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Gary Driscoll
by Pat Johnson

Visitors to the Tuckerton Seaport and Ocean County Parks often hear about
how early settlers in the area made a living by “Working the Cycle” —
harvesting clams, oysters and fish from the bay in the summer and harvesting
meat, pinecones and wood from the Pinelands in the winter. The impression
tourists may get is that this cycle was a thing of the long-ago past but that’s
not the case. Tuckerton’s Gary Driscoll worked the cycle for most of his life
up through the 1990s.

2024 Hurley Conklin Award winner, Driscoll has deep roots in the area; his
Grand Pop Ed Driscoll had a boat shop at the head of Tuckerton Creek. His
other Grand Pop, Pat Heinrichs lived on Wood Street and worked at the fish
factory on Crab Island in Great Bay for 50 years. His Grand Pop Heinrichs
also built boats — garveys, and made scratch rakes and tongs for clammers
and was a proficient guide for duck gunning parties.

“I remember him saying to us kids, ‘Pick a finger, any finger and put it here,’
— (Driscoll points to his head). He had #6 bird shot in his temple and another
in his chest where a guy he was scouting for discharged his gun in his
direction.”

Driscoll’s Great Uncle was Charles McCoy, a well-known decoy caver and
| duck-gunning guide from Tuckerton who sold miniature decoy carvings to

the duck hunters for $1 a piece. With all these family trades in his background,
Driscoll easily followed in well-worn footsteps.

“I started decoy carving when I was duck hunting,” he said. “I made my
first rig of black ducks when I was 16. I made a rig of seven. I always made
arig of seven — I don’t know why. I made a rig of diving ducks when I was
17. I made them for my own gunning purposes. I made them out of Atlantic
white cedar and they are hollow inside — in the manner of Harry Shourds. 1
probably made 100 of them but I never sold them. Once in a while I would
trade them. My second rig of black ducks I made in 1995 and I have all of
them. I stopped (duck) gunning ten years ago. I don’t want to hurt anything,
kill anything anymore.”

Driscoll like many young people in the 1950s-60s, got his working papers
when he was 13 years old. “My parents said it was time to go out and work.
I started out blueberry picking at Gene Reeder’s farm in Cedar Run every
day, all summer. I would pick six or seven flats a day — a flat held 12 pints
— actually 13 because Reeder would top them off. I was paid .87 a flat and
would pick six or seven a day. So [ would make six or seven bucks. I eventually
figured I’ve got to do something better than this. So I bought a small sharpie
rowboat and an 18-horse engine and started clamming in the bay. Later on
my Grand Pop Heinrichs built a garvey for me.
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They were paying $18 a thousand and if I caught a thousand clams, that was better than blueberry picking.”

“I started getting better at it and when I got married, we lived over top Parsons’ Seafood in an apartment. So I worked
for Jack Parsons. The rent was $75 a month and it was fun living there. I would catch mussels and clams for Jack. I’d
go across the bay to Fox Burrow out by the old brick pile — site of the (first) old fish factory. They were easy to get —
I’d tong for them and I could get 20 bushels at $6 a bushel. Then I’d stop in the bay and catch 600 clams. It was a full
time job and I did that for years.

“The good part about living in Tuckerton, you are five minutes to the bay and ten minutes to the Pinelands. In the
summer I’d work the bay and the winter I’d be out picking pinecones, hog brush and huckleberry.”

These products were used by the florist industry and Driscoll sold them to a number of wholesalers. Driscoll harvested
the pinecones during the fall and winter months when the cones were closed and are covered with stickers. “I would
go through two pairs of gloves a day. Then I discovered duct tape and that made the gloves last a bit longer, almost a
week.”

Folks who did this to make money would call it ‘pineballin’ and some would have a smoke house to pop the cones.
Driscoll didn’t pop the cones himself. “I picked them closed and would fit a thousand to a bag. We didn’t count them
but figured two five-gallon buckets heaped up was a thousand and we started at $3 a gallon. I would work all day.
There’s a knack to picking—you have to go against the grain of the wood.”

Driscoll and others would pick on the pygmy pine plains off Route 539 in Warren Grove because it was easy to reach
the cones. He also picked on the (Air National Guard) bombing range and was given access because his dad (and
many Tuckerton men) worked there and they knew him. “You can’t go there now — it’s tightened up. I guess since
9/11.

“Major Leek and I worked together and we could pick eight to ten thousand each. I could make $80 a day — but it’s
illegal now. I don’t get why,” he said. “I did that all winter long and there would be six to eight guys doing it. The
state decided we were breaking foliage, but in my opinion, people have been doing it for 200 years. Also when it’s 10
degrees out, there’s no sap in the branches. “But that’s it — can’t do it anymore.”

Driscoll still picks a few cones when he’s out roaming the countryside and makes a limited amount of jewelry from
them. By using a band saw, he cuts down the center of a cone and then lacquers the face. The split cone has a pretty
flame image in the center.

Driscoll’s industriousness also meant he spent his youth and young adulthood trapping muskrats. “I made pretty good
money at it in the 1970s’. I didn’t have to go far, I trapped ‘rats on the Tuckerton, Parkertown and West Creek meadows
— 100 to 125 every winter. I don’t know how many are left,” he said. Muskrats favor brackish and freshwater creeks
where they can eat cattails but saltwater intrusion into creeks and the abundance of phragmites (common reed) has
impacted their habitat, he explained.

But back in the day they were plentiful. “I sold them both for pelts and for meat — the meat is called ‘marsh rabbit’ in
stores. Depending on the size I could get $6 to $9 a piece. I didn’t have to skin them, I would freeze them and Henry
Updike and Harry Ware would skin them and ship them to dealers. I did this during the winter up until February when
the pelts were prime.”

I collect New Jersey game laws. Things that are legal now were never legal back then. We had no turkey season or
Coyote. We used legs traps but now (trappers) use snare traps, which I think are more inhumane. A lot has changed.
Deer hunting — we had to use buckshot — never rifle shot. Does were illegal, baiting was illegal and we had a six-day
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firearm season. That was it. During deer season everybody took off school. Not all boys hunted but many did — eight
out of ten. It was early December. There were deer clubs everywhere with 20 or 30 guys.” Driscoll said deer season
now stretches an entire month with all the special seasons.

One of his favorite times of the year was small game season when he would take his beagles out for rabbit hunting on
some of the old farm fields and wood lots that used to dot the area. “I had nine beagles — I started breeding them. I
used to walk to Mike Witwer’s house and we would walk behind the Armory (now the NJ State Trooper barracks in
Tuckerton) and the (Greenwood) Cemetery and through people’s backyards. People used to see us and say, ‘How you
making out?’ They knew us and nobody cared about trespassing.

“I stopped deer and rabbit hunting fifteen years ago and duck hunting ten years ago. What ruined duck hunting for me
was having ducks as pets. We had one that used to come right in the kitchen — mallards. They are so tame. I don’t eat
chicken either as we had chickens.”

Gary said his brother Hubie Driscoll used to raise foxhounds and go fox hunting with them. “A fox will travel five or
more miles with the dogs chasing so they did it with pickup trucks and CB radios. But you need large expanses so
that’s all gone now. Someone wrote a book about it, Chase World.”

Driscoll’s family branch of the Cramers traces back to the 1780s. Driscolls came from County Cork, Ireland. The
Heinrichs came from Germany. “My Great, Great Grandfather came from Hamburg to play in the Philharmonic
Orchestra,” said Driscoll.

“My grandparents were both born and raised here (Tuckerton). My Grandmother Elsie Heinrichs had a dairy farm on
Wood Street. Dawn Dairy. My Mom (also named Elsie) was one of eight children. My mom is 99 and still lives in
Tuckerton.”

w| “We also used to go to the Columbus Auction with her and
she would buy two or three calves and raise them off her
cows and then sell them back for veal. We’d all cry because
W we were attached to them.

“Her sister, Minnie Dawson had a farm on 9 in Tuckerton
where the McDonalds is now. They used to raise and
slaughter pigs. She always had a revolver and a holster on
her side. They were a different breed.”

1 Today, after retiring from the Eagleswood School district
| where he worked as the night janitor and met his wife
| Maryann — a teacher there, he spends a lot of his time in the
winter months traipsing in the Pinelands, looking for deer
antlers. “People don’t know that a deer sheds his antlers
every year. They just fall off. I walk five to eight miles a
day. Over the years I’ve found several hundred and every
one is different. It’s just something I like to do. It’s nice
walking in the woods.”




W. Fred Reitmeyer, Jr.
by Catherine McLearen

W. Fred Reitmeyer, Jr. has been making decoys for over 70 years and
he’s carving now more than ever. Reitmeyer’s mastery of the trade,
family heritage, and integrity have earned him unanimous respect
among his peers and a boat load of ribbons, plaques, and sales. Few
others have been as successful in increasing understanding of Barnegat
Bay traditions. Reitmeyer’s generosity of time has set him apart as a
recipient of the 2024 Hurley Conklin Award.

Since 2000, Reitmeyer has volunteered weekly at the Tuckerton Seaport
& Baymen’s Museum, inviting thousands of visitors and school groups
each year to share in his lifetime of knowledge. His success as an
educator is not only measured by the astounding number of people he’s
taught but by the quality of those interactions with Fred.

For visitors and students who step into the Seaport - typically Mondays
10 AM - 2 PM (call ahead first) or students who come for a school tour,
Fred will not only warmly welcome you into the carving shop but he’ll
invite you to share in his heritage. His ability to embrace those who
are not familiar with the concept of the Barnegat Bay, to teach them in
understandable terms, and encourage them to not be afraid to ask a
question or to become involved has left countless people with a lasting,
transformative impression.
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Reitmeyer was born in Pleasantville, NJ in 1941 to Walter Frederick

Reitmeyer, Sr. and Mary Frances Adams. “My roots were in the pinelands. My grandmother didn’t want to be called
a piney, it was like a dirty word. Whereas today, being called a piney is somewhat romantic. ... I don’t mind it at all...
I’m very proud of my piney heritage.”

Reitmeyer’s family is steeped in tradition, his grandfather was the legendary boat builder Carl Adams. Around age
16, Adams began his apprenticeship at the Van Sant Boatyard in Atlantic City, a family that had been building and
servicing boats in the region for generations. In fact, Reitmeyer was inducted into the Sons of the American Revolution
through his relation to John Van Sant — Carl Adams’ grandfather, a Patriot Captain of a privateer boat during the Revolution.

As a child, Reitmeyer would drive with his grandfather to Adams’ boatyard, Modern Boatworks, and helped with
small tasks like sweeping the floors and minor painting. In the afternoon, he would fish and crab behind the building.
Adams had been avid duck and deer hunter throughout his life but he quit duck hunting in the late 1930s when the use
of “live” decoys was outlawed. But when his young grandson took an interest, Adams taught 12 year old Reitmeyer
to make his first decoy out of cork. Adams had sheets of cork used as insulation in the old days and the material is
easy to shape.

As he progressed to wooden ducks, Adams demonstrated his boat building influence on Reitmeyer’s carving style. In
the traditional Barnegat Bay method, decoy bodies are made from 2 pieces of cedar hollowed out with a drill press or
gouge to make it more lightweight. It’s then glued or nailed together. Adams’ method involved sandwiching 3 pieces
of scrap boat building wood, 1-2 inch thick cedar plank ends that would have otherwise been used as fire wood. To
hollow the bird, the middle piece is cut out so it can be used to make the head. Reitmeyer doesn’t know of any other
carver that uses the 3 piece method but he does alternate between the two methods.

In the early 1960s, a clammer friend of Reitmeyer’s father introduced him to a young artist who wanted to learn the
basics of decoy carving. Reitmeyer recounted the day of his first lesson for a man who would become one of New
Jersey’s most illustrious carvers, Dave Rhodes.

“He came over to my grandfather’s house with this piece of driftwood and a big carving knife and that’s the way he
was going to carve ducks. I told him about the drawknife, spoke shave, a real carving knife, and cedar. He was an
artist by trade, so he was well known as an artist but not (at that time) as a decoy carver. We met a few more times and

he went off on his own. We became friends. Continued on page 18
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For about 30 years, they hunted and fished together. Rhodes taught Reitmeyer about raising retrieving dogs, sometimes
Reitmeyer would help Rhodes (who was colorblind) select the correct paint color, and they’d share with one another
whatever they knew about hunting and fishing. “So it was like a joint venture where we would share things.”

Reitmeyer went on to earn his MBA from Monmouth College and work for the South Jersey Gas Company for 34
years as the manager of budget and financial forecasting. He retired on January 1, 2000 and by that spring he began
volunteering weekly at the Tuckerton Seaport.

Reitmeyer was part of the Seaport’s Jersey Traditions curriculum program, visiting schools across Ocean County. He
brought flattie shorebirds into the schools so students would have a lesson in carving and could take home a souvenir.
He has also been a guest carver for the Seaport’s Youth Carving Club for students aged 11-17. Reitmeyer’s volunteer
service even includes 40 years with the Boy Scouts and instructor of the Wood Carving Merit Badge.

In 2004, Reitmeyer had the honor of participating in the Smithsonian Folk Festival in Washington, DC. It was a two
week program, fellow Seaport volunteer Clarence Fennimore did the first week and Reitmeyer covered the second.

They were set up on the lawn near the White House in the “Mid-Atlantic maritime section” which featured tradition
bearers from New York down to South Carolina. They set up educational demonstrations and sold their decoys, too.
One of the days a severe thunderstorm came through and they had to abandon everything outside until it passed —
leaving Reitmeyer to hope his birds wouldn’t fly away in the storm. Fortunately, some of the Smithsonian staff who
were interested in decoys and duck hunting made up for it. They took Reitmeyer and his son John on a behind the
scenes tour of collection items that were not on public display.

“We put on white gloves and handled the sword of the general on the American side at the Battle of Yorktown. So it
was pretty special. We helped people, but we also got helped.”

For several years, Reitmeyer also participated in the Ward Museum of Waterfowl Art’s program sponsoring about 15
carvers across the country to teach a student how to carve decoys their way. “Even if they were an experienced decoy
carver, we still had to teach them how to carve our way.” Student and teacher worked together for as long as it took
to learn Reitmeyer’s method.

Twice Reitmeyer worked as the master carver for the New Jersey State Council on the Arts Folk Art Apprenticeship
Program, teaching decoy making to Nancee Jo Luciani and Paul Scarlett.

While Reitmeyer has dedicated countless hours teaching the public about the Barnegat Bay traditions, he has also
passed those traditions onto his children and grandchildren. Fred and his wife Susan have four children; Bob, John,
and Lynne are carvers and Jennifer collects. He is proud to report on two of his grandsons (both carvers) - Tanner has
a lot of initiative to go further with hunting ducks and Bailey is a very good carver and educator.

At decoy shows, members of the Reitmeyer clan always help with Fred’s table. When his grandsons were young they
would get very excited after selling a decoy, exclaiming “Look! I got $100 dollars!” Periodically, Reitmeyer holds a
“family auction” where he takes four of his decoys and has his children draw numbers to make sure some of his decoys
stay in the family.

Following in centuries of family tradition, Reitmeyer and his son Bob are skilled Sneakbox restorers and model Sneakbox
makers. His models are made using Carl Adams’ patterns. When his son Bob was in his early 20s, they heard about a
Sneakbox carved by Van Sant that was hanging in a garage in Ventnor. They bought the Sneakbox for about $100.
There was a shotgun hole in the bottom and pieces were missing but they were able to fiberglass the boat and get it
back on the water.

They later bought and restored two sneakboxes that Carl Adams built. One was a 1960 featheredge style and the other
was an unfinished 1976 slab-side duck hunting boat. The boats were sold to the Reitmeyers at a low price but they
needed a lot of work.

“More recently the boat that was built in 1960 needed to be restored again. So this time Bob and my grandson Tanner
took on the chance of taking off the old fiberglass and sanding the boat down to the wood and then reinstalling the fi-
berglass. It was quite a project.”

Continued on page 19
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Fred, Bob, John, and Tanner have all earned ribbons at the Old Time Barnegat Bay Decoy & Gunning Show for their
carvings or boats. In fact, Fred is among the shows top contenders in most of the carving categories. In the early years,
Reitmeyer only sporadically entered decoys in contests since he was still working fulltime and supporting a family.
At the time, his motivation was to carve decoys to sell for extra money to “buy [his] hunting toys.”

Reitmeyer’s carving style has even changed several times over the years. At first he stuck to carving traditional working
decoys, black ducks and buffleheads he hunted in Absecon Bay. Then as people began buying decoys from him, he
started carving them based on his customers’ interests. At the time that meant more detail — more color, wing carving,
texturing, and fat bottoms so they sit nicely on shelves. For some time he would even use stick-on felt paper on the
bottom so they wouldn’t damage display shelves. But once he retired, he decided that in order to be a contender in
carving competitions he would stick to the smooth Barnegat Bay style — and it’s worked. He especially appreciates
the bird of the year aspect of the show since it forces him to research and carve birds that he never carved before.

As Reitmeyer notes, “It’s important in decoy carving to look at other carvers’ work. Not to copy but to benefit from
their years of experience and to learn there are different things about carving and painting.”

After the many years of volunteering and teaching Reitmeyer has done so far, he hopes those he’s interacted with take
away that we’re losing many hunters in New Jersey for various reasons. “Decoy carving and duck hunting are very
important to our heritage because it was one of the ways people helped to feed their families.” Through fishing,
crabbing, clamming, and deer and duck hunting, “there was good food available without spending a lot of money. I
remember my grandfather said one time he’d almost starve if he didn’t hunt or fish. That’s what I want to get people
to understand...”

His son John remarked that duck hunting takes a special kind of person because “it’s too early, too cold, and too wet.”
But Reitmeyer is just that kind of person, recalling, “many mornings we had to break ice in the creek... You had to be
willing to crawl on your hands and knees in order to stalk a black duck or buftflehead. Where I grew up, we could
walk two blocks to the rail road tracks to Atlantic City....We would carry our gun over our shoulder and walk down
the middle of the street.” Equally enthusiastic about deer hunting, Reitmeyer shot his first deer at age 15 at the Batsto
fields and was later a charter member of the Shur Shot Gun Club of Laurel Dale. A lot of the kids that come to the
Seaport have never experienced deer or duck hunting. So it (has been) our effort to enlarge their thinking about duck
hunting and deer hunting and what it meant to be part of that.”
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