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An early traém center on
Maryland's Eastern Shore

The remote willage of Rumbley, Maryland, with a population of

about 100, encompasses 4.2 square miles in southwest Somerset
County, bordered on the north by the Manokin River and
Tangier Sound to the south. The county, named for Mary, Lady
Somerset, was created in 1666 by Lord Baltimore, who desired
permanent settlers to protect his interests. In 1660 the governor of
Virginia outlawed the Quakers, many of whom moved north to
Maryland, and armed conflicts erupted along the boundary when
Col. Edmund Scarburgh, the treasurer of Virginia, sought to ex-
pand Virginia’s land holdings some 30 miles north. Today the
Maryland/Virginia border is basically where Capt. John Smith first
surveyed and placed it. In 1742 Worcester County was created
from Somerset County and in 1867 Wicomico County was
created from parts of Somerset and Worcester.
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BY ART RAINES

HE “DUCK HOUSE” of Rumbley,

Maryland is a name familiar to many

Chesapeake Bay area collectors. A

jelly label with that moniker was ap-

plied on the bottom of many decoys
and decoratives from the Crisfield area in the
1950s and 605, indicating its origin of sale. But
who exactly was the proprietor of the business
and what was the history of its operation?

The Duck House was a home as well as a
decoy collecting showplace. And as described by
Oliver Lawson of Crisfield, it was considered a

place for commerce for area carvers.

The original house was built in the

early 1900s by the Blake family,

who sold their beautiful prop-

@ erty in the 1940s to Dr

Bernard Whaley, who relo-

cated his practice from northern Worcester
County to this remote part of the Eastern Shore.

In 1952 Dr. Whaley's sister Kitty Cummins
moved in with him after her divorce. Ms. Cum-
mins had been selling soft crabs and seafood
throughout the lower shore, so this move to
Rumbley, and her brother’s home, made eco-
nomic sense. During the spring of 1955 Dr.
Whaley was killed in a head-on accident that in-
volved a group of local high school youth leaving
their prom. Unmarried and without children,
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Dr. Whaley left the home to his sister.

Kitty was an avid collector and duck
hunter. Her seafood business and love of the
outdoors made Rumbley a perfect location
to live. Kitty’s collecting interests led to her
friendship with Elizabeth Hall of nearby Cr-
isfield. Ms. Hall worked for the State of
Maryland in the social services department
advocating for children. Born in 1917, she
received a bachelor’s degree from Washing-
ton College in Chestertown and returned to
Somerset County to begin her career. Edu-
cated as a teacher, Hall loved antiques and
dealing, and she traveled up and down the
shore - as well as many northeast cities -
buying and selling new finds.

In 1955, 17-yearold Oliver Lawson had
been carving decoys for nearly half his young
life when opportunity knocked. Lawson had
learned his craft and trade directly from his
neighbors the Ward brothers, who were al-
ready famous decoy makers. Hall had an eye
for quality and saw promise in young
Oliver’s carvings and proposed a business
deal.

“I had been married for about a year and
just had my first daughter when Elizabeth
asked me how much money I made at the
grocery store,” Lawson said. “1 told her $35
aweek and she offered me the same to make
decoys for her.” He agreed with one condi-
tion, that she would give him a onewyear
guarantee, which she accepted.

With a year’s contract “Tuts” Lawson, as
he was known since boyhood, started carv-

Kitty Cummins, the proprietor of The Duck
House in Rumbley, Maryland was an avid
hunter as well as an early trader in decoys
and decorative waterfow! carvings. The
Canada goose and black duck (facing page)
by Oliver Lawson were from her personal
hunting rig.
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Rare, possibly one-of-a-kind standing pintail by Oliver Lawson, 1957, Although Cummins sold
many of Lawson's carvings, she was also an avid collector.

Miniature swan by Oliver Lawson with a detailed feather pattern.

Fullsized pair of shovelers by Oliver Lawson. Although the majority of the carvings sold
at The Duck House were miniature, this pair bears the familiar jelly label.







ing miniature decoys for Elizabeth Hall.
(He's been carving and painting decoys
and miniatures for a living since.) She
would take delivery of her miniatures in
a hatbox and travel to Baltimore, Wilm-
ington, Philadelphia and New York City
and sell them to various buyers and
stores, including Abercrombie & Fitch
and Crossroads of Sports.

Later that year, her career with the
State of Maryland expanded, leaving her
less time to travel and sell her col
lectibles, so she made arrangements with
her new friend, Kitty Cummins, to sell
her Lawson miniatures. None of these
early Lawson miniatures were signed nor
did they have any identification, other
than his familiar form and paint pat
terns.

During 1956 Kitty began applying
“elly jar” labels to the bottoms of the
miniatures, identifying the carvings as
made by Oliver Lawson of Crisfield,
Maryland. By then Lawson had met Kitty
and, as Ms. Hall had other obligations to
tend to, was selling directly to her. They
became good friends and Kitty purchased
gunning decoys from him for both her

Miniature Canada goose and goldeneye pair by Oliver Lawson. Ms.
miniatures in 1956, initially using hand-lettered "jelly labels.”

10

.
_

Rare standing miniature wood ducks by Oliver Lawson,

personal hunting rig and her collection.

The “Duck House” moniker was ap-

propriate for Kitty’s home for obvious
reasons, and by 1956 she openly referred
to it that way when she printed it on her

decoy labels. The more common printed

labels were produced around 1958 and
used until 1961 or 1962. Yet Lawson
never signed any of the decoys until col-

lectors and customers brought them to

his door, much as they still do today.
By 1963 Lawson had established his

brand and his reputation was growing,
He attended his first decoy show, held in
Chestertown, Maryland, in 1965. Ironi-
cally, that was about the time that Kitty's
“Duck House” business was over. She
sold her home in 1969 and moved to
Berlin, Maryland, to be near her daugh-
ter, where she spent the remainder of her
life. But thanks to those jelly labels, her
small part time business - the “Duck
House” of Rumbley, Maryland - will be re-
membered by decoy collectors forever. [ $
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Cummins began applying labels to the bottom of the decoys and
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