
S. C. —.Duck

Otto Russell's 
Big Crop of Ducks

How irise use of land and water

is bringing the birds back 

to Berkeley's ancient mars/res

Story and Pictures 

By Leon J. Sisk
TJUCKHALL Is the name of Otto 
D RusseP's plantation near 
Moncks Corner, South Carolina, 
but "Ducks Unlimited" would 
more aptly describe it. Visit 
Buckhall any time during hunt-

Ing season on a day when there's 
no shooting and your ears will 
be assailed by the gabbling of 
thousands of waterlowl as they 
gossip and feed in the managed 
lields along the Cooper river.

I wanted a picture to document 
this statement a close-up show 
ing the water darkened by the 
thousands of ducks that flock 
daily to Russell's plantation. I 
tried hard to get one. Even 
donned coveralls and slithered 
through the undergrowth like a 
snake (or 50 or 75 yards but I 
was always spotted by the ducks 
before I could get near enough 
to record their presence.

The ducks were there though 
 there by the thousands   as 
everyone who has hunted at 
Buckhall will attest,

An Amazing Si phi

IT WAS AN amazing sight. And 
it was an amazing story Otto 

Russell told me. And 1 gathered, 
lirtrning to Russell, that he's 
pretty much amazed himself at

, what has happened. 
i

"We've a'ways had ducks at 
Ruckhall," Russell told me. 
"We're on the Atlantic Flyway 
and ducks have been going this 
way for a long time. The catch 
is they haven't been stopping in 
Berkeley county in great num 
bers since rice ceased to be 
grown about the turn of the cen 
tury.

Ducks are funny that way, I 
told. Thpy remember from 

to season where there is 
and will stop th*re year

after year. But let a marsh run 
out of food and next year the 
ducks will pass it up,

"It takes two things to attract 
ducks," Russell continued, "food 
and water. We had the water 
but not the food. With some- 
thing like 100,000 acres of old 
rice fields, marshes, and swamps 
along the Cooper to attract the

ducks than was always a night
coming in. And one taking off! 
That was tlie trouble. They didn't 
linger. As soon as they found 
out there wasn't anything under 
the water to eat they'd take off. 
As a result hunters often had 
trouble getting one duck a day." 

"Now that food is being grown, 
sportsmen have no trouble get 
ting their four ducks a day. And 
believe me I've seen some that 
would have trouble hitting the 
side of a barn."

As Russell and I talked, early 
one morning, the sky was alive 
with ducks. Big flights were com 
ing in all the time. At his sug 
gestion we got in his jpep and 
drove to Ihe far end of the plan 
tation where, he promised, we 
would really see ducks.

Arriving there we got out ot 
the jeep about a. hundred yards 
short of the place where the 
ducks were feeding. Making a 
circuitous and quiet approach 
through the tree* and shore, 
vegetation, we suddenly came 
upon a sight not soon to be for 

gotten. Literally thousands of 
ducks black ducks, mallards, 
canvasbacks, baldpates, pintails, 
redheads, and others covered 
the shallow water so thickly it 
would have been an impossible 
feat to throw a stick among them 
and not hit one.

S. C. S. Plan Paid Off

/^REDIT for the change from 
V/ hardly any ducks to myraids 
of ducks belongs exclusively t| 
the Soil Conservation Service and 
its wildlife representative in the 
Low Country, W. W. N'eely. Un 
der the pifln developed by Neely, 
hrowntop millet is planted on the 
old rice fields the first part of 
July. It grows fast and the mid 
summer planting is not bothered 
greatly by grass and weeds. In 
the fall the hrowntop is flooded 
with about 12 inches of water. 
This makes ideal feeding sites 
for ducks.

But oi course it's not oolite that 
simple. Water control in the 
first requirement for a duck field. 
For that you have to build dikes 
with a dragline around the fields 
to be flooded to keep the water 
off the field while the hrowntop 
is crowing, and on thr firM

during the duck season. Along 
ahout the last of March you let 
the. water off the field. This 
lenves plenty of time for the 
land to dry out and be ready for

rhmrry h^-^rdoijs. Harvesting 
by hand would he too expensive 
to make the venture profitable.

discing and planting the brown- 
top.

The browntop is seeded at the 
rate of 20 pounds to the acre, 
Another duck food, smarrweed, 
being a perennial and indigenous, 
comes hack nahirally after draw. 
down without having to be plant 
ed each year.

In the fall, usually about the 
first full moon in October, water 
is allowed to enter the field from 
the Cooper river through flood 5 
gates that can be opened and 
closed as required, until the mil 
let is covered with from 12 to 
18 inches of water.

That's all there is to it.
Russell has 300 acres so treat 

ed. Shooting is done frnm 21 
blinds, all open-water blinds. He 
operates Buckhall as a club 
Membership is restricted to 
hunters. Since word got around 
about the increase in duck popu 
lation, Russell says he could 
easily sell 50 additional member 
ships if hp were so inclined.

An interesting sidelight on this 
matter was provided by Russell. 
He stated that three acres of mil 
let and smarrwped will feed 300 
ducks all winter, so if all the 
100.000 acres of old rice fields 
along the Cooper in Berkeley 
County were treated as the land 
on BuckhaP Club has been, fnod 
would be provided for nearly 
three and a half million ducks.

Hunting would then begin to 
approach that at Stuttgart, Ark., 
Russell said. And with hunters 
spending upwards of $100 a day

A

perlfva bicolor ).« growing In 21 
locations over the farm. 
one is fenced with three strandj 
of barb wire to keep out grazing

ft livestock.\i
CARDINAL principle of the Well, that's the story of duckt

Land Use Theory

M
20

Soil Conservation Service is 
to put each acre of land to its 
best use. To achieve this, SCS 
develops plans in cooperation 
with landowners, which are bas 
ed on existing conditions and 
which provides for the use and 
management of the land accord 
ing to its adaptabilities and capa 
bilities.

Based on thai principle, this 
is the best use that could be \ 
accorded this land, Livingston 
says.

Livingston also pointed out that 
Russell, a District Cooperator of 
the Berkeley Soil Conseivation 
District, is carrying out a good 
land-use program on his entire 
plantation. All but 80 of the 565 
acres are in trees, range pasture

at Buckhall dub and how th» 
owner, Otto Russell, assisted by 
SCS representatives W. W. Neely 
and James S. Livingston, ii 
demonstrating at BuckhaU a way 
to bring ducks back to Berkeley 
County.

wildlife. This \s exclusivt 
of the 300 acres of former ric* 
land along the Cooper. Of th» 
565 acres, 80 are In forage crops

R
Other Improvements

USSELL is only one of sev 
eral plantation owners la 

Berkeley who are developing th« 
old Cooper River nee fields for 
duck. At Umbria Plantation, 
owned by Francis Hipp and Rob 
ert Small of Greenville:, 60 acre* 
have been diked for flooding and 
this will be increased to 100 
acres this year.

Unanimous approval has been 
accorded this practice in Berke 
ley, whicn is not always th«

for winter grazing of cattle and case when 80me MW prgctice ^

each during the hunting season, |! 
economic conditions in Berke 
ley and Moncks Corner would be 
substantially affected.

During my visit to BuckhaU 
was accompanied by James S. 
Livingston, work unit conserva- 
tionist of ihe Soil Conservation 
Service in Berkeley County. Liv- 
ingston pointed out that none of 
this land i* well suited for cul-H

475 acres in timber and range 
pasture. Also, five acres in feno- 
ed off bicolor strips for quail.

Wildlife As A Crop

FE SOIL Conservation Ser 
vice regards wildlife ai an 

important product of the land. 
Its technicians help and encour 
age farmen and plantation own 
ers to recognize that wildlife, like 
other crops, must be planned for 
and managed.

The entire acreage of timber 
1 Is protected from burning by tirtjr.-'

I [l[ lanes and Russell employs a full- 
time woods rider to keep a look 
out for fires, supervise cutting 
operations and Mlep an eyt on 
the ducks and other game. 

Wildlife on the plantation, In-

ries of the weather would make
_*  *  .!_ Lesting of either crop by ma-

tivation. Some, of it could bef cidentally, Is not restricted to 
planted to corn or rice, but vaga- jf :ducks. Quail and

abound and on two occasion! 
aaw deer. The five acres of les-

being developed or put into use. 
The Soil Conservation Service 
approves i' because it is good 
land use; the wildlife people be 
cause excellent duck habitat if 
provided instead of destroyed at 
often happens when land is 
drained and put into cultivation.

The hunters are happy because 
it insures plenty- of good shoot 
ing; the owners also because It 
means good hunting, or Increas 
ed income trom the sale of hunt 
ing privileges.

I guess I'm about the only un 
happy individual to visit Buck- 
hall, but only because I wasn't 
able to get a close-up picture of 
the ducks and didn't get to do 
any hunting, even though Otto 
Russell graciously offered to pro 
vide me with a gun and ammuni-

The visit to BuckhaU was not 
without its thrills though. Watch 
ing a flignt of mallards coming 
in was deeply stirring, and see 
ing hundreds of ducks bobbing up 
and down on little waves set up 
by morning winds almost com 
pensated for the picture I didn't 
get.

Actually not getting to do any 
shooting didn't really bother me 
because I don't hunt anyway. 
I'm a fisherman. That's another 
reason I especially wanted a 
close-up picture. Without it 
everyone's going to say It's Just 
one of my fish tales when I tell 
them how many ducks I saw at 
BuckhaU when I visited the plan 
tation.
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This was the closest the author wos able to get to the ducks which took flight at toon at 
tiood up to make the picture. Thete ar» mallardt.

Otto Russell (center), owner of Buckhall, with SCS tepreten- 
tative Jomet S. Livings-ton (right), and Russell's woods rider, 
examine browntop millet the day before the area was flooded. 
Not all of the 300 acres of duck fields are flooded at tne tame 
time. An ingenious system of diking permits fields to be flooded 

needed to provide additional food for the ducks and that 
k<>*ps them at Buckhall for the entire teato/i.

This area was flooded n few hours c/fw thit picture was made. The following morning hundred* 
ti ducks were feeding or browntop millet and tmartweed.

Twenty-one fenced areot of fetpedeia bicolor proviae food 
for quo*/. James Livingston, thown in picture, reported teeing 
a covey in the bicolor when he walked out to the fence icr the 
picture to be mode. The 21 areas add up to tome fiv9 acres of
bicolor on Buckhall.


