (into states and pro
vinces). Similarly, drafters of regulations 
are strongly inclined to produce elaborate 
variations from year to year, as well as from 
state to state, in response to reported 
fluctuations in duck numbers and expected 
output.

Lynch insists that issuing complex regu
lations ("fine tuning”) is pointless and 
therefore foolish. Pointless for two reasons. 
First, because the behaviour of waterfowl 
hunters is affected very much less by 
changes in regulations than the proponents 
of those changes are inclined to suppose. 
Ignorance, or defiance, of regulations is 
very widespread and hard to remedy 
without intensive enforcement. Second, 
because there are great gulfs of ignorance 
between what can be found out or forecast 
about breeding populations and their suc
cess and what determines how many ducks 
and geese are available to hunters in 
different regions. The expansion of data 
collection to provide much more detailed 
information could never be justified in 
terms of the ratio of benefits to cost. 
Therefore a crude but very clear system of 
signalling and responses is what is needed.

Lynch also makes a strong assertion that 
is relevant to one of the liveliest con
troversies in waterfowl management, in 
Europe as well as North America, the scale 
of “compensatory mortality” , the extent to 
which deaths from hunting (shooting) may 
substitute for, rather than be added to, 
deaths from “natural causes” , and its re

lationship to “stockpiling” , the idea that 
reducing the kill should increase survival 
and encourage the building up, or recovery 
of depleted duck stocks. "When we get a 
Super-Crop of ducks we would be damn 
fools not to harvest that crop, because it 
ain’t going to keep” , as the highly 
favourable habitat conditions that produced 
the Super-Crop will not persist, will always 
be infrequent and cannot be relied on. (The 
history of North American duck popu
lations in the last 30 years provides little 
support to the believers in stockpiling, 
although some of the few major regulatory 
changes in recent years, additional re
strictions on the taking of Black Ducks Anas 
rubripes, both in eastern U.S.A. and in 
Canada, must be predicated on the as
sumption that stockpiling may work.)

Lynch’s purpose in writing this paper was 
serious. He believed that he would be more 
successful in persuading his fellow pro
fessionals of the merits of his case by using 
an exaggerated vernacular language. He ig
nored the sad fact that bureaucrats and 
academics eschew humour, at least whilst 
wearing their professional hats. In retro
spect, it is a pity that he did not also produce 
a parallel piece for the Journal o f Wildlife 
Management or the Transactions o f the 
North American Wildlife Conference that 
could have been cited in the professional 
literature and so perhaps led to wider cir
culation and consideration of his key ideas. 
They deserve fresh consideration now, in 
the light of the mass of information and the 
little new knowledge accumulated since 
1951. This is stimulating stuff, old ideas that 
are still fresh, expressed by a remarkable 
voice that sadly will never be heard again.
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Escape from Mediocrity

Being a narrative, scribed in gay good 
humour, albeit with some serious over
tones, relating of an encounter with the 
Duck Doctors; how we learned from 
them what it takes to get the Ducks out of 
the Doldrums and why this don’t happen 
more often; what to do about it when they 
do get out, and what not to do when they 
don't.

It is the Frantic First of August. That grim 
time when “Condition Red” is declared 
throughout the musty reaches of the 
Mouldy Chambers. And the Greater White 
Fathers hold off the eager Sports with one 
hand, and grab the phone with the other. 
And they put the heavy blast upon the 
Lesser W .F.’s, and inquire of them what in 
Hell is the duck situation as of the moment 
and we do mean right now.

The L .W .F.’s undertake to run down, 
smoke out, and otherwise locate the Flyway 
Biologists and other experts, who have the 
latest and hottest on this duck situation. 
Eventually these sterling lads are found, at 
the several Airmen’s Rehabilitation Centers 
to which they are wont to repair at this 
season of year on account of being overtook 
by acute flite fatigue. And the info each is 
incubating is wrung out of the appropriate 
spare and wasting frame.

All this info is then fed into the Mill, and 
out comes the Ungarbled Word. Which says 
that the duck hatch is such this year that we 
can afford to add (or subtract) one spoonbill 
per bag, and we also can allow three extra 
days plus or minus one additional night for 
pursuit of the flat-faced fowl provided you 
do it legal. On account of the latest dope 
from the nesting grounds says, (and we 
q u o te )... “The May breeding population in 
the Prairie Provinces has jumped from 11 
ducks per square mile last year to 11.8 this 
year, and July broods have skyrocketed 
from the long-time average of 0.99 per 
square mile to a rousing One-Point-Oh.“

Then the regulations are announced. 
Immediately thereafter, nobody is available 
for comment, except the local Game Agent. 
And he confesses that he only just now 
finished memorizing last year’s duck laws, 
and ain’t hardly had a chance to digest all 
this new legislation. Which he just then saw

in the Morning Bugle while looking for 
Pogo. We will not record what the Sports 
have to say, because this communique 
might eventually find its way into the mails, 
and we therefore gotta keep it reasonably 
clean. But we would be safe in reporting 
that there is unrest among the Pazzints.

Suddenly, over at the Flyboy’s Rehab 
Center, there is commotion down at Table 
no 4. A group of tired looking lads, gaunt 
and grizzled from the rigors of another 
summer in the Big Duck Factory, are like
wise scanning the Bugle, but they forget all 
about Pogo when they see the new Duck 
Laws. One of these characters lurches to his 
feet, and bangs his glass on the table. And 
he says in a hoarse whisper ... “The Hell 
with this noise. There must be a better way. 
Leave us hold a meeting, and see if some
body don’t mebbe have a Clue” .

We quietly order a fresh round of malts 
for these lads, and pad in hand, we un
obtrusively join them at Table no 4. We 
figure this could be educational. We might 
even learn something.

We do. We learn that the Duck Laws are 
supposed to be based on the size of the 
Duck Crop. But the Duck Crop comes in 
three distinct sizes: The Super-Crop, the 
Ordinary Crop, and No Crop a-Tall. On 
account of the Big Duck Factory, where the 
ducks are manufactured, is, like All of 
Gaul, divided into three parts. The Duck 
Laws, on the other hand, come in widely 
assorted sizes.

The B.D.F. and the Tres Partibus

Never having seen this Big Duck Factory in 
person, we used to think that most ducks 
were manufactured in Manitoba, at a place 
called the “Netley Marshes” , while the 
remainder were fabricated at Lake 
Nebraska and the Louisiana Lakes. The tip 
sheets which gave us this hot dope also 
encouraged us to buy up a few shares of 
common stock in these enterprises, which, if 
we recall correctly, we did.

Parti, "The B .O .P .”

But these boys now tell us that the real 
important part of the Big Duck Factory is
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the B .O .P., which is short for “Bald-Open 
Prairie". This B.O.P. is a big wad of 
grasslands, about 100,000 square miles 
worth, lying in the heart of the Prairie 
Provinces in western Saskatchewan and 
eastern Alberta, and running down a ways 
into Montana and North Dakota. It is 
genuine Prairie, or at least was, until the 
wheat farmer found out how easy it was to 
plow this land on account of there were no 
stumps. On account of there was no trees.

This B .O .P., as they go on to relate, can 
be the duck-raising’est place in North 
America. No crows, no magpies, and just 
the odd coyote and polecat. All in all, very 
few varmints that might take a sizeable cut 
out of the duck hatch. However, the thing 
this country lacks the most of, most of the 
time, is plain, ordinary, H-two-Oh. It is a 
dry country. In fact it is semi-arid, and 
usually is just one thundershower ahead of 
being a goddam desert.

When it does have water, it is a duck 
paradise. Let good fall rains soak the soil, 
and heavy winter snows melt quickly in 
spring so snow-water runs into the sloughs 
instead of into the ground, and the B.O.P. is 
ready to raise ducks. Add liberal spring and 
summer rains, and these fowl multiply like 
bacteria.

Hulluvit is, this happy situation may come 
to pass only one or two years out of ten. 
What is worse, there will be other years 
when the B.O.P. is just wet enough to delay 
the wheat farmer. The ducks get busy and 
shuck out a big batch of eggs, and the 
farmers get busy and plow ’em all under. 
The ducks try again, but now the water 
supply is fast dwindling away, and if the 
B.O.P. fails to get good summer rains that 
year, the ducks have had it.

We suggest to the boys ... “A Clue, 
mebbe?” They nod in solemn agreement, 
alert the Scribe, and adopt by acclamation 
this Clue no 1. Which states that: “When 
the B.O.P. is right, it alone will turn out on 
helluva great crop of ducks. And when 
there is enough Precip to enable to B.O.P. 
to do this, all the other parts of the Big Duck 
Factory will more than likely be running 
over with water too, and will produce more 
ducks than usual. So, the B.O.P. is the key 
to the Super-Crop”.

Partii, "The B .C .F .”

They then quaff the dregs of their current 
malts, order up another round, and move

on to the next part of the Big Duck Factory. 
This, we quickly learn, is called the 
“B .C .F.” , which is short for “Big Crow 
Factory” . On account of the large numbers 
of crows which inhabit this place, and which 
vie with magpies, polecats, and similar 
varmints to see who can do in the most duck 
nests before the farmer plows them under.

Most of this B.C.F., they tell us, is 
Parkland country, with many ponds and 
small lakes, and many millions of tiny 
potholes. All of the ponds and potholes are 
fringed by willow, alder, or aspen, which 
function as observation towers for crows 
and magpies. In between the ponds are 
stretches of Prairie that used to be 
grassland, but now are farmed to the 
approximate extent of 99 and 44/100 
percent. Some ducks, like the bluewing and 
widgeon, seem to prefer the Parklands for 
nesting. O ther, including the mallard, 
apparently like this B.C.F. just as well as the 
B.O .P. Many mallards nest here every year, 
and additional refugee mallards move in out 
of the B.O.P. whenever it dries up (as 
usual). Still other ducks, notably the pintail, 
ain’t having none, thank you, and when 
their preferred grasslands dry up, they head 
for the only other “Bald-Open” treeless 
country available, which is the Far North.

This Parkland country can and does raise 
quite a few ducks. Its water economy (less 
evaporation per more inches of rainfall) is 
better than that of the true Prairie 
Grasslands. However, heavy natural pre
dation, working hand in hand with agri
cultural interference, usually puts quite a 
dent in its production of ducklings. It seems 
to work like this: A mallard hen lays a 
hatfull of eggs in a Parkland S tu b b lefie ld . 
The crows fail to find these eggs, and the old 
gal figures she has it made when along 
comes the farmer, plowing for summer- 
fallow, and puts the permanent quietus on 
this particular nest. The long-suffering 
momma-duck then goes back to the end of 
the line, and starts all over. This gives the 
crows another shot at it, and they seldom 
miss twice in a row. Another hen might get a 
real early start, and figure to have her eggs 
hatched off before the stubble is plowed. 
But the varmints bust up this little play
house. This hen’s second try then comes off 
right in the big middle of the plowing 
season, and has about as much chance for 
permanent success as an ice-cube in a mug 
of Mississippi Moon.

It all adds up to this. The Big Crow
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Factory can produce a crop of ducks, but 
this production is heavily handicapped. 
And the usual crop from this B.C.F. shows 
it.

"A  Clue?” shouts the Airman Mod
erator. “Alert the Scribe ... Oops, belay 
that transmission ... and Standby one” . He 
then turns to us and says, "Young man, our 
Scribe appears to have clobbered a landing. 
All we see of him at the moment is his after
section, which is bearing magnetic zero- 
nine-four out from under Table no 6. We 
note that you have a pad and a stub of a 
pencil. We would much admire to have you 
take over as Scribe, temporary-like, please- 
suh".

We, of course, are more than happy to do 
this, and neatly record this Clue no 2. Which 
says: "The Big Crow Factory can, and 
usually does turn out a fair crop of ducks, a 
crop that will stand some gunning. The 
B.C.F. can do this without any help from 
the B .O .P ., which it seldom gets much of 
anyway. On those rare occasions when the 
B.O.P. is in full production, this B.C.F. will 
more than likely turn out an extra good crop 
too, and together their production makes 
for the Super-Crop.

“But the B.C.F. cannot, by itself, 
produce a Super-Crop, nor can it alone 
maintain, year after year, the ultra-high 
population level resulting from a succession 
of earlier Super-Crops. By itself, the B.C.F. 
produces a very ordinary crop, one that 
seldom is real bad, and hardly ever real 
good. It is the kind of a crop that maintains 
waterfowl populations at safe levels, with 
some left over for shooting purposes. The 
B.C.F. is therefore the key to the sustaining 
duck crop”.

“And this Sustaining Duck Crop,” adds 
another well-malted Airman, "is our 
Normal Duck, Crop. It is too bad that we 
have to be content with a Norm that is 
ordinary to the point of being Mediocre, but 
that’s the way things are, and there ain’t a 
damn thing we can do about it. It is a 
wonder that the Duck Crop ever busts out 
of the “Mean of Mediocrity” , when the 
most important part of the Big Duck 
Factory, the B .O .P., is completely out of 
production eighty percent of the time, and 
the next most important part, the B.C.F., 
has got Gremlins in the Gears” .

P artili, The "B.F.F.”

Nominations now are declared in order for

Part III of the Big Duck Factory, and many 
portions of the Western Hemisphere imme
diately are suggested as being worthy of this 
unique honor. Alaska and the Far North, 
and some of our Northern States are duly 
listed as good possibilities, but then 
everybody tries to get in the act. Ohio is 
nominated, and then Delaware. The South
erners, voting as a bloc, say if these places 
warrant consideration, then they will push 
Louisiana and Florida on account of their 
Superior Southern Black Mallard. Texas 
counters by throwing in the Rio Grande 
Valley, where seventeen Black-bosomed 
Tree Ducks are now reported nesting, or 
leastways going thru the motions. (They 
don’t say what's with the Odd one.)

Then somebody suggests that Manitoba 
be added to the list. This does it, but good. It 
causes the Airman-Moderator to make 
strangling sounds, and slam his gavel on the 
rostrum. Which, in turn, collapses once 
again the frothy heads on the current round 
of malts. Eventually the Moderator gets his 
transmitter functioning again, and he 
sternly says ... “Look, if you guys don’t quit 
trying to tarfu this issue, which already is 
snafued something awful, we will suggest 
that you all turn in yore helmets and 
goggles, and we will declare the Cap and 
Gown to be the Uniform of the Day. And 
we will rent a hall, with ivy-mantled walls, 
yet” .

“Look,” he continues. "There ain’t but 
two real important parts to the Big Duck 
Factory, the B.O.P. and the B.C.F. We 
already got these nailed down. If we must 
have any more, why not let Part III cover 
everything Else, including those places that 
produce a few ducks, those that produce 
less than that number, and those like 
Manitoba, that produce hardly any” . (We 
begin to suspect that the Moderator is one 
of the Sask-Alta delegates, who have sat 
quietly thru the years while Manitoba was 
getting all the attention, but who now claim 
it is their turn at the Gravy-ladle.)

Everybody is agreeable to this "Every
thing Else” category, except the Manitoba 
delegates, who are now speechless with rage 
and therefore unable to utter a dissenting 
vote. We then undertake to find a name for 
this Part III. The name “Big Fish Factory" is
suggested, and adopted unanimously when 
someone points out that most of Part III is 
famous for its production of Lake Trout, 
Grayling, and Arctic Char. It also produces
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a variety of aquatic sarpint known locally as 
the "Jack-fish” , a reptile that often is 
referred to in the tourist folders as the 
"Great Northern Pike".

This B.F.F. also turns out a unique group 
of aquatic organisms, having flat bills like 
the Jackfish, but whose scales are modified 
into feathers of sorts, and whose extra-large 
pectoral fins serve as wings whenever these 
creatures get up enough speed to become 
air-borne. Prominent among these flying- 
fish are the Scoter, the Whistler, and the 
Butterball, and, if you go far enough North, 
the Be-spectacled Clamcracker whose 
scales make good sleeping bags, and a sub
species of mackerel known as the Old- 
Squaw. Also, in spots, there are Bluebills 
and fair numbers of Black-jacks (incorrectly 
referred to in the bird books as Ringneck 
ducks). We have heard of guys bagging 
these last-named creatures in a rather 
sporting manner, employing a smooth-bore 
instead of hook and line.

Here and there in this B.F.F. we hear tell 
of real Eatin' Ducks. The big River Deltas 
of the Far North and Alaska, and many 
spots in southern Canada and in our North 
and Central States (and the Deep South, 
thank you-suh), turn out fair numbers of the 
real choice species. But we add them all 
together, good indifferent, and downright 
inedible, and we still ain't got much. By 
itself, the total production of the B.F.F., 
"Neighbor-Ducks" included, would never 
make a Super-Crop, and hardly ever a real 
shootable crop. But in years when both the 
B.O.P. and the B.C.F. go completely dry 
and out of production, this B.F.F. could 
harbor enough refugees from the Prairie 
nesting grounds to keep these endangered 
species from winding up on the songbird list.

"Scribe,” screams the Moderator, but we 
are way ahead of him this time. And we are 
already busy recording this Clue no 3, which 
says, “The B.F.F. in normal times is im
portant mainly because it produces the 
piece-de-resistance for the boys who prefer 
their fish with feathers on ’em. But when 
things get tough all over, and the Prairie 
ducks are hollering “Mayday” , as they were 
during the Drought of the ’30's, the B.F.F. 
might be the key to survival so far 
as the Eatin’ Ducks are concerned. And 
could carry them past the emergency in such 
numbers that they could take immediate 
advantage of subsequent more favourable 
conditions, and quickly regain their former 
place on the shootable list” .

The Remedy for Mediocrity, and Why It 
Seldom Works

“Fine piece of work. Scribe,” says the 
Moderator. "A nd now, play us back a quick 
re-hash of what we have agreed upon to 
date” .

We can scan our notes, and recant ... 
“Most years, we have to be content with a 
pretty mediocre crop of ducks. Because the 
B.O.P. of the Big Duck Factory, the part 
that could make all the difference, is shut 
down for alterations such as raising wheat, 
or else there ain’t enough water for its 
boilers. This throws the entire load onto the 
B.C.F. and the B.F.F. of this Duck Factory, 
and these two Branches just ain’t got what it 
takes. These two Lesser Factories, working 
at their usual rate of output, simply cannot 
turn out an exceptional Duck Crop. They 
produce instead a very ordinary crop, one 
that may vary a bit from year to year, but is 
seldom bad, and hardly ever real good. It is 
the Sustaining Duck Crop.

"Now and then both the B.O.P. and the 
B.C.F. go dry. When this happens, it is 
strictly Mayday for the game ducks. These 
Prairie birds hole up on the Bush, the 
Tundra, and anyplace else that is still on the 
damp side, cavort with the flying fish that 
are native to such places, and otherwise just 
hang on until the going gets better. The 
annual Duck Crop during this period adds 
up to No Crop a-Tall.

“On rare occasions the B.O.P. gets drip
ping wet, and goes into real production. 
When this happens, the adjoining B.C.F. is 
usually even wetter, and its production also 
shoots up. Their combined productivity 
gives us a Super-Crop that year, and gives 
the Duck Population a shot in the arm. A 
couple of years like this in a row, and 
Brother, we got ducks".

“Y up,” muses the Moderator, “That 
amazing, but all too rare Escape from 
Mediocrity. But remember, it takes an 
unusual pattern of precipitation to get the 
B.O.P. into high gear. Fall rains, plus heavy 
winter snowfall, plus quick spring thaw and 
runoff, plus ample spring and summer rains. 
This combination triggers production of the 
Super-Crop. But let one element, particu
larly spring rains, be missing from this 
detonating device, and we got a dud on our 
hands. Duck production in the B.O.P. is a 
“Whole-hawg-or-none” proposition, espe
cially in these days of full-bore agriculture. 
There was a time when a fairly wet spring
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might enable the early-nesting mallards and 
pins to breeze thru a successful early nesting 
in  th is  B.O.P. a n d  h av e  th e ir  y o u n g  o n  th e  
wing before dry summer weather caught up 
with them. But this was before the advent of 
McCormick, Deering, and the International 
Harvester people. In this current enlight
ened era, a half-way wet spring will still 
encourage ducks to nest in this country, but 
also encourages the farmer to sabotage their 
first (and only possible) nesting attempt. It 
takes a helluva wet spring these days, wet to 
the point where it is Agriculture that is 
sabotaged, to set the B.O.P. up for the 
Super-Crop of ducks” .

Another airman emerges from a choco
late malt, long enough to opine somewhat 
frothily ... “And once we do get a Super- 
Crop, it takes all branches of the Big Duck 
Factory, working at full capacity, to 
maintain it. The Super-Crop racks the Duck 
Population up to an extra-high level. But it 
ain’t going to stay this high unless the 
notoriously short-lived individuals that 
make up this population are replaced. It 
takes the B .F.F., plus the B.C.F., plus the 
B .O .P ., all cooking on the front burner the 
following spring to bring about this re
placement.

“Right here is the Beetle in the Brew. The 
B.O.P. never stays in peak production more 
than two or three years in a row. In these 
two or three years, its output runs the 
population way up. Then the following year 
it folds, and stays out of production mebbe 
for the next five years. The other Branch 
Factories, by themselves, can’t turn out 
enough replacements to maintain the high 
population, so we get one of these “Crash 
Declines” they tell about” .

“Which are only a matter of academic 
interest” , contributes another Airman. 
“The “Crash Decline” is the last chapter in 
the story. We would prefer to open the book 
more towards the front, where the popu
lation is on the incline, rather than the 
decline, and catch up on our duck-hunting 
while there are extra ducks to be had. These 
extras ain’t going to keep. Not unless we salt 
them away in a deep-freeze".

What to do. And when not to do it

While we are getting these amendments 
added to the Minutes, we see the Local 
Game Agent sidle thru the swinging doors. 
This usually genial agent now wears a

harried expression. He glances furtively 
about, spots the gathering of Duck Doctors, 
and quietly joins them.

Once more the doors swing open, and a 
whole passel of sports comes storming in. 
There is nothing furtive about these 
characters. They look downright hostile, 
about like the underside of a Saskatchewan 
thundersquall. Immediately they spot the 
Game Agent, and say ... “Yonder he is ... 
Get the tar-bucket. We will add the feathers 
later, whenever the Guv’mint makes it legal 
for us to get some".

A somewhat “sticky” situation seems to 
be in the making, but the Airman- 
M oderator is more than equal to the situ
ation. He says, “OK so you guys are 
brassed-off. So are we. Why don’t you-all 
join up, buy us a fresh round of malts, and 
listen while we decide just what it is that we 
are all mad about?“

So these lads join up, listen for a bit, and 
soon are in the very thick of the discussion. 
Their original project of undercoating the 
Game Agent seems to have been forgotten.

Says one of the Sports ... “All of a sudden 
this begins to make some sense. For ex
ample, when the “B .O .P .” and "B .C.F.” 
both go out of production, and there is No 
Crop a-Tall, that would be a good year for 
us to quit hunting ducks altogether. It just 
ain’t fair to go on blasting the birds when 
they get in that kind of shape” .

“Well said” , comments the Game Agent. 
“But it wouldn’t be necessary to quit 
altogether. Take it awful easy, yes. But you 
ain’t going to kill many ducks that year 
anyway. If there is "No Crop a-Tall” , you 
are going to find it somewhat of a chore to 
harvest that crop. Furthermore these lads 
here will already have found out about the 
situation, and the Duck Laws will be plenty 
tight that fall” .

Turning to the Moderator, he continues, 
“And you guys can really put the finger on 
such things, can’t you?”

“No strain", says the Moderator. "We 
can even see it coming".

"Comes a time when we get one of those 
“Super-Crops” ", says another Sport. 
"What should we do that year?”

"A in’t you got no imagination?" answers 
the Moderator. "Get busy and blast Hell 
out of ... that is to say, harvest that Crop".

"Yes, but couldn’t we just take a few that 
year, and let the balance parlay up to a 
Sooper-Super-Crop next year?”

"Nope” , replies the Moderator. "Re
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member, it took all branches of the Big 
Duck Factory, working at capacity, to turn 
out the Super Crop in the first place, and it 
will take all Branches, going full blast the 
following year, just to maintain that Super 
Crop. Suppose we did send back twice the 
usual number of breeders next spring. And 
they find the B .O .P., the most important 
Branch of the B .D .F., closed down once 
again. These breeders would then have to 
take pot luck in the B.C.F. and the B.F.F., 
and by the time they paid to the farmer and 
other varmints the kick-backs that are 
customary in these Branches, the crop of 
ducklings that finally emerges once more 
bears the mark of Mediocrity.

"O r, what is worse, they might find the 
B.O.P. just wet enough to encourage them 
to try nesting there. But it is not quite wet 
enough to discourage agriculture. So the 
farmer sabotages the first nesting attempt, 
and the duck crop from the B.O.P. that 
summer is a total failure.

“Furthermore” , he continues, “I ain’t so 
sure that we could afford to have a Sooper- 
Super-Crop. Suppose the B.O.P. did stay in 
peak production for 4 or 5 years in a row, 
along with all the other Branches of the Big 
Duck Factory. We would soon have so 
damn many ducks that Brannan & Co 
would have to perpetrate a new Farm Plan 
just to cover the crop damage situation. 
Remember, Agriculture is a double- 
barreled weapon insofar as ducks are 
concerned. It is not content to louse up 
production on the nesting grounds. It also in 
effect imposes a ceiling on the number of 
ducks we can allow to run around loose” .

“Coming from you guys” , comments 
another Sport, “this is kinda startling. But it 
is such sweet music that we would like to 
have you play that record again".

“Happy to” , grins the Moderator. 
"When we get a Super-Crop of ducks, we 
would be damn fools not to harvest that 
crop, because it ain’t going to keep. So we 
lengthen the season, increase the bag limits, 
and generally open up the Duck Laws. But 
. . .” and now he looks sadly at this par
ticularly Sport, "How are you going to react 
next year when the Crop falls back into the 
Bracket of Mediocrity? You are going to 
scream like seventy-nine P-80’s firing up, 
when the Duck Laws get tight once again 
after having been so liberal” .

“Guess you are right” , admits the Sport. 
"But if we really knew the reason, mebbe 
we would take it more gracefully. Assu

ming, of course, that you guys really know 
what is going on up there on the Nesting 
Grounds, and can tell for sure when the Fat 
Years are done with, and Hard Times 
coming back. And would take the time to 
tell us the score” .

“Be of good cheer, chum", says one of 
the Airmen. "We can tell. In fact we have 
had so much practice these last few years 
detecting infinitesimal changes in the Duck 
Crop, that a real important change like you 
are talking about runs clear off our ouija- 
boards, and climbs the nearest wall in a 
good year, or else writhes on the floor when 
the going gets awful bad. Now about this 
matter of keeping you informed, we are 
only throttle-jockeys, and we ain't running 
this club” .

“Which is doubtless a good thing” , re
torts the Moderator. "Speaking of minor 
changes” , he continues, “leave us now 
consider the Ordinary Crop. The kind of 
Duck Crop we get most of the time. Some 
years this crop may be a little better, some 
years a little worse. But, so long as the 
B.O.P. remains out of production, this 
ordinary crop never gets real good” .

“Yet the Duck Laws have a habit of 
changing every year” , says a Sport. “How 
come, if the change in the Crop ain’t all that 
important?”

“That” , replies the Moderator, “is the 
very thing that is causing you guys to be 
burned up, and is causing us to simmer 
somewhat. We have been beating our brains 
out, refining our nesting-grounds surveys so 
they now detect a 20% change in the annual 
Duck Crop. And we may eventually get so 
good that a 10% change will cause the lights 
to flash on our ouija-boards. This is mebbe a 
real worthy project, but we begin to wonder 
if improvement or impairment to the extent 
of a mere 20% should be just cause for panic 
in the Mouldy Chambers” .

“Doubt it” , growls the Game Agent. 
"Because the Duck Laws ain't all that 
refined that they can achieve an exact 20% 
change in hunting pressure” .

“Along these same lines” , adds a Sport, 
"we wonder if hunting is that refined that it 
will affect the population in any given year 
to the exact extent of 20%, no more, no 
less” .

“Roscoe” , adds an Airman. “The timing 
of the hatch, and subsequent weather, de
termine the fall distribution of ducks. And, 
by the same token, determine what portion 
of the summer Crop is going to be exposed
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to gun-pressure, regardless of the size of 
that Crop".

"What this pedantic individual means to 
say", interprets another Airman, "We 
might get an early-maturing Super-Crop 
next year, but a sudden early old-fashioned 
winter sweeps the birds south before 
anybody can get a crack at them. Or, we 
might be stuck with a "No Crop a-Tall" and 
a warm open winter. In which case the ducks 
instead of going to Mexico and such places 
where they might get politely prepared 
(figuratively and also literally), dawdle in 
the States where they get positively potted 
and permanently salted away".

"Gentlemen, and also Airmen” , intones 
the Moderator, "the facts at hand would 
appear to indicate that all angles of the issue 
have now been accorded adequate dis
cussion. It is about time that we bring all this 
Yakkety-yak to a deafening halt, and con
jure up some conclusions by way of con
cluding this conclave ... Scribe, stand by for 
extended traffic” .

A Sport brandishes a fresh malt and 
shouts, “ I conclude that the Duck Laws 
change around so fast that we can’t hardly 
tell when we are obeying them” .

"And I can’t hardly tell” , adds the Game 
Agent, "when you ain’t obeying them” .

"And nobody can tell whether all this 
intricate legislating is worth the effort in the 
first place. Is it getting harvested the exact 
number of ducks that we say should be har
vested that year, and also saving the correct 
number right down to the last spoonbill? 
We flat conclude that it ain’t” . This from an 
Airman.

"Be it therefore resolved” , says the Mod
erator, "that we limit the Duck Laws to 
three distinct sizes, to go with the Duck 
Crop which comes in only three sizes.

"Be it further resolved” , he continues, 
"that we keep an eye on the B.O.P. of the 
Big Duck Factory. And whenever it goes 
into production, and sets the stage for a 
Super-Crop of ducks, we drop whatever else 
we are doing, and hasten to the Mouldy 
Chambers with the news. And we will pre
vail upon the Great White Fathers to dust 
off the seldom-used Green Book of Rules 
and read appropriate passages therefore to 
representatives of the Press. Who in turn

will trumpet the glad tidings to the waiting 
world: 'We really got the ducks this year. 
Have at ’em, lads, and don’t be bashful".

"But years when things go Democrat in 
the Big Duck Factory, and the summer 
hatch amounts to No Crop a-Tall, we in
terrupt our fishing only long enough to send 
a wireless (collect) to Washington. Which 
will suggest that those in high places drape 
their office windows, wear their black ties 
and arm-bands, and read from the Rule 
Book with the flashing red binding. This is 
the book which has nothing but dismal news 
for the duckhunter, and says you can kill a 
duck or two if you can find one but we would 
prefer that you didn't even look.

"But most years there will be no great 
need for us to interrupt our fishing, because 
the B.O.P. will be out of operation and not 
turning out any ducklings. And the other 
Branches of the Big Duck Factory, the
B.C.F. and the B.F.F., will be grinding out 
the usual very ordinary Duck Crop. Occa
sionally this crop will be a shade better, 
sometimes a mite worse. But, so long as it 
stays within the Bracket of Mediocrity, and 
don’t get real good or awful bad, there is no 
cause for wild rejoicing nor is there occasion 
for panic. And the Great White Fathers will 
distribute at the appointed time copies of 
the Ordinary Rule Book with the Amber 
label. Which provides for a standard 
ordinary harvest of the Standard Ordinary 
Crop. And which, God willing, will not be 
revised any more just because some years 
we have the odd extra duck, more or less.

“Scribe", he concluded, "rush these 
things to the Presses. The International 
Brotherhood of Mudflatters and Mallard- 
Maulers even now awaits the outcome of 
our deliberations".

We gather up our copious notes, taxi 
clear of obstructions such as prostrate 
Airmen, and start our takeoff run, holding 
considerable starboard aileron against the 
strong crosswind that seems to have arisen. 
Some time later we learn that Joe, the 
Mixologist at the Malt Bar, is putting two 
eggs in his shakes these days. Which pro
bably explains why we depart the Flyboys' 
Rehab Center that entertaining and in
structive evening via the hinge end of the 
Swinging Doors.

J .J .L . /Scribe, Abbeville. La. August 1951.


