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Rich and Ross Smoker

have more than just

carving to tie them

together.
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sk Rich and Ross Smoker about their
carving careers and each will start at the

same place—their dad, Dick Smoker.
Dick taught high school industrial arts in
Selinsgrove, Pennsylvania, for 36 years before
he retired in 1982. As part of his curriculum,
Dick eventually required his students to learn
the basics of carving. Each student had to pro-
duce a final project of a finished carving of a
shorebird, dog, or other animal from Dick’s list

of suggestions. (Ross remembers carving a
bluegill when he took his Dad’s wood shop
course in the 1970s.) After Dick retired he and
his wife, Connie, began producing items in
their home workshop for local manufacturer
Pennsylvania House Furniture. He added a
shop in the two-car garage below the house
where he could carve and he and Connie could
make and paint a variety of decorative wooden
accessories.
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Ross Smoker, photographed in his element. Although
Ross doesn't rely on carving to make a living it's
more than just a hobby to him. Bottom: Ross’s
ivory-billed woodpecker was a winner at the Ward
Museum’s Chesapeake Challenge in 2008.

One Saturday in the early 1970s Rich and his par-
ents went down to Salisbury, Maryland, to check out
the Ward Foundation show. “It was in the old conven-
tion center,” Rich remembers. “I saw exactly whar |
wanted to do for the rest of my life when | walked into
that show.” Both Rich, who was carving only hunting
decoys, and his dad, who was doing some miniature
birds and decoys, caught the bug. While Dick didn’t
compete very much he and his family did visit shows
in Clayton, New York; Chincoteague, Virginia; East-
on, Maryland; and Virginia Beach, Virginia. They
enjoyed secing the work of other carvers and sharing
techniques and ideas with the people they met.

Ross carved very little in high school because he
became busy with school activities and sports, espe-
cially football. After high school he entered Penn
State (“More like state pen,” says Rich) University
and studied turf grass management. He then worked
as golf course grounds superintendent for 13 years. For
the past 19 years he has worked at the Allenwood
Low Security Federal Prison as the foreman of a wood
shop that makes high-quality furniture. The shop is
part of the Federal Prison Industries (Unicore) pro-
gram that provides practical training and experience
for inmates.

Both Smoker brothers use wood as the medium of
choice for their career and livelihood. They launched
their carving careers with decoys for their own use
and later began making decoys for other hunters. But
although the brothers grew from a common base, they
developed their own innate skills and artistic tastes.
Rich turned ro carving as a livelihood and hunters
and collectors both buy his decoys and unique decora-
tives. Ross, on the other hand, has never depended on
carving to put food on the table. His work, like that of
his dad, remained a sideline, but much more than a
hobby.

Ross began carving seriously during his college
and early working years. While his father was interest-
ed mostly in carving shorebirds, Ross says the family's
interest in decoys began in the late 1960s when older
brother Rich wanted to make a hunting rig. That rig
started the brothers on a life’s work of carving water-

WILDFOWL CARVING

fowl, mostly as decoys, but branching as well to deco-
rative work as their interests changed.

Ross, who still lives in Selinsgrove and carves in
his dad’s shop, says he now hunts mostly from a boat
blind. He carves rigs for hunters and enjoys dabbling
with decorative pieces he gives as gifts to family and
friends. While he'’s not interested in competing aggres-
sively, he does send a few mail-ins each year to support
regional shows and he competes at the World Cham-
pionships in Ocean City, Maryland, every April. Tues-
day and Thursday evenings are “shop night” at the
Smoker wood shop. Local carvers gather to work on
their own projects as Ross offers guidance and hufpful
suggestions gained from years of experience. He enjoys
teaching and conducts seminars and classes whenever
he's asked.

Rich, by contrast, now lives on Maryland’s Eastern
Shore. He spent 18 years working as an accomplished

FALL 2010

Above: Rich Smoker paints a wood duck.
Rich prefers painting his decoys for depth
rather than carving more detailed birds.
By varying the depth and hue, Rich
enhances the shadow detail to achieve
greater apparent depth. Left, top: The
side pocket of this Brant provides a good
example of the way Rich paints for depth.
Left, bottom: Rich and Ross's father,
Dick Smoker, made this teal in the early
1990s.

taxidermist but grew tired of it. For one thing, he liked
to do complex habitats with his mounts, which was
not the fashion in taxidermy at the time. “I really got
tired of people not appreciating it,” he says. For anoth-
er, Rich says, “I got tired of hearing the hunting sto-
ries.” He decided to leave taxidermy behind and try
carving full time. “It’s something | have to do,” he
says. “If I wasn't able to do it I think I would die. Plain
and simple.” His shop, nestled on the shore of the
Annemessex River at Marion Station, Maryland, is
filled with a vast collection of native and exoric
mounts and study skins. His taxidermy background
gives him unique insight into the anatomy and posi-
tioning of his carvings. He's also an avid birder with
years of observing species in the wild and loves to

shoot sporting clays.
For the past 25 years, Rich has been an exhibitor
Continued on page 58



“EACH STEP LEADS TO THE NEXT.”

During his weekly shop nights and in his seminars
Ross encourages carvers to think of the carving
process as a series of steps with each one leading to
the next in a logical sequence. Probably due to his
long experience in a production shop, Ross sees the
end of each step as the beginning of the next, creating
an efficient process from beginning to end. As an
example, Hoss demonstrated on a head cutout he

had prepared earlier.

e ————————————————————

B Cut in the neck. Make stop cuts to the neck’s wide

spot, which is an extension of the high spot on the
cheek.

II Draw a guide line and roll in the eye channel with
scooping cuts.

II Round the back of the head from the high spot
back.

Bl wedge into the bill, from the wide spot to the bill
and up to the guide line on the width of head.

H Round from the high spot into the eye channel.
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H Draw guidelines on the cutout. Draw a centerline, Round the bottom of the cheek into the neck.

bill width, head width, cheek line, and the high spot on
the cheek.
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ﬂ Round the crown. Carve downhill to avoid
chipping the grain. Then repeat the same series of
steps to shape the left side.
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Left: Ross carved this brant Albert Laing—style and gave it New Jersey-style paint. It took third best of sr_mw in
contemporary antiques at the Ward Museum’s Chesapeake Challenge last October. Right: He qarvec_i lr_us 1932
Ward brothers—style Pintail during a class he and brother Rich taught at the Ward World Championship in 2009.
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Continued from page 53

at the Waterfowl Festival, the November event that
takes place annually in Easton, Maryland. He has
served on the festival’s carvers committee as secretary
for 22 years, and the festival inducted him into its hall
of fame in 2001. Rich estimates that he has won well
over 500 ribbons from various competitions and has
more than 70 best of show awards. He's proud of his
wins at Ward World Championships: third in world in
2001 with a long-eared owl and best in world shootin’
rig in 2008 with two red-breasted mergansers and a
red-throated loon. He'’s even more proud of all the
work he’s done for the Ward Foundation, including
serving on the board and launching its annual Chesa-
peake Challenge.

Rich is also producing a series of models that
retailer Flambeau Qutdoors will use to cast a new line
of Canada goose decoys. The line will feature a field
shell, six bodies, and 12 heads. The company has the
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line in production now and will release it soon.

Dick Smoker died in 1999. There’s no record of
how many of his students followed careers influenced
by his industrial arts course, but there’s no doubt his
legacy lives on in his family. Rich and Ross’s three sis-
ters have all tried their hand at carving and painting,
as has a nephew in Selinsgrove. A great-nephew is
now competing as a junior carver at World and Rich’s
daughter won the Danner Frazer award ar the Ward
one year. But there have to be limits. “My wife doesn't
carve,” Rich says. “We have an agreement here. |
don’t play with her computers and she doesn’t play
with my knives.”

Blood is thicker than wood. “The best thing about
Ross and me is our bond together,” Rich says. “We are
brothers, we're ten years apart, but each of us looks
forward to seeing the other and hunting, fishing, carv-
ing—no matter what we do, it’s a high point.”
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Opposite, left: Ross’s red-
breasted sapsucker is a west-
ern species. He incorporated
metal leaves and twigs for this
piece. Opposite, right: Rich
considers each carving—bird
and base—as a single unit. He
gave this dunlin a base of wal-
nut and cherry with a wedge of
black between. Rich remem-
bers carving this piece in his
Dad's shop while he was home
for several weeks during the
final stages of his mother's
bout with cancer. Left, top:
Ross carved this merganser

Rich and Ross take an obvious delight from teach-
ing what they've learned to other carvers, whether
they're teaching at the Worlds or chatting in a weekly
shop night. And they do it with an easy style, comic
rapport, and rich and self-deprecating humor that puts
all listeners at ease. “When we get together we act like
fools and have a good time because we're not going to
grow up,” says Rich. “Growing up is just out of the
question. It’s just beyond us to not give each other a
hard rime.” Their experience, confidence, and obvious
love of what they do make them excellent teachers
and unexcelled spokesmen for the art of wildfowl
carving.

The family ties remain important. Rich explains
how he started his 2008 World rig while his mother
was in her final illness, working at it back in Selins-
grove during the week and finishing it after her death.
“It sounds strange, but I do think my mom guided me
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hen as part of a pair he did for
a National Endowment for the
Arts-funded class he taught
through the Ward Foundation.
Left, bottom: Rich's willet, in
breeding plumage, won best
in show for shorebirds at the
2007 Ward competition.

through the whole thing,” he says. “When I won it
was another milestone for my family. 1 wish mom and
dad were both there to see that.”

Rich says he believes his parents had two goals for
their children—that they would be gainfully employed
and not a bunch of idiots. And then, in typical Rich
Smoker fashion, he adds, at least they're gainfully
employed.

Bill Einsig is a former editor of WILDFOWL
CARVING MAGAZINE and currently serves
as the webmaster for the International
Wildfowl Carvers Association {(wuww.
iwfca.com). He lives m York, P nnsylva-
nia. Bill previously profiled carver Gary
Yoder for the Fall 2009 issue.
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