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Duck and Rail Bird Hunting New Jersey’s Rancocas 

Creek, its Communities, Rancocas Creek Duck and Rail 

Bird identification  

Theme: Maritime and Cultural History 

Authors:  John Anderson, -----,-----,-----,others  
   

Subject Areas  

Language Art, Science, Art  

Duration 

One or two class periods  

Setting 

Indoors or outdoors* 

* Simulated field trip with guided imagery and story telling  

Skills 

Critical listening, interpreting, visualizing, applying, describing 

Charting the Course 

Traditional sports of duck and rail bird hunting is indicative of the historical use of NJ’s 

Rancocas Creek heritage. Rail Bird and Duck hunting as recreational and social activity is 

intimately intertwined with all aspects of the Rancocas Creek.  Migrating ducks and also 

Rail birds are found along the Rancocas Creek to this day. Included in this activity for 

comparison is a descriptive account of the personal experience of Pete Dunne (New Jersey 

Audubon Society) on a rail bird hunting excursion down in the Delaware Bay tidal marshes. 

Specific to the Rancocas Creek is Delanco’s Fitzgerald’s duck hunting decoys.  This 

activity for the Rancocas Creek examines the various components of this traditional and 

cultural significant use of the Rancocas Creek’s area’s resources. Through visualizing the 

details described by Fitzgerald and Pete Dunne, the students will re-create an illustration of 

rail bird and duck hunting, using an actual diagram of a Rancocas Creek rail bird and duck 

hunting boats and Rancocas Creek duck hunting decoys.  Duck and rail bird identification, 

the duck stamp program and migration are also included. 

Vocabulary 

Duck hunting, Conservation, Rail bird, life cycle of ducks and rail birds as required for 

interpretation of the story, although most are defined by context clues found in material on 

duck hunting from Delanco Historical Society and others. 
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Correlation to NJ Core Curriculum Content Standards 

Language Arts: 3.2 (1,2,3,5,6,7), 3.4 (1,2,3,8,9,15), 3.5 (1,2,5,6,7,10,12) 

Science: 5.12 (1,2,4,5,6) 

Art: 1.2 (1,2,3,4), 1.3 (1,2), 1.5 (4) 

Objectives 

Students will: 

Describe and illustrate the tradition of rail bird and duck hunting including habitat, techniques, 

and behavior of the birds, boats used, and duck hunting based on a simulated field trip  

Materials  

Copy of rail bird boat and duck hunting boats handout and these relationships to the Duck 

Stamp program. 

Pencil 

Art supplies including watercolor paints or other preferred medium for illustration 

Large roll of paper for mural (optional) 

Making Connections Background  

Duck hunting and Rail bird hunting has been a long-standing tradition along the Rancocas 

Creek. What is duck and rail bird hunting?  Why are they encountered on the Rancocas Creek?  

How are duck hunted ? 

Commonly and not so commonly encountered ducks on the Rancoas Creek include and are not 

limited to mallards, teal, wigeon, gadwall, wood, black.  Pintails, mergansers, scaup, 

bufflehead and other diving ducks are also encountered. These ducks stop, feed, breed and are 

found year-round and during migration on the Rancocas Creek because the Rancocas is a 

dependable source of natural foods and expansive habitat of tidewater and Pine Barrens 

habitat for cover for nesting, breeding and living. The Rancocas Creek is part and parcel of 

ducks ecology.   
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Rail birds such as the Black Rail1, the Virginia Rail, Bitterns have a documented historical 

record on and along the Rancocas Creek.  

Bird Migration2.  Rancocas Creek is an exemplary location and stopping off point of duck 

migration.  Migration occurs both the Spring and Fall as ducks fly from Northern habitats to 

Southern habitats. Northern duck populations migrate to southern regions of North America or 

as deep into South America. Ducks tend to remain near breeding grounds during mild winters. 

Ducks then leave Southern ecosystems and return to northern habitats.  Migration pathways 

channel down the Delaware Valley and New Jersey.  Migration requires dependable food and 

other resources.  Rancocas Creek provides these for migrating and year-round populations of 

ducks and an occasional elusive rail bird.   

Rancocas Creek habitat and ecosystem.   Rancocas creek is the salient natural feature of the 

360 square mile Rancocas Creek watershed.  Rancocas Creek’s three main branches flow west 

from the Pine Barrens National Reserve and meet the Delaware River Estuary tidwaters.  The 

tidewater section the Rancocas Creek, the Lower Rancocas Creek as it be is flanked by 

extensive remains of NJ’s tide water wild rice marshes3 .  Wild rice is the main feed source of 

ducks and rail bides and provide unparalleled wonderful habitats for duck and rail birds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Black Rail - Status: State: Endangered Federal: Migratory Nongame Bird of Management Concern. Historic record 
of being found w nests along NJ’s Rancocas Creek. The black rail, once considered a game bird, was historically a 
locally common breeding species in tidal marshes along the Atlantic and Delaware Bay coasts of New 
Jersey. Following the 1920s and 1930s, black rail numbers began to decline as coastal wetlands were filled, 
ditched, and polluted. From 1953 to 1973, nearly 25 percent of tidal marshes in New Jersey were filled or diked, 
Black Rail lost from many historic breeding locales, particularly along the heavily used and developed 
Atlantic coast 
2 Bird Migration - Bird migration is the regular seasonal movement, often north and south along a flyway, between 
breeding and wintering grounds 
3 Tidewater marshes - In addition to providing outstanding wildlife habitat, tidal marshes perform several vital 
ecological functions. Marsh plants capture sediments running off the land from roads, development, and farm 
fields and filter out excess nutrients that would otherwise degrade water quality. These wetlands store 
floodwaters, control erosion, and recharge groundwater supplies. Marshes also offer recreational value and are 
popular places for paddling, birdwatching, hunting, and fishing. 
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Make Connections Duck and Rail Bird Hunting 

 

1872 excerpted from the “report of the Commissioners of New Jersey’s Fishery” 

ND Carmen, the Fish Warden of Burlington County was coldly received by the 

County’s five shad fisheries that employ over 83 men. Appealing to their common 

sense, sense of justice and intelligence the fishery understands the importance of 

legal restrictions on the fishery and of working w the Fish Warden. 

25th May 1871.  A tow boat arrived towing 13 fishing boats w all kinds of 

appliances for fishing as gill nets, drag nets, fyke nets, and lay-out lines w 1,500 

hooks per line. By these visitors the Rancocas Creek, a broad, deep beautiful stream 

was robbed of its fish and its fry left to perish.  

Duck Hunting Punt Guns Devestated Duck Populations in the 1870’s-1890’s  They 

are illegal and no longer used for hunting duck. 
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Delanco Watermen 
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Modern Day Duck Hunting Decoys: Note differences between then and now 

 

 

Figure 1: Rancocas Creek Duck Hunter Setting Duck Hunting Decoys 
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Figure 2: Rancocas Creek Duck Hunter w Retreiver 

 

An excerpt from Tide and Time by Pete Dunne, Charting a Course for the Delaware Bay 

Watershed, Harriet B. Honigfeld, New Jersey Conservation Foundation, 1997. 

“Every year for four generations, the Camps of Port Elizabeth 

have poled gunners through the stands of wild rice that lines 

the banks of the Maurice River. When the axis of the earth 

inclines toward autumn and the winds turn chill, rail birds 

migrate south. They reach Delaware Bay’s marshes after a 

night of travel and gather in the rice beds, feasting on the 

grains. This is why sportsmen the world over travel to this 

obscure Bayshore community and for seventy-five dollars secure the services of the Camps — 

‘for a (full) tide.’ 
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“President Benjamin Harris hunted these marshes a century ago and maybe he was pushed by 

a Camp. Teddy Roosevelt, the president who championed wildlife conservation, was likewise 

drawn, as was Philadelphia painter Thomas Eakins. So enamored of this esoteric brand of bird 

hunting was Eakins that he depicted the pageant no fewer than six times. What sort of bird can 

claim the favor of presidents and painters and place them in collusion with New Jersey 

baymen? Why, the sora rail, a small, chicken-like marsh bird that lofts into the air like a 

grasshopper, flies like the Wright Brothers, and falls like a stone a split instant before gunners 

loosen the charge of shot that passes, often as not, cleanly over the backs of the birds. 

“In the last quarter of the 19th century, over a hundred thousand soras a year were taken from 

the marshes flanking the Maurice —most by the 200-odd members of the long-ago disbanded 

West Jersey Game Protection Society. On one momentous tide, members were reported to 

have downed 21,000 birds — 365 felled by a single gun. 

“But this blend of innocence and slaughter died with the opulent century that spawned such 

excesses. As recorded in the ledgers of Ken Camp, an environmentally tempered 1,500 birds a 

year are currently killed by gunners, an average of ten birds per boat. While this may sound 

generous in an age where a single black duck constitutes the legal limit and canvasback may 

not be hunted at all, Ken Camp allows that the number of birds killed is consistent year to 

year. The host of birds and the harvest has fallen into harmony.  

“In all of North America, there are but a handful of coastal reaches where rails are still hunted 

in the traditional fashion. In New Jersey, only one. Here. Along the banks of the Maurice 

River . . . ” 

Hints for Using Simulated Field Trips 

The following is reprinted from Project WILD, pages 348-349 

Western Regional Environmental Education Council, 1992. 

A simulated field trip is a powerful way for students to create vivid experiences in their mind’s 

eye. Many older people remember when the major form of entertainment was radio. With 

radio and its absence of visual images, many listeners were forced to create mental pictures of 

the way various characters looked and acted. It was common for listeners to see landscapes, 

cities, and any number of exotic settings. Often one hears teachers and parents claim that radio 

helped make students more creative as it required the listeners to stretch their imaginations. 

Many neuroscientists concur. 

Research has shown that, with their eyes closed, people activate parts of their brain-mind 

systems that are often left unstimulated. When we picture things in our minds, we call parts of 

our brains into activity that are unused in reading or writing. Studies show skill in picturing 

things in our minds enhances our ability to enrich reading and to increase skill and 
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imagination in writing. The capacity to remember concepts, words, names and ideas is 

enhanced. Dramatic results have been achieved when these approaches are combined with 

medicine. In many instances, life-threatening illnesses have been reversed and overcome. 

The use of simulated field trips for instructional purposes is promising to become one of the 

most effective educational strategies of the past two decades. The following guidelines 

provide a basic, useful approach to the use of simulated field trips as a teaching tool. 

1. Ask students to lay aside all pens, pencils, books, etc.  

2. Instruct the students to sit in a comfortable and relaxed position with their eyes closed.  

3. Wait until you see a general state of relaxation before beginning.  

4. Using a steady and paced reading and speaking style, begin offering students the 

narrative. Remember to speak slowly and steadily. If you want students to create rich 

mental pictures, you must allow them time to do so. It takes about as much time to 

observe mental images as it does to carefully review actual physical settings.  

5. Once the narrative is finished, invite the students to review all of the images they saw 

in their minds. Again, try to allow enough time for an adequate visual review — and 

remember, the review takes time.  

6. After an adequate time for mental review (at least one minute and possibly two 

minutes), ask the students to open their eyes.  

7. Begin discussing the simulated field trip in terms of the instructional purpose for its 

use.  

In some cases, the process serves simply to provide a visual 

review of some of the students’ past experiences. At other 

times, you are providing stimuli for the students to create 

original images. In any case, it is important to realize that there 

are no mistakes in mental images. What a student pictures is 

real. The images are data. If students create images that are 

inconsistent with what you expected, consider the images to 

represent differing perspectives rather than wrong answers. Try 

to honor and nourish variety as a means to add richness to the 

topics being explored. 

In addition to serving as a powerful and effective way to explore and remember concepts, 

regular use of simulated field trips also tends to relax students. When relaxed, they will 

frequently be more productive in all academic areas — including scoring higher on 

standardized achievement tests.  
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Procedure 

Warm Up  

 

Review Background information on Using Simulated Field Trips 

If desired, show the segment of the video that deals with rail bird hunting.  

The Activity  

1. Set the stage by preparing the students for a simulated field trip. Tell them that they 

will be hearing a personal account of the author’s experience with rail bird hunting.  

2. Read the passage about rail bird hunting by Pete Dunne included. Instruct students to 

create a mental image of what is being described and to include as many details as 

possible.  

3. After the simulated field trip is completed, instruct students — either individually or in 

groups — to create a picture or illustration of the rail bird hunt as it was described 

during the simulated field trip. Students should try to include as many details as 

possible and work toward creating a complete picture of all components described. 

Things to include (but not limited to): the boat, the habitat, the river, the bird, the 

hunters, the scene, etc.  

Wrap Up  

Discuss the various drawings/murals created by 

the class. Critique their artistic merit and 

accuracy in illustrating duck and rail bird 

hunting and the Rancocas Creek ecosystem. 

Action  

Research the history of rail bird hunting and 

describe its relationship and significance to the 

Rancocas Creek area. 

Assessment 

Participation in class discussion and creation of the mural and/or illustration. 
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Extensions  

Have students do other creative projects using the topic of rail bird hunting as a focus: poetry 

and stories. Students could make a mobile which includes all of the components of a rail bird 

hunt. Also, students could investigate and compare/contrast the other bird species that are (or 

were) regularly hunted along the tidal tributaries of the Delaware Estuary. 

Utilize rail bird hunting as a focus for interviewing people that have been rail bird hunting 

before. See Activity: Saving Local History. 

 

Conservation 

The Federal Duck Stamp, formally known as the Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation 

Stamp, is an adhesive stamp issued by the United States federal government that must be 

purchased prior to hunting for migratory waterfowl such as ducks and geese. It is widely seen 

as a collectable and a means to raise funds for wetland conservation, with 98% of the proceeds 

of each sale going to the Migratory Bird Conservation Fund.  

President Herbert Hoover signed the Migratory Bird Conservation Act in 1929 to authorize the 

acquisition and preservation of wetlands as waterfowl habitat. The law, however, did not 

provide a permanent source of money to buy and preserve the wetlands. On March 16, 1934, 

Congress passed, and President Roosevelt signed, the Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act, 

popularly known as the Duck Stamp Act.  

Governor's editions have been issued by several state agencies as a means of raising additional 

income. These stamps are printed in small quantities, most fewer than 1,000. They have a face 

value of approximately $50, and are imprinted with the name of the state governor. Governors 

also hand-sign a limited number of stamps. These are usually available at a premium, 

generally twice the price of normal singles. Hand-signed or autographed stamps are issued in 

very small quantities and are scarce to rare. Governor's editions are valid for hunting by all 

issuing states, but none would be used for that purpose, however, as it would destroy the mint 

condition and lower the value of the stamp.  

Artist signed stamps are mint examples of duck stamps autographed by the artist responsible 

for the artwork on the stamp. Such stamps are rapidly gaining popularity with collectors, and 

most can be purchased for a small premium over mint examples. Early federal stamps are 

particularly valuable and difficult to acquire. Signed stamps by artists now deceased also 

command a substantial premium. Remarqued stamps are quickly gaining in popularity with a 

worldwide audience. Original art on the actual stamp is seen as adding a spectacular flair to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Migratory_Bird_Conservation_Fund&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Migratory_Bird_Conservation_Act
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wetlands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterfowl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Habitat
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collections, making each stamp unique. These are very special, one-of-kind stamps on which 

an artist has personally drawn or painted a dog, decoy, lighthouse and/or duck.  

The Junior Duck Stamp Conservation and Design Program is a designed to teach wetlands 

habitat and waterfowl conservation to students in kindergarten through high school and help 

reconnect youth with the outdoors. The program guides students, using scientific and wildlife 

observation principles, to communicate visually what they have learned through an entry into 

the Junior Duck Stamp art contest. Duck stamps are now issued by the United States 

government and all state governments. 

 

What to do you w wild duck once its shot?   Prepare it for eating.  One of many recipes 

for preparing wild duck for eating 

Many hunters will take their limit during duck season.  As with most game meats, duck must 

be prepared properly.  Properly cooked, duck is tender, rich and has delectable crispy skin. It 

takes some practice to get it right, so here are some general rules and recipes: 

1) MEDIUM RARE – Unlike other poultry that carries bacteria when undercooked, duck 

NEEDS to be cooked to medium-rare.  

2) Always Crisp the Skin – No matter what you are cooking with duck, if you leave the skin 

on, it must be crispy. This may mean putting your dish under the broiler for a few minutes.  

3) Do Not Add Fat – Unlike turkey and chicken, duck has plenty of natural fat. Do not add 

butter or oil other than a dab to prep the pan. 

4) Do Not Trust the Recipe – Cooking times on duck recipes are always a bit off because just 

a few ounces difference in weight means a huge difference in cook time. Start checking the 

internal temperature early and check often. 

 

https://survivallife.com/wild-duck-recipes/#mvp-comments-button
https://survivallife.com/wild-duck-recipes/#mvp-comments-button
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Wild Duck Recipes: 

Seared Duck Breast 

Fruit sauces go great with wild duck. Just add fruit, sugar and water to a pot and cook down 

until it coats the back of a spoon. 

The recipe is incredibly simple. All you need is your duck breasts, some salt and pepper, and a 

dab of butter for your pan. 

Step 1) Place duck breast halves between 2 sheets of plastic wrap or inside a plastic bag. 

Pound them to an even thickness. This is important to ensure the duck cooks evenly. Be 

careful not to damage the skin too much. 

Step 2) Using sharp knife, score skin in 3/4-inch diamond pattern being careful not to cut into 

the meat. Make sure the meat is chilled for at least 30 minutes before cooking. 

Step 3) Melt a dab of butter in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Add salt and pepper to 

all sides of the duck. Place breast into skillet skin side down, and cook until the skin is crispy. 

This normally takes about five minutes. 

Step 4) Flip the duck to skin side up and drop the heat to medium. Continue cooking until your 

duck breast is medium-rare. Use a meat thermometer to be sure. Medium-rare is 135F and will 

likely take somewhere between four and eight minutes. 

Step 5) Move it to a cutting board and cover with foil. Let it rest 10 minutes before slicing the 

duck on a bias into ½ inch slices. 

Whole Roast Duck 

This recipe is every bit as simple and just requires a 5 to 6 lb. duck, boiling water, salt, and 

pepper. 

Step 1) Put your oven rack in middle position and preheat the oven to 425°F. 

Step 2) To trim up the duck, cut off the wing tips with a knife or sturdy shears and remove any 

excess fat. Poke the skin all over with a fork. Fold neck skin under body and place the duck on 

the rack of your roasting pan breast side up. 
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Step 3) Pour boiling-hot water over the duck to tighten the skin. You will notice it 

immediately start to shrink up. Let the duck cool enough to handle and pour out any water that 

got into the cavity. Then pat the duck dry inside and out, and leave the later in the pan to keep 

the duck moist in the oven. Rub the duck inside and out with salt and pepper. 

Step 4) Place the duck in the oven for roughly 45 minutes. Then, flip the duck over so the 

breast side is down and cook for another 45 minutes. Drain any liquid from the cavity and flip 

it back to breast side up. Keep roasting until the skin is crisp and the breasts are medium-rare 

at 135F. Be sure to just check the breasts as the legs will be a higher internal temperature. 

Step 5) If you are getting close to 135F and the skin is not crisp, you may have to switch to the 

broiler. Just watch it closely so the skin does not burn. 

Step 6) Move it to a cutting board and cover with foil. Let it set for 15 minutes before carving. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rancocas Creek Duck and Rail Bird Hunting 
 

29 
 

Resources  

Charting a Course for the Delaware Bay Watershed, Honigfeld, Harriet B. 

Published by the New Jersey Conservation Foundation Bamboo Brook  

170 Longview Road 

Far Hills, NJ 07931-2623 (908) 234-1225.  

Copyright 1997. 

NJ Department of Environmental Protection Black Rail   

https://www.nj.gov/dep/fgw/ensp/pdf/end-thrtened/blkrail.pdf 

NJ Department of Fish and Game  

https://dep.nj.gov/njfw/hunting/ 

Federal Duck Stamp Program 

https://fws.gov/service/duck-stamps 

Project Wild 

https://fishwildlife.org/projectwild 

 

 

 
 

 

Note:  Material in this packet is modeled from NJ Fish and Game, NJDEP and Project Wild curriculum 

guidelines. 

https://www.nj.gov/dep/fgw/ensp/pdf/end-thrtened/blkrail.pdf
https://dep.nj.gov/njfw/hunting/
https://fws.gov/service/duck-stamps

