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Birds of a Feather
By Eric Francis | photography By sara BlancEtt

During Duck sEason, thE hunt is only halF thE Fun

t sounds like the world’s worst morning routine: Wake up before 4 a.m., hit the road before 
5, set up your gear in the dark and be ready to start when the sun rises.

For hunters like Cullen Bullard, though, that’s a small price to pay for a day spent in 
pursuit of a favorite quarry: Anas platyrhynchos, the mallard duck. 

But as Bullard and three of his buddies stand in a flooded bean field and watch the sun break 
over the horizon, the mallards (and the many other species of ducks that migrate to Arkansas 
during the winter) aren’t in a cooperative frame of mind. They’re flying high and fast, and 
though some linger tantalizingly over the open water in front of the hunters, few settle on its 
surface — and fewer still within shotgun range. 

That’s not too much of a hardship, though, for these guys are here as much for the fellowship 
as the feathered flocks are.

I
DivErsions
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“We’ve got too much water, that’s the problem,” 
observes Bullard, an occupational therapist who 
lives in Benton, as he watches yet another flight 
sail over the tree line to the next field.

Jacob Pettus, an orthopedic equipment sales 
rep who also hails from Benton, jokingly notes 
that much like fishermen, “duck hunters have a 
lot of excuses — too much water, not enough 
water, wind’s from the wrong direction, it’s too 
warm.”

That’s worth a chuckle from the other two 
companions, fellow orthopedic sales rep Gary 
Jacks and orthopedic surgeon Todd Ghormley, 
both of Conway. All four men avow that as 
much as they like killing ducks, they enjoy the 
socializing aspect of duck hunting equally well.

The day proves to be not a total loss. Four birds 
are taken — a gadwall, two spoonbills (“Pettus 
hawks,” Jacks says in a stage whisper while his 
friend is still within earshot), and what looked a 
whole lot like a mallard hen that fell into a cold,  
fast-moving bayou behind the men.

“Not a problem, you can swim out there and 
get it in no time,” a grinning Pettus tells Bullard.

The high water left by the rains of early 
December was still wreaking havoc on duck 
hunting when Tracey Blake headed out to a 
favorite spot outside of Keo with his friend Chris 
Harrell, Harrell’s brother and father, and Blake’s 

Labrador retriever Goose.
“We did okay — we didn’t get skunked,” said 

Blake, who works for the Arkansas Game & Fish 
Commission. “We killed two; there weren’t a 
lot of ducks flying into the area this week after 
being shot at for four days straight. But as long 
as we got the skunk out of the boat, it was okay.”

Blake has been hunting ducks for six years and 
he says he loves the whole process.

“Getting up, getting out there, getting a good 
spot, then just watching them come in,” he 
explained. “There’s been plenty of mornings 
we’ve caught ourselves watching more than 
shooting. It’s a neat thing to watch.”

Another treat is watching the dog work. This 
is Goose’s third duck season and Blake says he’s 
taken to the job with enthusiasm. Not to mention 
it helps cut down on the hunters’ work load, since 
they don’t have to chase all over the water after 

wounded or drifting ducks.
Blake, too, said he loves the social aspect of 

duck hunting, and immediately called up the 
memory of one outing with his brother and two 
cousins.

“We hunted on Thanksgiving last year,” he 
recalled. “We sat out there for about three hours 
and didn’t see a duck, but we had a good time 
talking and joking and even remembering some 
of our other hunts.”

And the company of friends this year helped 
take the sting out of a slow day on the hunt. Still, 
two ducks isn’t enough to satisfy any hunter, and 
Blake was already planning his next excursion.

opposite page: perched on his platform and waiting for 
his cue, Blake’s labrador retriever goose is ready for his 
third season of hunting. opening pages: the decoys are 
in place as the sun rises over tracy Blake’s duck-hunting 
lease outside of keo.

the mallards are flying high and fast, and 
though some linger tantalizingly over the 

open water, few settle on its surface.
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above: rick harrell uses his duck call to try to convince some hesitant flyers to come in for a landing. opposite page: clockwise 
from top: tracey Blake and goose in cover, looking for incoming ducks; paul harrell outfitted in the dress code of duck season, 
waders and camouflage; hunters make keepsakes out of federal duck bands, used to help track the migratory patterns of ducks.


