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Stevens Decoys of Weedsport New York

The Harvey and George Stevens Story



Early Beginnings

• Captain William Stevens, Harvey and George’s Great-Grand 
Father fought in the Revolutionary War 

• Participated in the Boston Tea Party

• Was awarded and drew Lot Number 76, in the Town of Brutus

• Harvey and George’s parents were farmers on a portion of the 
original military lot

• Farmed about 70-80 acres



Amos and Sarah Stevens
Parents

• Successful farming family in Weedsport, New York

• Raised and sold corn, wheat, oats, cabbage, and potatoes

• Also had horses, cows, chickens, and hogs



Amos and Sarah Stevens
Early Beginnings

• Had 5 sons

• Harvey  The oldest, founder of Stevens Decoys

• Perry

• Royal 

• George  Carved with Harvey and then independently

• Fred       Assisted with carving and painting to some degree



Stevens Homestead
Circa 1955



Harvey A. Stevens
Biography

• Founder of Stevens Decoys

• Born October 1847

• Died August 28,1894 of Tuberculosis and Influenza 

• 46 years old

• Married twice

• Fanny Peck Fuller, possibly dies during childbirth?

• Daughter dies at birth or in infancy?

• Marries Fanny Hall 5 years later, one step child



George W. Stevens
Biography 

• Born 1856

• Was born a “cripple” with a “hunch back”. He wore an iron lift on one shoe. Probably 
had spinal scoliosis with a leg length discrepancy.

• Never married

• Died February 15, 1905

• 49 years old

• Died of Tuberculosis

• Also farmed and gardened as a source of income

• Began working with Harvey around 1876

• Started carving independently in 1891 and continued until his death in 1905



Harvey Stevens Early Beginnings 

• Was a skilled cabinet maker and taxidermist

• Hunted ducks around the Weedsport area in the Marshes of 
Montezuma

• Part-time hunting guide and market hunter

• Founding member of the Weedsport Sportsman Club

• Harvey was an avid trap shooter

• Started carving decoys in the early 1860’s for his own use,                        
“To bring the ducks to me”



Harvey Stevens Early Beginings 

• His decoys worked so well in attracting ducks, locals began 
requesting some decoys for their own use

• Encouraged by his local decoy sales, Harvey set his ambitions 
on selling his decoys nationwide

• His first national advertising ad appeared in 1874 in “Field and 
Stream” magazine



Field & Stream Magazine
April 4, 1874



Harvey Stevens Early Beginings 

• Harvey was advertising Stevens Decoys as                             
“The Best Decoy Ducks in the World” and “The Finest in the 
World”

• Harvey Stevens was the 

• “First” decoy maker to advertise to a National Market

• “First” to make decoy carving a full-time occupation









Harvey Stevens Early Beginnings

• Started carving in a converted wood shed

• Began carving by himself

• George joined Harvey in 1876

• Moved to a larger shop on the outskirts of Weedsport in the 1880’s

• Employed up to 8 people at times, to assist in decoy production

• Fred Stevens a painter by trade, assisted to some degree, blending 
paints and rough shaping the decoys



Stevens Decoy Helpers

• Fred Stevens

• Adelbert McWethy

• Oscar McWethy

• Allen Stickle

• Others?



1963 National Decoy Contest

Syracuse, NY



Harvey’s First Workshop



Harvey’s First Workshop



Harvey’s First Workshop



Harvey’s First Workshop



The Stevens Decoy “Factory”
A Misnomer

• Classified as a “Factory” by Joel Barber and William Mackey, 
because they were nationally advertised and provided full-time 
employment

• Harvey also promoted himself as a “Manufacturer of Duck 
Decoys” which helped fuel the “Factory Label”

• But no machines or lathes were used in their production, and 
each decoy was individually and completely hand carved



The Stevens Decoy “Factory”

• Harvey adopted the use of templates or patterns. The decoys 
were roughed out by hatchet, and finished by a draw shave, 
rasp, and chisel. The decoys bodies were held in a horse vise.

• Hundreds of decoys were carved as compared to the 
thousands manufactured by true factories.

A Misnomer



Stevens Decoys

• Stevens used the best available white and yellow cedar because of its lightness 
and durability

• Knot holes and checks were filled with white putty prior to painting

• Stevens mixed their own paints

• Only the best paints were used 

• Many birds were painted without priming of the decoy

• A Testament to the quality of the paint, as to it’s excellent adherence after over 
160 years!

• Harvey was a True Perfectionist!



Harvey’s Marketing Strategy

• Advertised his Decoy Ducks as “The Best in the World”

• “You should have good Decoys, they are invaluable and 
require no more room than poor ones” Harvey Stevens



Harvey’s Marketing Strategy 

• Marketed his decoys to wealthy sportsmen, to complement 
their fancy clothing and expensive guns

• Sold his decoys to high end Sporting Goods Stores in major 
cities:

• Schoverling, Daly, and Gates in NYC

• Henry C. Squires and Sons in NYC

• Von Lengerbe and Antoine (VL&A) in Chicago



Harvey’s Marketing Strategy

• Each decoy was shipped in a cloth canvas bag with a draw 
string to prevent marring during shipping. Instead of using 
newspaper like commercial makers shipped their decoys at the 
time.

• Also offered anchors, decoy cords (lines) and duck calls for sale 

• Sold his decoys for $10 per dozen, in 1891

• 83 cents/decoy

• At one time offered a free duck call with each dozen purchased



Original Stevens  
Cloth Decoy Shipping Bag





Stevens Decoys Timeline

• 1860’s         Harvey begins carving decoys for his own use

• 1865            Harvey begins carving decoys for commercial sale 

• 1874            Harvey’s first national advertisement in Field & Stream 

• 1876            George begins working with Harvey

• 1891            George begins carving independently, as a separate entity 

• 1894            Harvey dies                   

• 1905            George dies 



Carving Periods and Styles

• 1865-1870  Early Tackeye Period Harvey

• 1870-1884  Tackeye Period Harvey

• George begins helping in 1876

• 1885-1890  Glasseye Period Harvey and George

• 1891-1894  Glasseye Period Harvey 

• 1891-1905  Glasseye Period George



Carving Period 1865-1870
Harvey “Early” Tackeyes

• Tackeyes

• Concave head/face area

• Flat bottom bills

• Thick neck forward on the body

• Pronounced mid back hump

• Some with concave longitudinal depression on back



Carving Period 1865-1870
Harvey “Early” Tackeyes

• Tails extends high off the back 

• Flat bottoms

• Detailed paint patterns

• Many decoys with an oval painted area on the bottom



Carving Period 1865-1870
Harvey “Early” Tackeyes

• No stencils or brands

• One example of a paper label on bottom

• Harvey’s handwriting in graphite pencil on some

• Only Drakes

• Very few examples known















Carving Period 1870-1884
Harvey “Tackeyes” with George helping

• Tackeyes

• Rounded bill edges and rounded bill tips

• Slightly concave head/face carving, with dime sized flat area around the tackeye

• Thick neck forward on the body, with pronounced goiter necks on some decoys

• Head moved slightly back on body

• Larger bodies

• Less pronounced mid-body back hump



Carving Period 1870-1884
Harvey “Tackeyes” with George helping

• Tail extends off the top of body

• Detailed paint patterns

• Only drakes

• Also a few Tackeye sleepers or humpbacks are known to exist

• Flat bottom decoys with low heads



Carving Period 1870-1884
Harvey “Tackeyes” with George helping

• Most decoys are unmarked

• Handwriting in graphite pencil on some examples

• Paper label “H. A. Stevens” under bill or on the bottom, very 
rarely found



















Carving Period 1885-1890
Harvey and George “Glasseyes” 

• Glasseye Decoys

• Slightly bell shaped bills with flat bottoms

• Fuller, rounded head

• Thinner neck

• Head moved further back on body

• More rounded body, Centrally balanced mid-point



Carving Period 1885-1890
Harvey and George “Glasseyes”

• Introduction of the Paddle Tail

• Paddle Tail 

• Longer and wider tail

• More rounded and thicker at the tip

• Pumpkin Seed shaped

• Thicker down the center and thinner at the sides



Paddle Tail



Carving Period 1885-1890
Harvey and George “Glasseyes”

• Paddle Tail, extends lower off the body

• George’s more mid point

• Harvey’s slightly higher



George Bluebill Harvey Bluebill



Carving Period 1885-1890
Harvey and George “Glasseyes”

• Most decoys unmarked 

• Glasseye Sleeper model was introduced 



Carving Period 1885-1894
Glasseye Sleeper Decoys 

• Sleeper Model

• Often referred to as “Humpbacks” by collectors

• Initially collectors thought these were earlier models

• Vast majority of Sleeper decoys have glass eyes

• Paint patterns and brush strokes match the glasseye paddle tail 
style period decoys

• Flat bottom decoys with low heads



Carving Period 1885-1894
Glasseye Sleeper Decoys

• Most were carved by Harvey, and very few carved by George

• Only Bluebills, Redheads, and Goldeneyes. Mostly drakes, with 
some hen Bluebills.

• Not as popular with collectors



Stevens Bluebill Sleeper 



Stevens Redhead Sleeper



Carving Period 1891-1894
Harvey

• In 1891 Harvey and George stop working together, George 
begins carving independently

• Harvey starts adding a stencil to his decoys 

• Harvey continues improving his carving and painting skills

• Some of his best decoys are produced











Carving Period 1891-1905
George

• George working independently

• Begins advertising G.W. Stevens Decoys

• No longer under the direct supervision and control of Harvey

• Fred assisting to some degree?

• Glasseye Paddle Tail Decoys



Carving Period 1891-1905
George

• George refines and hones his carving and painting skills, and 
becomes as accomplished as Harvey

• Begins to experiment with various carving and painting styles

• Introduces the “Nautical” Style decoy 

• On some Canvasbacks and Widgeon

• Introduces Arrowhead or Flange style Tail

• On some Widgeon



George Nautical Style Canvasback



George Widgeon with Arrowhead Tail



George Bluebill 
Pair



Harvey and George 
running Competing Ads in 

the same issue of
Forest and Stream
September 2, 1893 





Markings, Labels, and Brands
1865-1870 Early Tackeye Period Harvey 

• No markings on vast majority of decoys 

• Harvey’s handwriting in graphite pencil on some decoys

• One known paper label under body “H. A. Stevens”





Markings, Labels, and Brands
1870-1884 Tackeye Period Harvey

• No markings on vast majority of decoys

• Harvey’s handwriting in graphite pencil

• Paper labels under the bill or body “H. A. Stevens”



Markings, Labels, and Brands
1885-1890 Glasseye Period Harvey and George

• No markings on vast majority of decoys

• Harvey’s handwriting in graphite pencil

• Paper labels under the bill or body “H. A. Stevens”

• More handwriting on decoys by Harvey



Markings, Labels, and Brands
1891-1894 Glasseye Period Harvey

• Stencil 

• Paddle Tails

• Sleepers

• Handwriting in Graphite Pencil

• Stencil and handwriting indicating species



Stencil on Harvey’s 
Paddle Tails



Huh

Harvey’s Signature in Graphite Pencil



Stencil and 
Handwriting 

Indicating Species



Stencil on Harvey’s 
Sleepers



Markings, Labels, and Brands
1891-1905 Glasseye Period George

• Paper labels under bills or bottoms of decoys                     

• “Geo W Stevens”

• 1894 Shortly after Harvey’s death, George began using 
Harvey’s stencil with “H. A.” removed or blocked out 1894-1900 

• Rubber stamp “G. W. Stevens”

• 1900-1905 Hot iron branding “G. W. Stevens”











Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys

• In Harvey’s “Circular and Price List of 1891 Harvey states:

• “Decoy Ducks…to be superior to anything now offered to 
American sportsmen…combining some valuable 
improvements not found in any other”



Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
The Form

• Classic Form

• From robust early Tackeyes to sleek Glasseye paddle tails

• Later decoys of Harvey’s were very symmetrically balanced

• Their consistancy is attributed to the use of Harvey’s templates 
and his perfectionist philosophy

• Harvey’s decoys from 1891-1894 were exactly balanced at 
midpoint in length and height





Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
The Paint

• The majority of Stevens Decoys painted before 1891 were painted by 
Harvey

• Harvey Stevens Circular 1891 states “And in painting, nothing but the 
best paint is used, and for style and neatness they (the decoys) are 
unsurpassed” 

• Paints were custom mixed and blended in their shop to achieve the 
appropriate color palette 

• Harvey’s painting was more consistent than George’s

• George’s decoys have more variation in color 



Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
The Paint

• Both Harvey and George took great pride in their painting and the 
finished product 

• George’s decoys between 1895-1905 were exceptionally painted, 
and are equal in quality to Harvey’s best work

• Fine combing, stippling, and paint bending 

• Harvey’s and George’s Drake Mallards have 5 distinct types of 
paint combing!



Harvey Widgeon 



Harvey Widgeon



Harvey Mallard



George Eclipse Goldeneye



George Bluebill Pair



Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
Heads

• On Paddle Tails 

• Heads are adjustable and removable 

• 2 inch steel wood screw attached from the top

• 3/8 inch dowel plugging the hole

• Use of 1 or 2 inch square-cut nails to strengthen the neck 





Paddle Tail Head 
Attachment



Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
Heads

• On Sleepers

• 2 inch steel wood screw attached from the bottom

• 3/8 inch dowel plugging the hole

• Heads are not not removable

• 1 or 2 inch square-cut nails driven from the top, to tightly 
secure the head to the body



Sleeper Head 
Attachment



Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
Anchor Line Attachment

• 7/8 inch drilled circular hole

• Fence staple or 12-13 gauge wire bent into a “U” shape

• The fence staple was recessed, to prevent rubbing on other 
decoys

• Hole has a smaller central hole from the bit starter on the drill 
bit





Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
Ballast Weights

• Most decoys have a single circular 7/8 inch ballast weight

• Made of either soft lead or a pewter like hard lead alloy

• Surface is either smooth or has an uniform pattern in 
appearance 

• Weights were recessed or flush with the bottom surface

•  Some decoys have 3 ballast weights, possibly for special 
orders or an attempt for self-righting? Found only on divers.





Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
Bill Construction

• Distinct carved lines separating the bill from the head

• Distinct “V” notch at bill / head junction

• Carved mandible line, nail, and upper tip

• Nostrils pressed in with a screwdriver



Bill Details



Species Carved

• Most Common

• Bluebills, Redheads, Goldeneyes and Black Ducks

• Almost 2/3 of all species 

• Somewhat Rare

• Canvasbacks, Buffleheads 

• Rare

• Widgeon, Mallards, and Bluewing Teal

• Rarest

• Pintails and Mergansers



Differences Between Harvey’s and George’s Decoys

• Height of Tail

• Harvey closer to the top of body

• George more mid body

• High Point of Body

• Harvey more centered and balanced

• George more towards the rear



Harvey Bluebill George Bluebill



Differences Between Harvey’s and George’s Decoys

• Height and Length where top of mandible meets the face

• Harvey equal or lower on right side

• George higher and longer on left side



Harvey carved Decoy George carved Decoy



Differences Between Harvey’s and George’s Decoys

• Shape of head from above

• Harvey football shaped

• George bull head, wider in the rear



Harvey’s Football Shaped Head



Georges’s Bull / Wedge Shaped Head



Harvey Stevens
1847-1894



Harvey Stevens

1847-1894



George Stevens

1856-1905



George Stevens

1856-1905



Thank You!!
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Questions?


	Slide 1: Stevens Decoys of Weedsport New York
	Slide 2: Early Beginnings
	Slide 3: Amos and Sarah Stevens
	Slide 4: Amos and Sarah Stevens
	Slide 5: Stevens Homestead Circa 1955
	Slide 6: Harvey A. Stevens
	Slide 7: George W. Stevens
	Slide 8: Harvey Stevens Early Beginnings 
	Slide 9: Harvey Stevens Early Beginings 
	Slide 10: Field & Stream Magazine
	Slide 11: Harvey Stevens Early Beginings 
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15: Harvey Stevens Early Beginnings
	Slide 16: Stevens Decoy Helpers
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19: Harvey’s First Workshop
	Slide 20: Harvey’s First Workshop
	Slide 21: Harvey’s First Workshop
	Slide 22: The Stevens Decoy “Factory”
	Slide 23: The Stevens Decoy “Factory”
	Slide 24: Stevens Decoys
	Slide 25: Harvey’s Marketing Strategy
	Slide 26: Harvey’s Marketing Strategy 
	Slide 27: Harvey’s Marketing Strategy
	Slide 28: Original Stevens   Cloth Decoy Shipping Bag
	Slide 29
	Slide 30: Stevens Decoys Timeline
	Slide 31: Carving Periods and Styles
	Slide 32: Carving Period 1865-1870
	Slide 33: Carving Period 1865-1870
	Slide 34: Carving Period 1865-1870
	Slide 35
	Slide 36
	Slide 37
	Slide 38
	Slide 39
	Slide 40
	Slide 41: Carving Period 1870-1884
	Slide 42: Carving Period 1870-1884
	Slide 43: Carving Period 1870-1884
	Slide 44
	Slide 45
	Slide 46
	Slide 47
	Slide 48
	Slide 49
	Slide 50
	Slide 51
	Slide 52: Carving Period 1885-1890
	Slide 53: Carving Period 1885-1890
	Slide 54: Paddle Tail
	Slide 55: Carving Period 1885-1890
	Slide 56: Harvey Bluebill
	Slide 57: Carving Period 1885-1890
	Slide 58: Carving Period 1885-1894
	Slide 59: Carving Period 1885-1894
	Slide 60: Stevens Bluebill Sleeper 
	Slide 61: Stevens Redhead Sleeper
	Slide 62: Carving Period 1891-1894
	Slide 63
	Slide 64
	Slide 65
	Slide 66
	Slide 67: Carving Period 1891-1905
	Slide 68: Carving Period 1891-1905
	Slide 69: George Nautical Style Canvasback
	Slide 70: George Widgeon with Arrowhead Tail
	Slide 71: George Bluebill Pair
	Slide 72: Harvey and George running Competing Ads in the same issue of Forest and Stream September 2, 1893 
	Slide 73
	Slide 74: Markings, Labels, and Brands
	Slide 75
	Slide 76: Markings, Labels, and Brands
	Slide 77: Markings, Labels, and Brands
	Slide 78: Markings, Labels, and Brands
	Slide 79: Stencil on Harvey’s Paddle Tails
	Slide 80: Huh
	Slide 81: Stencil and Handwriting Indicating Species
	Slide 82: Stencil on Harvey’s Sleepers
	Slide 83: Markings, Labels, and Brands
	Slide 84
	Slide 85
	Slide 86
	Slide 87
	Slide 88: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 89: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 90
	Slide 91: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 92: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 93: Harvey Widgeon 
	Slide 94: Harvey Widgeon
	Slide 95: Harvey Mallard
	Slide 96: George Eclipse Goldeneye
	Slide 97: George Bluebill Pair
	Slide 98: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 99
	Slide 100: Paddle Tail Head Attachment
	Slide 101: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 102: Sleeper Head Attachment
	Slide 103: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 104
	Slide 105: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 106
	Slide 107: Unique Characteristics of Stevens Decoys
	Slide 108: Bill Details
	Slide 109: Species Carved
	Slide 110: Differences Between Harvey’s and George’s Decoys
	Slide 111: Harvey Bluebill
	Slide 112: Differences Between Harvey’s and George’s Decoys
	Slide 113: Harvey carved Decoy
	Slide 114: Differences Between Harvey’s and George’s Decoys
	Slide 115: Harvey’s Football Shaped Head
	Slide 116: Georges’s Bull / Wedge Shaped Head
	Slide 117: Harvey Stevens
	Slide 118: Harvey Stevens
	Slide 119: George Stevens
	Slide 120: George Stevens
	Slide 121: Thank You!!
	Slide 122: References
	Slide 123: References
	Slide 124: References
	Slide 125: References
	Slide 126

