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Ned BBurgess wwith aa ccanvas-ccovered ggoose. 
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A Carolina decoy maker
with an art deco flourish

B Y D I C K M C I N T Y R E

..............

A
North Carolina decoy maker
who painted some of his decoys
with an art deco flourish?
Absolutely, Edward Roger
“Ned” Burgess of Waterlily did

just that. The backs of his drake pintails
and wigeons are comprised of intricately
positioned geometric bars and dots of con-
trasting colors. Viewed close-up, the art
deco patterns don’t look anything like a
live duck’s plumage pattern, but from a
short distance, they are very representative
of their intended species. 

“Basic” would be a fitting description
of the paint patterns on most coastal
North Carolina decoys. While the sculp-

tural qualities of Tarheel decoys are often
very powerful, their paint adornments are
usually quite pedestrian. How Burgess,
who lived in a remote coastal fishing vil-
lage, was influenced by the art deco move-
ment is anyone’s guess. The time during
which most of his “art deco” decoys were
produced (1925-1945) was a period of
much change in the art and architectural
movements in America. Yet Waterlily,
where Burgess resided, would seemingly
be out of the art loop.

Burgess was truly a commercial decoy
maker, supplying thousands of decoys to
organized hunt clubs as distant as the
Washington D.C. area. He proudly
acknowledged more than one U.S.
Congressman as clients who drove to his
backwater shop to pick-up their promised
orders. Could one of his more cosmopoli-
tan duck hunting clients taken Burgess a
supply of picture books or magazines that
may have held some artistic influence?

Ned Burgess was born in 1868 in the
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Top vview oof ppintail sshowcases tthe aart ddeco ppaint ppatterns tthat NNed BBurgess aapplied tto tthe bbacks oof hhis ppintail aand wwigeon ddrakes. 
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village of Duck on North Carolina’s Outer
Banks and died in 1962. In an interview
for a newspaper in 1957 he told how he
was orphaned when he was nine-years-old,
blinded in one eye at the age of 12, and
pretty much raised himself through child-
hood. As a young man he net fished for
largemouth bass and carp in Currituck

Sound, built fishing boats and, occasional-
ly, guided duck hunters. 

Ned Burgess carved decoys until he was
over 90-years-old, and the urge to create a
decorative item now and again probably
did not escape him. As undoubtedly the
most prolific of the Currituck County
decoy makers, Burgess would be proud of
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Black dduck wwith aart ddeco ppaint ppattern. 
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Redhead wwith sslight uupturn tto bbill, uused
on MMaryland’s EEastern SShore. 
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Drake wwigeon wwith wwhite aand ggreen bbar
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Canvasback hhen iin eexcellent ooriginal ppaint. 
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Drake ppintail ffrom tthe MMose WWhite rrig wwith
typical aart ddeco ppaint ppattern. SSee ttop vview oon
facing ppage.  
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Bluebill ppair ffrom tthe JJoshua GGoodrich rrig iin
nice ooriginal ppaint wwith aangled nneck sshelves,
giving tthem aa rreared-bback aattitude. 
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Diminutive rruddy dduck iin
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his historical legacy, and possibly more
astounded at the prices paid by modern
day collectors for his version of an art deco
decoy.

You can read the “rest of the
story” in the Sept./Oct. 2004 issue

of Decoy Magazine.


