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The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists – Part One

Today we shall start to look at the career of Les Kouba, one of the more memorable artists from a state which 
has heavily influenced the wildlife art scene since the late 1930s. Les was not a stereotypical artist. They say 
that the artist’s mind generally makes for a poor businessmen; such was not the case with Les Kouba.

In addition, Les was always affable or extroverted; one of those characters whose persona was larger than life. 
He loved interacting with all kinds of people and made a habit of painting in public areas. On these 
occasions, large crowds would invariably gather to observe their local folk hero doing what he did best.

What Les Kouba did best was to paint in a way that was entertaining. Over the years, as with other 
successful entertainers, his fans multiplied. Les Kouba grew to become a huge celebrity in and around the 
state of Minnesota, where he was variously referred to as “The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists, 
“The Norman Rockwell of Wildlife Art” and “The Mickey Mantle of Wildlife Art”.

During the peak of their respective careers (1950s and 1960s), it is likely that Les was more popular in 
Minnesota than Mantle, himself. Like “The Mick” just about everyone in the state seems to have known or 
met him. His popularity knew no social barriers and he was equally at home with celebrity friends such as 
Bob Hope as he was with the average Minnesotan.

Unlike many artists, it was the common midwesterner who accounted for an unusually high percentage of 
his sales. As we shall soon see, Les had an earthy background which was revealed in his art. This 
authentic quality allowed these people to form a strong connection with his paintings. It also provided the 
catalyst for repeat purchases.

The roll call for Minnesota artists who have one or more federal waterfowl stamps to their credit is truly 
impressive: Francis Jaques (1940-41), Roger Prueuss (1949-50), Harvey Sandstrom (1954-55), Les Kouba 
(1958-59 and 1967-68), Edward Morris (1961-62 and 1962-63), Arthur Cook (1972-73), David Maass 
(1974-75 and 1982-83), Dick Plasschaert (1980), Phil Scholer (1983-84), Dan Smith 1988-89), Jim Hautman 
(1990-91, 1995-96, 1999-2000 and 2011-12), Joe Hautman (1992-93, 2002-03, 2008-09, 2012-13 and 
2016-17), Bruce Miller (1993-94), Bob Hautman (1997-98 and 2001-02) and Scot Storm (2004-05).

All told, 15 different Minnesota artists have created the artwork for nearly one-third of the federal stamps 
to date (26 out of 83). While every one of these gifted artists is nationally known in the wildlife art world, in 
their home state – only one was revered like Les Kouba.



waterfowlstampsandmore.com Page �  of �2 105

Early Life and Career
Leslie C. Kouba was born on a farm just north of Hutchinson, Minnesota on February 3, 1917 (see Figure 1). 
His parents, Anthony and Sophie Kouba, were first generation Americans, whose parents had emigrated from 
Prague, Czechoslovakia. Les was the second born of three sons.

The fact that Les was born on a farm in rural Minnesota, 50 miles west of the Twin Cities, has much to do 
with our story. Growing up, Les helped his parents by working on the farm. This provided Les with three 
essential ingredients to his success.

�

FIGURE 1. THE KOUBA FAMILY FARM,
 LOCATED TWO MILES NORTH OF HUTCHINSON IN WEST CENTRAL MINNESOTA.

First, he developed a serious Depression Era farm work ethic that would serve him well later in life. Second, 
growing up and working on a farm, he knew the environment inside and out. As we shall see, Les would 
later incorporate elements of farming Americana into his art. He was one of the first wildlife artists to do so 
(some accounts say the very first) and by capturing everyday farming life in his work, he would develop a
 huge following in the heartland and one day become known as the “Norman Rockwell of Wildlife Art”.

His background allowed him to place the farm motifs within his compositions in a very organic, natural way 
that rural mid-westerners could not only identify with – but made sense as decorative acquisitions. More often 
than not, Kouba’s art perfectly suited the walls of their homes and offices.

Third, the lifestyle Les enjoyed growing up included spending a great deal of time outdoors. When he was very 
young, this amounted to playing around the farm and the surrounding countryside with his brothers and friends. 
Later, he spent a great deal of time hunting, fishing and trapping with his father. Les credited his father for 
instilling in him an appreciation for nature and wildlife.
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Similarities with Maynard Reece
Les and Maynard Reece were born at about the same time, 1917 and 1920, respectively. While growing up, 
Les frequently enjoyed the same experience as Maynard did a little further to the south, in northwestern Iowa. 
When going outside to play or hunt, both occasionally witnessed the sky becoming darkened by “clouds” of 
passing ducks and geese.

This natural phenomena was a powerful and motivating force for both Les and Maynard, who, as fledgeling 
artists, attempted to capture these startling images on paper. Later, as adults, both men wrote about the impact 
this shared experience had on their lives.

As did Maynard, young Les began to carry pencils and paper with him everywhere, always ready for the next 
inspiration nature might provide. Both spent a great deal of time sketching birds, animals and fish. Again very 
similar to Maynard, Les was not only interested in the capturing the wildlife per se – but wildlife in it’s natural 
habitat or setting.

As he got older, Les advanced to painting. At age 11, he sold his first painting to a wealthy farmer in nearby 
Hutchinson for eight dollars – a lot of money in those days! Realizing their son might have some talent, 
in 1931 (at age 14) his parents enrolled him in an art course provided by the Federal Schools in Minneapolis.

It was there that young Les would come under the influence of Walter J. Wilwerding, one of the midwest’s first 
prominent wildlife artists (see Figure 2). While many accounts have noted that Wilwerding taught Les a great 
deal about draftsmanship and perspective – perhaps his greatest contribution to the career of Les Kouba was 
as a role model and professional inspiration.

�

FIGURE 2. WALTER J. WILWERDING. 
IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA, BY KAY JOHNSON.
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In a way, Les idolized Wilwerding, as Walter was leading the life that Les longed for. When he was not 
teaching art, Walter spent much of his time designing covers and providing inside illustrations for popular 
sporting magazines. He also provided wildlife artwork for calendar companies.

Many of Kouba’s other childhood idols, such as Philllip Goodwin, Ogden Pleissner and Lynn Bogue Hunt 
were known to Les only by their work in the magazines he pored over. In the case of Wilwerding, here was 
living, breathing proof that his goals could one day be met. Therefore, Wilwerding’s very presence had a 
significant impact on Les Kouba’s life and likely helped bring his goals into focus.

I feel fortunate to be able to share with you one of Les Kouba’s earliest paintings, created during the time he 
was enrolled in The Federal Schools course. The images are provided by longtime Kouba collector and dealer, 
Arlen Axdahl (see Figures 3a and b).

FIGURE 3A. ONE OF THE EARLIEST SURVIVING PAINTINGS BY LES KOUBA, 
COURTESY OF ARLEN AXDAHL.

�

FIGURE 3B. INSCRIPTION ON THE REVERSE OF THE PAINTING SHOWN ABOVE, 
MADE FOR ARLEN UPON HIS DISCOVERY OF THE PAINTING WHICH WAS PREVIOUSLY THOUGHT TO HAVE BEEN LOST.
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An Unlikely Blessing
When Les was 15, he got kicked out of school for smoking cigarettes during class. He immediately enrolled 
at Maplewood Academy in nearby Hutchinson and studied art under the next important influence in his life, 
Miss Hartsel.

Miss Hartsel believed in the future of Les Kouba as a successful artist. She instilled enough confidence in 
him that Les came to believe in himself. This was invaluable at this point in his life. Les would often claim, 
“Getting kicked out of school was the best thing that ever happened to me”.

In 1933, at the height of the Depression and at barely 16 years of age, Les packed a bag with clothes 
and artists supplies and left Minnesota to explore the country. As he moved from one place to the next, 
he supported himself by working as a commercial artist.

One of the great Kouba stories involves his work for Coca Cola. Les did not work for Coca Cola directly, 
he worked for the individual bottlers and distributers that could be found in just about every major town or city 
at that time.

Les painted eye-catching advertising signs, billboards and the lettering on Coca Cola delivery trucks 
(see Figures 4a and b). His specialty was painting the bottles, partially filled and beaded with sweat, that 
inspired consumers to buy the product.

�

FIGURE 4A. COCA COLA DELIVERY TRUCK, HAND LETTERED BY LES KOUBA. 
IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.
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FIGURE 4B. COCA COLA DELIVERY TRUCK, BACKSIDE, HAND LETTERED BY LES KOUBA. 
IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

According to the story (which has been retold in nearly all accounts of his life), Les was doing some work for 
a bottler in Tifton, Georgia (180 miles south of Coca Cola Headquarters, in Atlanta). On one particular day, Les 
decided that the venerable Coca Cola logo was “kind of heavy looking and could use more slant to the letters”, 
so he redesigned it.

The owner of the plant called Headquarters and told them what Les had done. They sent a team down to 
Tifton, including advertising management, staff artists and photographers who decided that Les had indeed 
improved the Coca Cola logo!
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In exchange for signing a release, Coca Cola wrote Les a “sizable check” and adopted the artwork in their 
new advertising campaigns. Since Coca Cola did not publicly credit Les with the redesign, I have been unable 
to confirm this story is true. I have searched the internet for possible examples of the two different logos and 
may have found what Les was referring to (see Figures 5a and b).

�

FIGURE 5A. COCA COLA ADVERTISING SIGN. 
NOTE THE BIG C’S ARE MORE UPRIGHT AND THE O’S AND A’S 

ARE FATTER THAN IN THE IMAGE BELOW.

FIGURE 5B. COCA COLA SIGN WITH 
MORE SLANTED LETTERING, CIRCA 1930S.

With the Coca Cola credit, Les was able to travel anywhere in the country and be assured of work. 
So he did exactly that, visiting 39 states over the next three years.
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Return to Minnesota
Les returned to Hutchinson in 1936 and went to work as a commercial artist. He painted advertising signs of 
every description, completed a large mural and even a statue. In 1937 Les attended a Thanksgiving Day dance 
in Plato, Minnesota. Here he met and fell in love (while dancing) with Orial Thiem of Gibbon. They married 
two years later, on September 9, 1939 (see Figure 6). Les and Orial had two daughters, Bonnie and Pamela.

�

FIGURE 6. LES AND ORIAL WERE MARRIED ON SEPTEMBER 9, 1939. 
IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

Commercial work slowed during WWII. His next big break came in early 1942, when the family moved into 
Minneapolis and Les became employed full time for the D.W. Onan & Sons Company. Onan was a 
manufacturer of electric generators.

Les started out working in the shop. When his supervisor learned of his artistic abilities, he was transferred to 
the advertising department. Les credits his stint at Onan & Sons for allowing him to learn the full range of 
commercial art. He started with layout, then advanced to photo retouching, illustrating and typography.

Although he enjoyed working for Onan, Les really wanted to work for himself. The management team at Onan 
agreed that he would be better off on his own and, before he left, provided Les with his first major account.
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Les Kouba, Wildlife Artist
Les opened a studio in the Syndicate Building in downtown Minneapolis. He named his new business “Kouba 
Advertising Art”. Although he kept busy with his commercial work, Les longed to fulfill his childhood dream of 
becoming a successful wildlife artist.

He worked on commercial work during the day and painted wildlife art at night. As his studio walls were 
somewhat bare, he began to hang his wildlife art both there and at a friend’s business called Zesbaugh’s 
Picture Store, located nearby in downtown Minneapolis.

Part of American pop culture mythology is that director Mervyn LeRoy discovered Lana Turner while she was 
drinking a coke at the soda counter of Schwab’s Pharmacy on Sunset Boulevard. This is only partly true. While 
Lana was discovered at a soda counter on Sunset, it was not by LeRoy and it was not at Schwabs – it was by 
Hollywood publisher William Wilkerson at the Top Hat Cafe.

There is no doubt where Les Kouba’s wildlife art was discovered. According to The Legacy of Les C. Kouba, 
“One day Clare Fry, art director of Brown & Bigalow, a major [local] calendar firm in the United States, noticed 
a couple of my paintings at Zesbaugh’s…” The rest, as they say is [wildlife art] history.

Fry asked to meet with Kouba and Les was soon commissioned to create a painting for an upcoming calendar. 
Fry was very pleased with the painting, Daybreak on the Marshes, and published it. Soon after, Ted Kesting, 
the editor of Sports Afield was visiting with his friend Fry. Fry told Kesting about his new discovery, Les Kouba, 
and Kesting commissioned Les to create the cover art for the October, 1950 issue of Sports Afield. Kesting 
requested that Les paint a flock of bluebills in flight during a heavy snowstorm (see Figures 7 and 8).

FIGURE 7. LES HOLDS HIS ORIGINAL PAINTING FOR THE SPORTS AFIELD COVER IN ONE HAND 
AND A COPY OF THE MAGAZINE IN THE OTHER.
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FIGURE 8. SPORTS AFIELD OCTOBER, 1950 COVER BY LESLIE C. KOUBA. 
BLUEBILLS WERE ONE OF KOUBA’S SPECIALTIES.
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After getting the cover assignment, Les wanted to meet the writer who was doing the issue’s featured piece, 
Northern Bluebills. The writer turned out to celebrity sports writer Jimmy Robinson, pal of Ernest Hemingway 
and Clark Gable.

Les and Jimmy hit it off in a big way. Jimmy requested that Les provide inside illustrations for his piece, 
in addition to the cover (see Figure 9). So began a lifelong collaboration and friendship between two iconic 
figures in American wildlife pop culture.

�

FIGURE 9 JIMMY ROBINSON’S PIECE TITLED NORTHERN BLUEBILLS, 
SET AGAINST A PAINTING BY LES KOUBA.
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With the Sports Afield cover, Les Kouba was on his way to realizing his dream. He would eventually go on to 
create the artwork for many, many sporting magazine covers – just like his childhood idols (see Figure 10).

�

FIGURE 10. A SAMPLING OF SPORTS AFIELD COVERS BY LESLIE C. KOUBA.
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Signature Touches
In the early 1950s, Les developed two of his signature touches, literally. One day a friend, Paul King, 
asked Les why his paintings often contained 13 subjects. Apparently this had been, until this time, a 
subconscious effort on the part of Les.

When it was pointed out to him, Les decided to adopt the 13 subjects as a sort of trademark. At around 
this same time, he began to refine his stylized signature. Eventually, he combined the two (see Figure 11).

�

FIGURE 11. THE LES C. KOUBA SIGNATURE INCORPORATING 13 DUCKS.

According to Les, “My signature really evolved over the years… I kept refining it until I reached the point where 
I really liked it and my customers liked it as well”.
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Kouba’s Career Takes Off
Les Kouba came into his own during the 1950s. In addition to the sporting magazine covers, he created 
artwork for numerous calendar companies, including Brown & Bigalow, Louis F. Dow and U.O. Colson. He 
illustrated many books with a wildlife theme for MacMillan Company of New York, including The Wilderness 
Cabin, North American Canoe Country, Paradise Below Zero and The New Way of the Wilderness.

Although favoring wildlife art, Les continued his commercial work as well. He designed the Old Dutch Foods 
logo and many advertisements for Schmidt Beer, including 17 different can labels (often with wildlife themes, 
see Figure 12), Red Wing Shoes and Harvest Queen Coffee.

FIGURE 12. LABEL FOR SCHMIDT BEER BY LES C. KOUBA. 
LES CAME UP WITH THE FAMOUS SLOGAN UNDER THE GEESE.
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These were all major regional brands and helped make his work well known to people living in the midwest. 
Les soon graduated to national publications such as Argosy – The Complete Man’s Magazine, Ducks 
Unlimited Magazine and The Saturday Evening Post.
In the early 1950s, Les became more aware that people were really fascinated to watch him work, “It seemed 
to hold a magical attraction for them” (see Figure 13). In response, he began to schedule more painting 
demonstrations across the state. “I did these demonstrations for just about any group. I criss-crossed the state 
appearing at sportsmen’s clubs, women’s groups, the Elks, the Kiwanis and at church organizations…

To make the experience even more exciting, often times the original that I painted would be sold at auction to 
the highest bidder or raffled off with everyone having a chance or two”. Les enjoyed mixing with people from all 
walks of life. It also added to his celebrity and Les Kouba began to develop a bit of an ego.

�

FIGURE 13. LES KOUBA “CREATES MAGIC WITH HIS PAINTBRUSH” 
FOR THE COSMOPOLITAN CLUB AT THE NICOLLETTE HOTEL, CIRCA 1940S. 

IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

At this point, Minnesotans and other midwesterners, especially those interested in outdoor sporting activities, 
were also seeing Kouba’s artwork on signs and billboards, inside stores and mail order catalogs, on their beer 
and coffee cans, on calendars and magazine covers on the newsstand, illustrating the books, magazines and 
newspapers they read – Les Kouba artwork was ubiquitous.

In recognition of his accomplishments, Les was elected President of the Society of Artists and Art Directors 
(SAAD) by his peers for an unprecedented three terms. Les felt truly honored.
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American Wildlife Art Galleries
By the early 1950s, Kouba Advertising Art outgrew their present location. It was at this point that Les moved his 
operation to the Plymouth Building in downtown Minneapolis. In order to help defray his increased expenses, 
he decided to sell some of his originals. Les put up pegboard walls and hung his art, for sale to the public.

Word traveled fast and his originals began to sell quickly. Realizing the potential, he told his artist friends he 
would accept their art on consignment and sell it in his “gallery” for a nominal commission. 

In 1952 Kouba Advertising Art became American Wildlife Art Galleries. The gallery specialized in original 
and limited edition prints of wildlife and western art by Les and his friends, including Jay N. “Ding” Darling 
(see Figures 14a, 14b  and 15).

�

FIGURE 14A. ADVERTISING POSTCARD ISSUED BY AMERICAN WILDLIFE ART GALLERIES.

�

FIGURE 14B. REVERSE OF THE POSTCARD SHOWN ABOVE. 
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�

FIGURE 15. LES POSING INSIDE AMERICAN WILDLIFE ART GALLERIES. 
THIS PHOTOGRAPH WAS TAKEN AT A LATER DATE (POST 1950S).

By 1957 American Wildlife Art Galleries was experiencing tremendous sales and growth. According to 
Kay Johnson, “His gallery was growing by leaps and bounds, and his own paintings were rapidly growing 
in popularity – discriminating collectors were snapping them up as quickly as Les could paint them”.

For collectors of fish and game stamps, the best was yet to come. In 1957 Les decided to enter the federal 
duck stamp art contest for the first time.
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The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists – Part Two
When we last left off, Les Kouba had recently opened American Wildlife Art Galleries and was enjoying all
 that 1950s post-war prosperity had to offer a talented, hard-working individual with a head for business. 

By 1957, Les had already been receiving notices from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for several years 
informing him about the annual federal duck stamp art contest.

Les had never taken the time to enter, as he was “always too busy working on items that paid money to enter a 
contest where your chances of winning were slim to none. I always looked at my art career through the eyes of 
a businessman”.

Now, with his business thriving, Les afforded himself the luxury of taking some time off to create a piece of 
artwork that would not only win the prestigious contest, but allow him to burst onto the national art scene and 
begin to cement his status as one of the country’s most renown wildlife artists.
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The 1957 Federal Duck Stamp Art Contest
On July 21, 1957, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced the “Ninth Annual Federal Duck Stamp Design 
Contest”. The contest would be open from August 1 through November 1 of 1957 and the winning artwork 
would be featured on the 1958-59 federal migratory bird hunting stamp.

The press release stated that “no species will be considered in the judging which has been used on a stamp 
in the last five years”. These include Blue-winged teal, Ring-neck duck, Blue geese, American merganser 
and American Eider (see Figures 1a and b).

�
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FIGURES 1A (TOP) AND B (BOTTOM). USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING 
THE NINTH FEDERAL DUCK STAMP DESIGN CONTEST.
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According to Les, the inspiration for his design was provided by his sister-in-law, Mavis (Mrs Sep Herschman). 
She gave Les a photo of some Canada geese she had taken on her farm and according to Les, “the unusual 
position of the geese inspired me to make a sketch”.

It seems that on that particular day, five geese had left their neighbor’s property and walked right into her 
front yard. Mavis quickly grabbed a camera and started taking photos, one of which she gave to Les. 
Randy Herschman (Mavis’ son) recalls that his brother, Joel, was standing fairly close to the geese while 
she was taking the photos  –  they were actually quite tame.

Les then selected three of the geese to be the focal point of his sketch and the subsequent painting he entered 
into the contest. As corn fields were abundant waterfowl habitat throughout much of Minnesota at the time, 
Les removed the geese from his sister-in-laws front yard and placed them in a corn field setting (see Figure 2).

FIGURE 2. LES USES THE PHOTO PROVIDED BY HIS SISTER-IN-LAW TO PUT THE FINISHING TOUCHES 
ON HIS ENTRY FOR THE 1957 FEDERAL DUCK STAMP DESIGN CONTEST. 

IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.
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The medium Les chose for his entry was a black and white wash. He spent just 2 1/2 hours on his artwork 
and sent it to the USFWS shortly before the November 1 deadline. Within two weeks, the judges had selected 
Kouba’s design of Canada geese feeding in a cornfield for the 1958-59 stamp. A total of 96 designs were 
submitted by 55 artists (see Figures 3 and 4).

FIGURE 3. LES KOUBA WITH THE 1958-59 DUCK STAMP DESIGN. 
THIS IS THE ACTUAL PHOTO USED BY THE MINNEAPOLIS STAR TRIBUNE 

TO ANNOUNCE “MINNEAPOLIS ARTIST WINS COMPETITION”. 
IT WAS PUBLISHED ON NOVEMBER 16, 1957 AND RECENTLY ACQUIRED BY ARLEN AXDAHL ON EBAY.
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FIGURE 4. USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING THE WINNER 
OF THE 1957 FEDERAL DUCK STAMP DESIGN CONTEST.
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1958-59 Stamps Issued
After the artwork was selected by the judges, it went to designer Robert L. Miller. This is another thing that 
Les had in common with Maynard Reece; both had their first federal duck stamp designed by Miller. For more 
on Maynard’s first stamp, see The Making of an Icon – Part Three.

Miller took Kouba’s artwork and used it for the central vignette. He then designed the finished stamp, complete 
with frame lines, lettering and denomination (face value). Once Miller was finished designing the stamp, it was 
turned over to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.

Two engravers were assigned to produce die proofs. The vignette was engraved by Mathew D. Fenton, 
while the frame lines, lettering and numerals were engraved by George L. Huber. To my knowledge, there are 
no large or small die proofs in collector’s hands.

The 1958-59 federal waterfowl stamp is notable for several reasons. First it was the last stamp to be printed 
on a single color flatbed press (see Figure 5). Starting with the 1959-60 issue, federal waterfowl stamps were 
printed on a Giori rotary press capable of printing three colors from a single plate – thus multi-color stamps.

FIGURE 5. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
ARTWORK BY LES C. KOUBA.

Second, this was the last stamp to have a printed fee of $2.00. Many people have assumed that the fee was 
raised to offset increased production costs when going from single color to multi-color printing. Starting with the 
1959-60 issue, the fee was raised to $3.00 via Public Law 85-585, approved August 1, 1958 (72 Stat. 486).  
As you can see, the fee was raised well in advance of any increase in printing costs.

So why was the fee raised? It was raised in response to an extended drought on the prairie breeding 
groundings that fed ducks into the Central Flyway. The drought led to lower duck production; lower duck 
production led to lower hunting; lower hunting led to fewer waterfowl stamps sold and would have led to a 
drastic reduction in revenue without the fee increase.

The Department of the Interior reacted in the same way as many restaurants during the recent recession; 
faced with a declining number of patrons – they raised prices on the menu in an attempt to keep their gross 
at the previous level.

Third, the 1958-59 issue was the last printed from a 112 subject format. Once the die proofs were approved, 
large printing plates were created by duplicating the metal dies 112 times. For Kouba’s stamp, four plates were 
created, numbers 166753, 166754, 166755 and 166756.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/john-olin-ding-darling-maynard-reece-king-buck-making-icon-part-three-2/
https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/john-olin-ding-darling-maynard-reece-king-buck-making-icon-part-four/
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The 1958-59 issue was the last to be cut into panes of 28 with serial numbers printed on the selvage inset two 
positions from the corner and, therefore, the last federal stamp (aside from the 1964-65 issue) to be 
collected in plate number blocks of six (see Figures 6).

�

FIGURE 6. COMPLETE PANE OF 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMPS. 
NOTE THIS IS THE UPPER LEFT PANE WHICH WAS CUT FROM THE ORIGINAL SHEET OF 112 STAMPS. 

THE PLATE, NUMBER 166755, WAS ONE OF FOUR USED TO PRINT KOUBA’S STAMPS.
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Messages (often referred to as inscriptions) were printed on the reverse of the stamps with a separate offset 
press. In October of 2016, a major new waterfowl stamp error was auctioned by Golden Valley Collectibles of 
Minnesota. The item was an unused corner single of the 1958-59 issue, signed and dated Nov. 21, 1958 
by Les C. Kouba in the side selvage.

What made this lot so notable, is that the reverse message was printed inverted in relation to the stamp 
design on the obverse (see Figures 7a and b). After spirited bidding, Michael Jaffe won the item for his exhibit, 
A philatelic Survey of U.S. Waterfowl Hunting Jurisdictions.

FIGURE 7A. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, CORNER SINGLE 
SIGNED IN THE LEFT SELVAGE BY LES C. KOUBA. 

COURTESY OF MICHAEL JAFFE.

�

FIGURE 7B. REVERSE OF THE STAMP SHOWN ABOVE. 
NOTE THE PRINTED MESSAGE IS INVERTED. 

COURTESY OF MICHAEL JAFFE.
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1958-59 Usages
Before we look at a couple of usages for the 1958-59 issue, I would like to share a candidate for the smallest 
signature on a federal waterfowl stamp (see Figure 8). The hunter very nearly succeeded in signing the stamp 
between the lower right of the design and the perforations!

FIGURE 8. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
SIGNED BY A HUNTER IN THE LOWER RIGHT CORNER.



waterfowlstampsandmore.com Page �  of �28 105

By far and away the most extraordinary usage for the 1958-59 issue is on a California license with a 1958-59 
Honey Lake waterfowl stamp. Originally one of the crown jewels of Jan Wooton’s extensive fish and game 
collection, Jan later sold it to me.

It remained in my collection for many years until the Csaplar’s acquired it for their exhibit. There have only 
been four examples of the 1858-59 Honey Lake stamp recorded (see Figure 9).

FIGURE 9. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP 
USED WITH A 1958-59 HONEY LAKE STAMP

 ON THE REVERSE OF A CALIFORNIA LICENSE. 
COURTESY OF THE CSAPLARS.
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Another 1958-59 usage of interest combines the federal waterfowl stamp with a 1958-59 Tennessee Trout 
stamp on a Resident Tennessee Hunting and Sport Fishing License (see Figure 10). The trout stamp was 
designed by Worth B. Carnahan, the artist who went From Girlie Pulps to Trout Stamps.

FIGURE 10. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP 
USED WITH 1958-59 TENNESSEE TROUT STAMP 

ON A RESIDENT TENNESSEE HUNTING AND SPORT FISHING LICENSE.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/girlie-pulps-trout-stamps-part-five/
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Artist Signed Stamps
In addition to the error shown in Figures 7a and b, I would like to share two more 1958-59 stamps signed 
by Les C. Kouba. First we have the top plate number single Les signed in the selvage for Alvin Broholm. 
Les signed the stamp in red ink, which was not unusual for him (See Figure 11).

�

FIGURE 11. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
TOP PLATE NUMBER SINGLE SIGNED BY LES C. KOUBA 

FOR ALVIN BROHOLM.

Second we have an example where Les signed his name on the stamp, itself, and then added a small goose 
flying above the end of his signature (see Figure 12). Les often personalized his signature by incorporating 
small ducks or geese.

�

FIGURE 12. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
SIGNED BY LES C. KOUBA. 

NOTE THE SMALL GOOSE FLYING ABOVE HIS SIGNATURE.
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The 1958-59 Federal Print – First Edition
There were three editions of Les Kouba’s Canada geese image. The first edition was a lithograph, pulled from 
a stone in the manner described in My Favorite Duck Stamp – Part Four. The image was 6.875″ x 9.25″. 
The litho was drawn by C.W. Anderson, printed in black ink on white paper by George C. Miller and Sons in 
New York City and was titled and signed by Les C. Kouba in pencil. The print was not numbered but the 
edition size is known to be 250 (see Figure 13).

FIGURE 13. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, FIRST EDITION.

According to Randy Herschman (who later went on to manage American Wildlife Art Galleries), Les was not 
completely happy with the first edition. Although Anderson’s litho stone was faithful to the original art shown 
in Figure 3, Les thought it looked cropped – especially the wing of the incoming goose closest to the left side 
of the image.

For this reason, he hired a local artisan, Cornelius Bartels, to engrave a new image on a copper plate for the 
purpose of producing a second edition with an extended design.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/favorite-federal-duck-stamp-part-four/
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Cornelius Anton Bartels
As this series progresses, we will find that Cornelius Anton Bartels plays an important role. Bartels was born 
in Holland in 1890. He is now considered to be a dutch master painter whose landscapes, especially those 
featuring windmills, bring high realizations in European auctions (see Figure 14).

FIGURE 14. DUTCH LANDSCAPE WITH A WINDMILL BY A LAKE BY CORNELIUS ANTON BARTELS.
 IMAGE COURTESY OF LEMPERTZ AUCTIONS.

According to another auction catalog description, “As [one of] the last generation of ‘Hague School’ trained 
artists, his draftsmanship, palette and watercolor brushwork technique is second to none”. Cornelius also 
learned copper-plate engraving in the Netherlands from master engravers.
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Most art historians believe copper-plate engraving originated in Italy. However, some accounts have it 
originating in the Netherlands even prior to Italy. In any case, the Dutch were very accomplished in this 
medium and Bartels was no exception.

During the late 1940s, Cornelius and his wife, Minka, moved to Pella, Iowa as refugees from the war in Europe. 
Cornelius took a position as artist-in-residence at Central Community College in 1950. At Central College, 
Cornelius taught his fortunate students the classical drawing techniques he had learned in the “School of the 
Hague”. He also produced etchings in his studio on the campus.

In researching this series of posts, I found an article in The Algona Upper Des Moines (newspaper) from 
November 4, 1952. In addition to indicating that Minka was a concert pianist, the article is otherwise quite 
revealing as it concerns our story. It states Cornelius A. Bartels and Jay N. Darling were close friends, that 
Bartels did many engravings for Darling and that Cornelius and Minka were “moving to Minneapolis soon”.

If you recall from part one of this series, it was in the same year, 1952, that Les expanded his business, 
changed its name to American Wildlife Art Galleries and began to offer other artist’s work for sale, including 
Darling’s. As Les and Jay were close friends and did a lot of business together, it seems likely that Jay may 
have provided Bartels with an introduction to Les when they moved.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/les-kouba-dean-minnesotas-wildlife-artists-part-one/
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The 1958-59 Federal Print – Second Edition
The second edition was produced by Bartels using dry point etching and aquatint. For a detailed explanation 
of this process, see My Favorite Duck Stamp – Part Four. The image size was 7″ x 9″ and it was pulled using 
black ink on off-white, Early American paper. The second edition size was the same as the first, 250. 
After Bartels produced the edition, he delivered the prints to Les, who then titled and signed them in pencil.

In addition to being an etching as opposed to a lithograph, the most obvious difference is that more of the 
wing is shown on the goose located at the far left of the image (see Figure 15). In the opinion of Les Kouba, 
this resulted in a more pleasing composition.

�

FIGURE 15. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, SECOND EDITION.
 ENGRAVED AND PRINTED BY CORNELIUS C. BARTELS.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/favorite-federal-duck-stamp-part-four/
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The 1958-59 Federal Print – Third Edition
In 1978, Les decided to come out with a third edition for the benefit of the Minnesota Association of Farmers, 
Landowners and Sportsmen (MAFLAS). MAFLAS was a nonprofit organization and Les was usually willing to 
help out these kind of groups in any way he could.

The edition was produced using offset lithography and published by American Wildlife Art Galleries. There 
were 300 regular signed and numbered prints plus 30 artist proofs (see Figure 16). According to Russell Fink, 
in addition to supplying MAFLAS, Kouba also made third edition prints available to dealers for resale.

�

FIGURE 16. 1958-59 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, THIRD EDITION. 
NOTE THIS IS PRINT #1, EX BILL WEBSTER COLLECTION.

According to Randy Hershman and Arlen Axdahl, there was also a larger version of this print that was sold by 
MAFLAS at fundraising events. This oversized piece would not be considered a waterfowl stamp print.
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The 1958-59 Design Watercolor
In 2013, Arlen Axdahl attended the Minnesota Decoy Show. He was visiting with Jerry Eppel, who made it 
known to Arlen that he had access to a large original Kouba watercolor that was essentially a reproduction of 
the 1958-59 federal waterfowl stamp design. When he returned home, Arlen made some calls and was soon 
able to find a buyer for the piece.

It currently hangs over the mantle in duck stamp collector Richard Prager’s family room. Richard has kindly 
allowed me to share the painting with you. The piece is significant in that Les has now further expanded the 
left side view to include five more incoming geese – making a total of 13 in all and thus representing Kouba’s 
artistic trademark (see Figure 17).

�

FIGURE 17. ORIGINAL WATERCOLOR PAINTING BY LES. C. KOUBA. 
NOTE THERE ARE NOW A TOTAL OF 13 GEESE IN THE DESIGN. 

IMAGE COURTESY OF RICHARD PRAGER.

Les was very proud to have won the 1957 federal duck stamp design contest. While it was good for his career, 
it also allowed him to give back – to help make a significant contribution to waterfowl conservation efforts. 
According to Les:

“As a child I saw firsthand the damage that drought and over-hunting can do to our great flocks of ducks, 
geese and pheasants. My dad always encouraged us to be conservation-minded. That attitude has always 
stayed with me. I’m a hunter and I enjoy the sport. However, you cant just take, take, take. You must be willing 
to give something back to nature”.
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The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists – Part Three

In today’s post we shall continue discussing the career of Les Kouba. We will learn about his relationship with 
fellow artist Edward Morris and see how prominently Cornelius Bartels figured into the careers of both men.

If the name Edward Morris sounds familiar, it should be. Ed Morris was a fine artist in his own right and will 
always be known as the only one to win the federal duck stamp contest two years in a row, in 1960 and 1961.

What you may not know, is that for many years Ed Morris assisted Les Kouba in running American Wildlife Art 
Galleries in Minneapolis. In return, Les mentored Ed when it came to his wildlife art and encouraged him to 
pursue this path. As it concerns wildlife art, Ed Morris has sometimes been viewed as Les Kouba’s protege.

When Ed Morris won the contest back-to-back, he briefly eclipsed his mentor’s fame and ruffled Kouba’s 
feathers. This led to a short-lived falling out between the two artists. For those who knew Les – or have heard 
of his swollen ego discussed – it is tempting to jump to conclusions and assign blame. As we shall soon see, 
maybe Les had a good reason for getting upset.

Edward A. Morris
Edward A. Morris was born in Philadelphia on July 28, 1917 – the same year as Les Kouba. He was, by all 
accounts, a very private man. For that reason, very little is known about his background and personal life.
According to Russell Fink and Randy Herschman, Ed spent eight years in the Marine Corps. This included 
serving in WWII, after which time he was honorably discharged. Following the war, Ed took advantage of 
the GI Bill and studied at the Philadelphia College of Art. He subsequently became widely respected for his 
sublime landscapes (see Figure 1).

�

FIGURE 1. EARLY SPRING BY EDWARD A. MORRIS.

Ed soon married a woman named Helen and they had two children; Edward Junior and a daughter, Mary Ellen. 
In the 1950s, after completing his studies in Philadelphia, Ed moved his family to Minnesota. It was at this time 
that Les Kouba was expanding his business; first moving to the Plymouth Building in downtown Minneapolis 
and then rebranding as American Wildlife Art Galleries.



waterfowlstampsandmore.com Page �  of �38 105

As you may remember from part one, American Wildlife Art Galleries specialized in handling the work of wildlife 
and western artists. For a period of time in the 1950s and 1960s, Ed Morris was widely acclaimed as one of 
this country’s greatest western artists. In the eyes of Randy Herschman, Ed had few peers as a western artist 
and “was even better than Remington or Russell at their peak”.

This did not go unnoticed by Les Kouba, who invited Ed to sell his work through the Gallery. Kouba’s 
enterprise was booming in the 1950s and Ed soon came to help Les in running the Gallery. It was Ed that 
held down the fort while Les away on business or participating in sporting activities. Ed occupied a central 
position at American Wildlife Art Galleries, on and off, into the 1970s (when Randy would take his place).

As wildlife art was the Gallery’s primary focus and biggest seller, Ed began to spend more time establishing 
this segment of his repertoire. According to Randy, Les often helped Ed with his wildlife artwork, especially 
his layout and perspective.

It was while Ed was working in the Gallery that Les won his first federal duck stamp contest in 1957. Although 
Ed was the polar opposite of Les when it came to ego, he was known as a tough marine and he was confident 
in his abilities. Inspired by Kouba’s win, Ed began to spend more time improving his own waterfowl art.

In a few years (with Kouba’s help and support), Ed decided to enter the contest, himself.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/les-kouba-dean-minnesotas-wildlife-artists-part-one/
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The 1960 Federal Duck Stamp Art Contest
On July 27, 1960, The USFWS announce the 12th annual duck stamp design contest. This was the third 
contest to feature a theme; in this case “Habitat Produces Ducks”. The first stamp to incorporate a theme 
into its design was Maynard Reece’s 1959-60 issue featuring King Buck, “Retrievers Save Game”. This was 
followed by “Wildlife Needs Water – Preserve Wetlands” on the 1960-61 issue.

According to Daniel H. Janzen, Director of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, “The need for saving wetlands 
for waterfowl is becoming more acute each year and we must continue to emphasize the need for action in 
acquiring vital wetlands for the production of waterfowl (see Figure 2).

�

FIGURE 2. USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING THE 12TH FEDERAL DUCK STAMP DESIGN CONTEST.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/john-olin-ding-darling-maynard-reece-king-buck-making-icon-part-four/
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Not only did Edward Morris enter a black and white watercolor into the 1960 contest, he won with what would 
prove to be one of the most popular duck stamp images of all time – a mallard hen surrounded by eight baby 
ducklings (see Figures 3 and 4). The stamp is a favorite among women and children and is reminiscent of the 
1941-42 issue featuring Edwin Kalmbach’s family of Ruddy ducks, only in multi-color.

�

FIGURE 3. 1961-62 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, ORIGINAL ARTWORK. 
COURTESY OF RICHARD PRAGER.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/favorite-duck-stamp-part-one/
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�

FIGURE 4. USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING 
THE WINNER OF THE 1960 FEDERAL DUCK STAMP DESIGN CONTEST.
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1961-62 Stamps Issued
After the artwork was selected by the judges, it went to stamp designer Victor S. McCloskey. McCloskey’s 
many credits include designing the classic 1940-41 federal stamp, whose artwork was created by the 
legendary Minnesota artist Francis Lee Jaques, the aforementioned 1941-42 stamp and co-designing the 
1959-60 stamp featuring King Buck. For more on Victor McCloskey, see My Favorite Duck Stamp – Part One.

McCloskey took the artwork that was created by Morris and used it for the central vignette. He then designed 
the finished stamp, complete with frame lines, lettering and denomination (face value). Once McCloskey was 
finished designing the stamp, it was turned over to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.

Two engravers were assigned to produce die proofs. The vignette was engraved by Richard M. Bower, while 
the frame lines, lettering and numerals were engraved by Howard F. Sharpless. There are no large or small 
die proofs in collector’s hands. The finished product was produced using a Giori rotary press (see Figure 5).

�

FIGURE 5. 1961-62 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
ARTWORK BY EDWARD. A MORRIS.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/favorite-duck-stamp-part-one/
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The Alvin Broholm Connection
Shortly before the stamps were to go on sale (July 1, 1961), Alvin Broholm wrote to Ed Morris asking if he 
would sign a stamp for his collection (see Figure 6).

�

FIGURE 6. LETTER FROM ALVIN BROHOLM TO ED MORRIS, DATED JUNE 19, 1961.
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Ed replied in the affirmative and Broholm sent Ed two stamps; a top plate number single to be signed and 
returned and also a single for Ed to use when hunting (see Figures 7 and 8).

�

FIGURE 7. 1961-62 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
TOP PLATE NUMBER SINGLE SIGNED BY EDWARD MORRIS.

�

FIGURE 8. NOTE FROM ED MORRIS, ENCLOSED WHEN HE 
RETURNED THE STAMP ABOVE TO ALVIN BROHOLM.

If you are a regular follower of this blog, you will recognize this is pretty much the standard Broholm 
reference when I am writing about federal waterfowl stamp artists. However, in this particular case, there 
is something extra to share which is relevant to our story.
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In the fall of 1961, Ed Morris wrote another letter to Alvin Broholm. In it, he tells Alvin that he has searched out 
“the finest artist I know to do an etching of the stamp design [for the purposes of producing limited edition 
prints]… I have commissioned a Dutch etcher, accomplished in this field, to create a dry point etching the size 
of past prints to conform with collectors demands” (see Figure 9).

�

FIGURE 9. LETTER FROM ED MORRIS TO ALVIN BROHOLM, DATED SEPTEMBER 19, 1961.
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While Ed does not mention the “Dutch etcher” by name, we can quickly deduce he was referring to Cornelius 
Bartels. As Bartels had just recently completed engraving and printing the 1958-59 second edition prints for 
Les Kouba and as Ed was working for Les in the Gallery at the time – it probably didn’t take too much 
“searching” on the part of Morris.

The 1961-62 Federal Print
Cornelius Bartels engraved and printed the singular edition for Ed Morris. The image size was 6.625″ x 9.25″. 
The prints were pulled using black ink on antique white English Text paper. There were 250 regular signed 
and numbered prints plus 25 artists proofs that were not designated as such. The regular edition was titled 
and signed by Edward A. Morris in pencil (see Figure 10).

�

FIGURE 10. 1961-62 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 
REGULAR EDITION.
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In the Errata and Addenda section of Duck Stamp Prints, Russell Fink states, “Ed Morris… accidentally 
numbered 50 of the prints from 1 to 50. The edition was meant to be unnumbered, so he simply signed 
the remaining prints prints which carry no numbers. The total edition still remains at 250 (50 of which are 
numbered) …” (see Figure 11).

�

FIGURE 11. 1961-62 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 
NUMBERED 42/50 BY ED MORRIS.
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For those of you read The Making of an Icon – Part Four, you may remember I pointed out that producing 
a duck stamp is a team effort. In my opinion, the stamp designer, BEP engravers and whoever selects the 
final color (or colors) deserve some of the credit for the finished product.

When talking about limited edition prints, we often encounter a similar situation. There have been very few 
instances where the artist has drawn the litho stone or engraved the metal plate and pulled the prints himself. 
In most cases the person who created the original artwork (in this case Ed Morris) is not the person who drew 
the stone or engraved the plate for the prints (in this case Bartels).

Here we have the extreme case of a Dutch master engraver creating the prints for a duck stamp artist. 
While Ed designed the original artwork (more on this soon), Bartels etched the plate, proofed the image and 
pulled the prints.

It seems clear that Bartels deserves much of the credit for creating this piece, one of the most exquisite and 
highly sought after prints in the series.

Giving Credit Where it is Due
I met Les Kouba and Randy Herschman in 1982. I was in Minneapolis to meet the family of my girlfriend, Kay 
(now my wife of 28 years) for the first time. Kay’s father was an attorney who had an office in downtown 
Minneapolis, in the Plymouth Building.

One day I had driven into the city to have lunch with my future father-in-law, Jack Brown. When we returned 
from lunch, we got into the elevator and then another man joined us. Jack and the man exchanged greetings 
and chatted a bit. Then Jack turned to me and said, “David, this is someone I think you should know – meet 
Les Kouba”. It was a wonderful surprise.

Of course, I already knew who Les Kouba was and had done business with Randy over the phone. However, 
I had not met Les in person and did not recognize him when he entered the elevator. It turns out that Jack’s 
office was located directly (one floor) below American Wildlife Art galleries.

Les invited me up and so began a long and successful relationship with Les and especially Randy, who by this 
point was managing the Gallery. Each time I returned to Minnesota (3-4 times a year in those days) I made it 
a point to have lunch with Jack, then visit the Gallery.

Eventually, I was entrusted to help sell the Gallery’s vast archive that included prints by virtually all of the 
duck stamp artists – starting with Ding Darling and Frank Benson. Now, I am going to share with you some 
historic pieces that I kept for myself. They have not been seen by anyone for decades.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/john-olin-ding-darling-maynard-reece-king-buck-making-icon-part-four/
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For the 1961-62 federal, I have two prints that are quite revealing. First, I have Proof No. 1; titled and signed 
“printed by C.A. Bartels” (see Figure 12).

�

FIGURE 12. 1961-62 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, PROOF NO. 1.
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The second is going to come as a surprise and is admittedly something of an ambush – so brace yourself; 
a print that Bartels titled “1961-62 Duck Stamp Design by Leslie Kouba… Etching and Printed by 
C.A. Bartels” (see Figures 13a and b).

�

FIGURE 13A. 1961-62 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 
“DESIGN BY LESLIE KOUBA… ETCHING AND PRINTED BY C.A. BARTELS”.
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FIGURE 13B. ENLARGEMENT OF THE TITLE AREA ON THE PRINT SHOWN ABOVE.

So just how much did Les Kouba actually contribute to the 1961-62 federal duck stamp design? Perhaps, a 
great deal. At this point, we will never know for sure. We can be certain, however, that the prints, themselves, 
would not be so magnificent without the participation of the master engraver, Cornelius Bartels.
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The 1961 Federal Duck Stamp Contest
Encouraged by his recent success, Ed decided to enter the contest again, in 1961. For this particular contest, 
the Department of the Interior requested artists submit entries “drawn to show the duck in good gun range”. 
The 1962-63 duck stamp was intended to “emphasize an educational program of the Fish and Wildlife Service 
to ‘Know Your Ducks’, to ‘To Let ‘Em Come In Close’, and ‘Be Sure Before You Shoot’.

The hunter who follows these practices will not kill protected birds by mistake nor will he accidentally kill 
a female when he has promised himself that this year he will shoot only drakes” (see Figure 14).

�

FIGURE 14. USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING THE 13TH FEDERAL DUCK STAMP CONTEST.
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Ed Morris entered a black and white watercolor (wash) of two pintail drakes coming in for a landing (Figure 15). 
Ed’s artwork featured an engaging composition and the stamps and prints that were based upon it have been 
perennial favorites. For the first (and only) time in the history of the contest, the same artist won for the second 
year in a row (see Figure 16).

�

FIGURE 15. 1962-63 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, ORIGINAL ARTWORK. 
COURTESY OF RICHARD PRAGER.
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FIGURE 16. USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING 
THE WINNER OF THE 1961 FEDERAL DUCK STAMP DESIGN CONTEST.

While a truly remarkable feat that Ed Morris could feel proud of, it did not come without some added 
controversy. By this point one artist, Maynard Reece, had three federal stamps to his credit. Now another 
artist, Edward Morris, had won the contest two years in a row.
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It was now seen as a possibility for one or two artists to dominate the competition. According to Russell Fink, 
after Reece won twice more, in 1969 and 1971, the Department of the Interior created a rule preventing 
contest winners from participating for a three-year period (see Figure 17).

�

FIGURE 17. USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING THE 1972 DUCK STAMP CONTEST. 
NOTE THE STATEMENT IN THE MIDDLE: “COMPETITION IS LIMITED TO INDIVIDUALS 

WHO HAVE NOT BEEN WINNERS IN THE PAST THREE YEARS”.
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1962-63 Stamps Issued
After the pintails artwork was selected by the judges, it again went to stamp designer Victor S. McCloskey. 
He took the artwork created by Morris and used it for the central vignette. He then designed the finished stamp, 
complete with frame lines, lettering and denomination (face value). When McCloskey was done, the design 
was turned over to the Bureau of Engraving and Printing.

The same two engravers were assigned to produce die proofs. The vignette was engraved by Richard Bower, 
while the frame lines, lettering and numerals were engraved by Howard Sharpless. Once again, there are no 
large or small die proofs in collector’s hands and the finished product was produced using a Giori rotary press 
(see Figure 18).

�

FIGURE 18. 1962-63 FEDERAL WATERFOWL 
STAMP, ARTWORK BY EDWARD. A MORRIS.

Whoever was responsible for selecting the color scheme (likely McCloskey) outdid themselves. This, combined 
with Ed’s composition, resulted in a duck stamp with more eye appeal than most and was one of my favorites 
as a young collector.

Broholm Correspondence is Revealing
After winning the contest for the second consecutive year, Ed’s relationship with Les Kouba became strained. 
I was not around then and cannot tell you what took place. Perhaps Les resented the fact that he was not 
given enough credit for helping Ed with his artwork, especially the 1961-62 duck stamp entry.

What we do know is that the two men had a falling out and that Ed was involved with American Wildlife Art 
Galleries on a sporadic basis for the next several years. The Broholm correspondence is especially revealing 
as it concerns Ed’s location during this period of time.

Just prior to the 1962-63 stamp going on sale, Alvin Broholm once again contacted Ed to see if he would be 
willing to sign a stamp for his collection and exhibit. Ed responded with a quick note to say “he would be 
delighted…” What is telling here is the address listed on Ed’s “informal stationary”. He is (at this time) no longer 
working out of American Wildlife Galleries on the 8th floor – but out of a separate space on the 3rd floor 
(see Figure 19). Ed did sign the stamp for Broholm (see Figure 20).
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FIGURE 19. NOTE FROM ED MORRIS TO BROHOLM IN 1962. 
MORRIS HAS A NEW LETTERHEAD AND ADDRESS, 335 PLYMOUTH BUILDING. 

AMERICAN WILDLIFE ART GALLERIES WAS LOCATED AT 822 PLYMOUTH BUILDING.

�

FIGURE 20. 1962-63 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP,
 TOP PLATE NUMBER SINGLE SIGNED BY EDWARD MORRIS.
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The 1962-63 Federal Print
Once again, Cornelius Bartels engraved the singular 1962-63 print edition for Ed Morris. The image size 
was 6.5″ x 9″. The prints were pulled using black ink on antique white English Text paper. There were
 250 regular signed and numbered prints plus 25 artists proofs that were not designated as such. The
 regular edition was titled and signed by Edward A. Morris in pencil (see Figure 21).

�

FIGURE 21. 1962-63 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 
REGULAR EDITION.
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None of the regular edition 1962-63 prints were numbered by Ed. I would like to close out this post by sharing 
another print from the American Wildlife Galleries Archive. It should be noted that for the 1962-63 issue, Bartels 
felt the design credit should go primarily to Edward Morris and not Les Kouba (see Figure 22 a and b).

�

FIGURE 22A. 1962-63 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 
“DESIGN BY EDWARD MORRIS… ETCHING AND PRINTED BY C.A. BARTELS”.
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�

FIGURE 22B. ENLARGEMENT OF THE TITLE AREA ON THE PRINT SHOWN ABOVE.

According to Randy, it was not long before the two men patched up their differences. By the mid 1960s, 
Ed was back in the Gallery assisting Les as before. Soon, it would be Les Kouba’s turn to reclaim the spotlight.
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The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists – Part Four

Today we shall take a detailed look at the 1967-68 federal duck stamp and print. This was Les Kouba’s 
second federal win and it also happens to be one of my favorite duck stamps. For Les, the stamp cemented 
his status as one of the most influential artists in the duck stamp program’s history.

As for myself, as far back as I can remember, blue has always been my favorite color. I believe this is the 
reason I was initially attracted to this stamp as a young collector. Later, after meeting Les and Randy (and 
spending much of my adult life in Minnesota), I developed a stronger connection with Kouba’s 1967-68 stamp.

By the time I came along, most of the significant pieces pertaining to the 1958-59 issue were long gone. The 
1967-68 stamp, being more recent, presented somewhat of a different story and an opportunity to preserve 
some of our hobby’s history. I was able to acquire many important pieces related to the 1967-68 issue directly 
from Les, Randy and other members of the Kouba family.

At some point, I began making a conscious effort to build a specialized collection of this stamp, within my fish 
and game collection. Today, I am honored to share some of it through this blog. I hope you enjoy this tribute 
to Les Kouba, my old friend and The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists.

The 1966 Federal Duck Stamp Contest
After Ed Morris won the contest in 1960 and 1961, Les made a full-on effort to win for a second time, himself. 
He entered the contest four years in a row; placing second and third to Stanley Stearns in 1963, second to Ron 
Jenkins in 1964 and second to Stearns again in 1965 before finally accomplishing his goal by winning in 1966.
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At this point, the Department of the Interior was encouraging artists to submit designs showing waterfowl that 
had yet to be featured on a duck stamp. One of the species suggested in the 1966 contest announcement was 
old squaw ducks. I was unable to locate the 1966 press release, however, it would be very similar to the one 
for 1965 (see Figures 1a and b).
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FIGURES 1A (TOP) AND B (BELOW). USFWS PRESS RELEASE ANNOUNCING 
THE 1965 FEDERAL DUCK STAMP DESIGN CONTEST.
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Les must have known in his heart that he wanted his second federal to feature old squaw ducks. He submitted 
entries featuring variations of the species in 1963 and 1965 before winning in 1966. One of the pieces I have to 
share today, is his original sketch for the 1966 design (see Figure 2).

�

FIGURE 2. 1966 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
FIRST ROUGH SKETCH.

It should be noted that the 1966 federal duck stamp art contest was the first one open to the general public 
and, as such, a direct precursor to the competitive event we know today. From 1950 (the first open contest with 
judges) through 1965, the contest was judged in private at the Department of the Interior in Washington, D.C.
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1967-68 Stamps Issued
After the artwork was selected by the judges, it went to designer Robert J. Jones. Jones used Kouba’s artwork 
for the central vignette. He then designed the finished stamp, complete with frame lines, lettering and 
denomination (face value). Once Jones was done designing the stamp, it was turned over to the Bureau of 
Engraving and Printing.

Two engravers were assigned to produce die proofs. The vignette was engraved by Edward R. Felver, while 
the frame lines, lettering and numerals were engraved by William R. Burnell. To my knowledge, there are no 
large or small die proofs in collector’s hands.

Once the die proofs were approved, the die was copied many times to create large printing plates of 120 
subjects. Two plates were created for the 1967-68 issue, numbers 169457 and 169487.

At this point plate proofs were made of the entire sheet. For the 1967-68 issue, at least one plate proof has 
entered the collector market. On federal waterfowl stamps, is not always easy to tell the difference between 
unmounted small die proofs and plate proofs.

All recorded small die proofs from 1934-35 through 1937-38 have been mounted on card stock that has been 
trimmed to the same size as the proofs. All recorded small die proofs subsequent to 1937-38 are unmounted.
Small die proofs are pulled from a single image metal plate (or die) and initially have substantial blank 
margins on all four sides. The margins are subsequently trimmed to about 5-6 mm.

Plate proofs are pulled from multiple image plates. Therefore, the sizes of the margins are limited by the 
spacing between images and cannot approximate the size of a small die proof. The margins on federal 
waterfowl plate proofs are typically 3-4 mm (see Figure 3).

�

FIGURE 3. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
PLATE PROOF.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/galleries/rudy-rw1-12-small-die-proofs/
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Once the plate proofs receive final approval, regular sheets of 120 stamps were printed, gummed and 
perforated. The large sheets were then cut down into four panes of 30 for easy distribution to post offices. 
Each pane was imprinted with a plate number in the corner side selvage to indicate which plate was used 
to produce the larger sheet it was cut from (see Figure 4).

�

FIGURE 4. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, COMPLETE PANE. 
NOTE THIS IS THE UPPER RIGHT PANE FROM THE ORIGINAL SHEET OF 120 STAMPS. 

THE PLATE, NUMBER 169487, WAS ONE OF TWO USED TO PRINT KOUBA’S OLD SQUAWS STAMP.
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When collectors speak of centering, they are referring to the white space between the image and the 
perforations. Many collectors find it aesthetically pleasing for this space to be well balanced on all four sides 
and strive to obtain such examples for their collections.

In recent years, the practice of grading has permeated the stamp hobby. Originating with the coin and currency 
hobbies, grading is rendered by a third party for a fee. Ostensibly, the higher the grade, the higher the market 
value of the stamp.

Centering is a primary component of the graded score. The 1967-68 federal waterfowl stamps are notorious for 
being poorly centered. In October of 2015, Schuyler Rumsey Philatelic Auctions held a sale with an example of 
the 1967-68 stamp that had been graded “Gem 100”. According to the auction catalog, only three stamps had 
ever obtained this perfect grade.

I aggressively chased the stamp (it sold for over 27 times its Scott Catalogue value) and was able to add it to 
my Old Squaws collection (see Figures 5 and 6).

�

FIGURE 5. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
GRADED GEM 100 BY PSE.
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�

FIGURE 6. PSE CERTIFICATE FOR THE STAMP SHOWN ABOVE.
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There was a day when my eyesight was pretty good and I did not need a certificate to tell me whether a stamp 
was nicely centered. I would like to share two more examples that I acquired for my collection many years ago. 
This was long before grading and I have not felt the need to submit them for a certificate (see Figures 7 and 8).

�

FIGURE 7. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, PLATE NUMBER SINGLE.

FIGURE 8. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, CORNER SINGLE.
 I CHOSE TO ADD THIS STAMP TO MY COLLECTION BECAUSE THE MARGINS

 ARE LARGER THAN ONE USUALLY ENCOUNTERS ON THIS ISSUE.
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This brings us to what is arguably the most spectacular error in federal waterfowl stamps – if not the entire 
fish and game hobby. It was created by a portion of the sheet being “folded-over” during the printing process. 
Originally in the Jeanette Rudy collection, it was sold to me by Robert Dumaine of Sam Houston Philatelics 
(see Figure 9). Thank you, Bob!

�

FIGURE 9. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
FOLD-OVER ERROR.
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Les Signs Another Stamp for Broholm
In an unusual change of pace, Alvin Broholm waited until October to ask Les to sign his stamp in 1967. 
In his letter, Broholm acknowledged Les for being a repeat winner, something Les no doubt appreciated 
(see Figures 10 and 11).

�

FIGURE 10. LETTER FROM ALVIN BROHOLM TO LES KOUBA, DATED OCTOBER 11, 1967. 
NOTE KOUBA’S REPLY AT THE BOTTOM.
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�

FIGURE 11. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP, 
TOP PLATE NUMBER SINGLE SIGNED BY LES KOUBA.

1967-68 Usages
Once again, before we see some usages, I would like to share a stamp signed by a female hunter, Joan East. 
Joan first picked out a nicely centered stamp at the post office, then took great care when signing her name 
(see Figure 12).

�

FIGURE 12. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP,
 SIGNED BY HUNTER JOAN EAST.
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I have selected a few of the usual suspects to illustrate usages for the 1967-68 issue. First we have the stamp 
used in combination with a 1967-68 Honey Lake waterfowl stamp (see Figure 13).

�

FIGURE 13. 1967-68 FEDERAL AND HONEY LAKE WATERFOWL STAMPS
 USED ON THE REVERSE OF A CALIFORNIA HUNTING LICENSE.
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Probably the best usage I have seen is in combination with a 1967 Kansas upland game bird and 1967 Marion 
County duck and fishing stamps. Unfortunately, the federal stamp is on the obverse and the Marion County 
stamps are on the reverse.

As by now you must have a pretty good idea of what the federal stamp looks like, I have decided to show the 
reverse (see Figure 14).

�

FIGURE 14. REVERSE OF THE LICENSE DESCRIBED IN THE TEXT ABOVE, 
SHOWING THE 1967 MARION COUNTY DUCK AND FISHING STAMPS.

Finally we have an example used with a 1967-68 Tennessee Trout stamp (post Carnahan) on the reverse of a 
Resident Tennessee Hunting and Sport Fishing License (see Figure 15).

�

FIGURE 14. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP 
USED WITH A 1967-68 TENNESSEE TROUT STAMP ON 

A RESIDENT TENNESSEE HUNTING AND SPORT FISHING LICENSE.



waterfowlstampsandmore.com Page �  of �75 105

The 1967-68 Federal Print
There was only one edition of Les Kouba’s old squaws image. It was produced by Cornelius Bartels using 
dry point etching and aquatint. The image size was 6.75″ x 9.25″ and it was pulled using black ink on (for the 
most part) antique white English Text paper. The edition size was 250 and the prints were titled and signed 
by Les C. Kouba in pencil.

However, as explained by Russell Fink in Duck Stamp Prints, “During the printing, slight changes were made 
to the sky, and the plate was faced with chrome. Therefore, there are two varieties or states, of this print.

There are 100 1st state prints and 150 2nd state. There is better definition of the background hills in the 
second state”. In my opinion, the definition in the hills is the easiest way to tell the difference between the 
two states (or printings).

Before we see finished prints for both states, I am going to share with you a series of production pieces from 
the American Wildlife Art Gallery Archive. These have never before been made made available for public 
viewing and will provide you with a rare insiders look into the production process by the master engraver, 
Cornelius Bartels.
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First, we have a preliminary production print that includes impressions from three individual plates, detailing: 
1) the heads of the two squaw ducks, 2) a density range for the water area and 3) the background without the 
ducks included (inverted). This is a fascinating piece, the likes I have not seen for any other federal print 
(see Figures 15a, b and c).

�

FIGURE 15A. 1967-68 PRELIMINARY PRODUCTION PRINT, 
TITLED “PRINTER’S PROOF… ” AND SIGNED BY LES C. KOUBA.
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�

FIGURE 15B. ENLARGEMENT OF THE HEADS DETAIL IN THE PRINT ABOVE.

�

FIGURE 15C. ENLARGEMENT OF THE BACKGROUND DETAIL IN THE PRINT ABOVE.
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Next, we have the first impression made by Cornelius Bartels that shows Les Kouba’s artistic 
conceptualization, rendered in its complete form (see Figure 16).

�

FIGURE 16. THE FIRST IMPRESSION TO SHOW LES KOUBA’S COMPLETE ORIGINAL ARTWORK, 
IN AN ALBEIT PRIMITIVE STATE.
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Next we have a progressive impression where Bartels has added the shadowing to the right side of both 
ducks, the feathers and the ice. Also, the density of the darker areas on the ducks more closely resembles 
the finished product (see Figure 17).

�

FIGURE 17. IN THIS IMPRESSION, THE SHADOWING HAS BEEN ADDED.
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Next we have one of the most significant pieces in the production series. This print has a series of notations in 
the form of capital letters, indicating final details in the finished print – likely agreed upon in a meeting between 
Les Kouba and Cornelius Bartlels (see Figure 18). Unfortunately, the key had been lost before I got there.

�

FIGURE 18. PRODUCTION PRINT WITH LETTERS THAT ORIGINALLY CORRESPONDED TO A KEY, 
INDICATING FINAL DETAILS IN THE PRINT DESIGN.
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Finally we have an impression that accurately represents the finished print. This is known as the printer’s 
“working print” and was used by Bartels to periodically check against samples from the limited edition print run 
to ensure quality control (see Figure 19).

�

FIGURE 19. CORNELIUS BARTEL’S WORKING PRINT, 
USED BY THE MASTER ENGRAVER TO PERIODICALLY CHECK 

FOR QUALITY CONTROL WHEN HE WAS PULLING THE FINISHED PRINTS.
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The 1967-68 Print – 1st State
Next we have a 1967-68 federal waterfowl stamp print, 1st state, in never-framed condition from the collection 
of Bill Webster. The pencil inscription at the lower left is Webster’s inventory number; the inscription at the 
lower right is the original retail price ($36.00) and the initials at the upper right are mine, indicating the print is 
from the Bill Webster (BW) collection.

Among the things to note in prints from the first state, are a lack of horizontal lines in the water and a lack of 
detail in the mountains directly to the right of the sitting duck’s head (see Figure 20).

�

FIGURE 20. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 1ST STATE. 
EX BILL WEBSTER COLLECTION.
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1967-68 Print – 2nd State
Next we have a 1967-68 federal waterfowl stamp print, 2nd state, in never-framed condition from the 
Bill Webster collection. The pencil inscription at the lower right is Webster’s inventory number.

Among the things to note in prints from the second state, are a sky which shows less detail; a series of 
horizontal lines which have been added to the water areas and greatly increased detail in the mountains 
to the right of the sitting duck’s head.

This added detail in the mountains is easily seen and it looks like Bartels has intentionally etched a “valley” 
in this spot to aid in future identification (see Figure 21).

�

FIGURE 21. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 2ND STATE. 
EX BILL WEBSTER COLLECTION.
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Next we have a second state print form the Bill Webster collection that is not printed on antique white English 
Text paper. It has been printed on a light-weight, semi-transparent paper that almost resembles tracing paper.

I never encountered one of these prints before acquiring this one in the Bill Webster Sale at Siegel Auctions 
last spring. The thinner paper allowed for an exquisite impression with a beautiful tonality. It may have been 
produced as a one-off for Bill, who was a serious collector and close friend of Les Kouba (see Figure 22).

�

FIGURE 22. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 2ND STATE PRINTED ON THIN PAPER. 
EX BILL WEBSTER COLLECTION.
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To conclude todays post, we have my favorite piece from the American Wildlife Art Gallery Archive and, 
I believe, a very apropos finale to the federal duck stamp chapter in the career of Les Kouba. It is a 
1967-68 print, 2nd state, signed by the extraordinary pairing of a Dutch master engraver with an eminent 
American wildlife artist, Cornelius Bartels and Les Kouba (see Figure 23).

�

FIGURE 23. 1967-68 FEDERAL WATERFOWL STAMP PRINT, 2ND STATE, 
SIGNED BY CORNELIUS BARTELS AND LES C. KOUBA.

This section helps to demonstrate that etching the metal plate and pulling the prints is a process. Many steps 
are involved along the way to producing an image that is satisfactory to the engraver, the printer (in the case 
of the 1967-68 prints, the same person) and the artist. For more on the engraving and printing process, see 
My Favorite Federal Duck Stamp – Part Four.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/favorite-federal-duck-stamp-part-four/
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The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists – Part Five

Les Kouba’s career did not slow down after winning his second federal duck stamp contest in 1966, far from it. 
There was, however, a conscious reduction in his commercial advertising output. After achieving national fame 
as a two-time duck stamp winner, Les would enjoy much success in the 1970s and 1980s while focussing on 
his wildlife art.

Les created a wildly popular trilogy of pheasant prints, released between 1974 and 1981, that played a major 
role in kicking off the wildlife art boom. During this period, the limited edition art print became ubiquitous on
 the walls of homes and offices across the country.

Sandwiched between these releases, Les Kouba was named Ducks Unlimited Artist of The Year in both 1976 
and 1977 and won the first Minnesota waterfowl stamp design contest in 1978.

In the 1980s, Les Kouba created the artwork for the rarest and most valuable pictorial waterfowl stamp in our 
hobby, the (hunter type) 1985 North Dakota resident small game and habitat stamp. This was followed in 1987 
by a lighthearted spoof that endeared Les to his many fans – especially those of Scandinavian descent in 
Minnesota – the Lutefisk Unlimited stamp and print.

So pour yourself a mug of glogg and make yourself comfortable, as we begin the conclusion to our series on 
Leslie C. Kouba.

The Shelter Series
Unlike many of his peers, Les Kouba was an innovative businessman. The Shelter series was significant for 
many reasons. This was one of the first times (some accounts say the first time) that a wildlife artist produced 
a series of paintings that, when viewed together, told a story.

The release of the Shelter series in print form – and its tremendous popularity – has been pointed to as one 
of the major factors precipitating the explosion in the number of collectors and dealers in wildlife art (to include 
duck stamp prints) that took place during the 1970s and 1980s.

Salesmanship aside, the series was a case where the whole was greater the sum of its parts and 
completion offered an emotional reward to the buyer. After acquiring the first piece in a print series, they 
usually committed to purchasing the remaining pieces. The print series would become a major marketing tool 
in the wildlife art world and subsequent generations of artists have frequently adopted a similar strategy.

The Shelter series started with a single painting in 1974, Headin’ for Shelter. Les knew he wanted to create 
a pheasant piece and then market it as a limited edition print, “To get ideas, I got into my car and drove around 
the countryside. That’s where I found the old hay rake and the corner post – typical things you would see as 
you walked along the roadside hunting pheasants. I made many sketches and took a lot of photos and then 
I built the typical upper midwest farm and painted it”.

Kouba’s background – growing up and working on a farm as a boy – would allow him to capture the the spirit 
of midwestern life in a way few artists could.
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To each painting in what ultimately became a trilogy, Les incorporated a small camouflaged cottontail rabbit. 
It was an entertaining element, similar to the “hidden pictures” found in Highlights Magazine. To top it all off, 
each painting included the same number of pheasants; you guessed it… Kouba’s trademark 13 (see Figure 1).

�

FIGURE 1. HEADIN’ FOR SHELTER BY LES C. KOUBA. CAN YOU FIND THE COTTONTAIL? 
IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

According to Arlen Axdahl, the original art was a 24 x 36 oil painting on canvas that was soon sold to a man 
in Fargo, North Dakota for $10,500.00 (quite a substantial amount of money in 1974). An edition of 1,500 
signed and numbered prints was published by American Wildlife Art Galleries and Les began to sell them 
in the Gallery for $40.00 (retail).
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Then the unexpected happened. According to Les, “It’s hard to explain, but it’s probably the most important 
painting I ever did in my life. I had no idea what I was starting when it was released. It was just like cell division. 
One day, two went out the door, the next day four, the next day eight – the numbers just doubled and tripled. 
All of a sudden, I couldn’t sign them as fast as the dudes were buying them”.

Headin’ for Shelter quickly sold out but that that did not stop the demand from continuing to grow exponentially. 
The asking price for the print started to climb on the secondary market until interest reached a fever pitch. 
At this point the print started to trade for over $2,000.00 – that is, assuming you could find someone willing 
to part with one.

This development caught Les completely by surprise, “I kept asking myself – what is it that the people liked? 
I gave the idea some thought and decided to paint another pheasant picture.

[In the first painting], the pheasants were heading for shelter [from an imminent snowstorm] – I kept kicking 
around the title. I figured it was natural to paint these same 13 birds at the same farm and [include] that same 
rabbit and call it, In Shelter” (see Figures 2 and 3).

�

FIGURE 2. LES WORKING ON IN SHELTER, CIRCA 1979.
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Click on Figures 3 and 4 to enlarge the images and then search for the cottontail!

�

FIGURE 3. IN SHELTER BY LES C. KOUBA. 
IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

Speaking about In Shelter, Les explained, “I took the birds into the farmyard – a scene I had observed many 
times at our farm in Hutchinson. I added the corn crib, the old John Deere Hay Mower held off the ground by 
a 50 gallon barrel, the corn sheller and I even tucked a wasp nest under the eves of the corn crib. It’s really a 
typical scene – a scene you would find on almost any farm in the midwest”.
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In Shelter was published by American Wildlife Art Galleries in 1979. The edition size for the second print in
 the series was doubled to 3,000 – but it also proved to be insufficient to meet the demand. Les rather quickly 
decided to follow up with the third (and final) image in the series, Leaving Shelter. In this painting, the 13 birds 
(and one rabbit) are now “leaving shelter” the following spring.

Les pointed out, “I added the seed bag that was hung high up on the fence. I tried to reproduce the lettering so 
it would be authentic. Along the roadside some dude has tossed out a beer can. If you look closely you’ll see 
that it’s one of the cans I designed for Schmidt Beer. I added the Minnesota Hay Loader… I was the first to add 
farm machinery to my paintings, Today everybody is doing it. You have to be careful because it’s easy to place 
the machine in the wrong setting. It sticks out every time – like a bow tie with overalls” (see Figure 4).

�

FIGURE 4. LEAVING SHELTER BY LES C. KOUBA. 
IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

The Shelter series helped earn Les Kouba one of his fondest nicknames, the “Norman Rockwell of Wildlife Art”. 
It also provided the savvy Kouba with a huge revenue stream, well into seven figures from this series alone, 
during the 1970s and 1980s.
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Ducks Unlimited Artist of The Year
As we learned in part two, Les felt very strongly about giving back to nature. He accomplished this by 
supporting numerous wildlife conservation efforts throughout his lifetime. He was usually ready to provide 
his name, time and artwork to fundraising organizations. Among these was Ducks Unlimited.

In 1976 Ducks Unlimited (DU) bestowed upon Les Kouba one of its greatest honors; he was named the 
organization’s Artist of The Year. What made this selection especially noteworthy, is that of all the great 
American wildlife artists, DU chose him in 1976, for their 50th Anniversary.

Les supported DU, once again, when he created a majestic painting for the organization, titled Bluebills in 
Lifting Fog. Limited edition prints were created from the painting and they helped establish a new record for 
DU fundraising efforts.

Les revealed, “I chose bluebills as the subject because that was my first love in hunting. I wanted to generate 
some atmosphere so I chose fog. I painted it when the sun is just starting to burn through. It’s a stirring sight 
to the hunter when you hear those birds, but you can barely see them.

I put a little goodie in this painting, too. Way off in the distance is an old hunting shack and you can see a car 
parked next to it. That dude was so excited to get out in the marsh that he left his lights on. When he comes 
back in – he’s going to have one very dead battery. I painted a scene that hunters can really identify with” 
(see Figure 5).

�

FIGURE 5. BLUEBILLS IN LIFTING FOG BY LES. C. KOUBA.

Ducks Unlimited was so happy with Les and his continued contributions to their waterfowl conservation 
efforts – they also named him their 1977 Artist of The Year.

https://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/dean-minnesotas-wildlife-artists-part-two/
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The 1978 Minnesota Waterfowl Stamp
In 1977, as a result of lobbying by various sportsmen’s groups including the Minnesota Waterfowl Association 
(MWA), the Minnesota Legislature passed a bill requiring all hunter’s between the ages of 18 and 64 to 
purchase state migratory waterfowl stamps.

This was not too surprising, given that Minnesotans are so into waterfowl hunting and dedicated to waterfowl 
conservation efforts. USFWS records indicate Minnesota sportsmen have purchased nearly 10,000,000 
federal waterfowl stamps since 1934.

Fellow Minnesota artist and two-time federal duck stamp winner David Maass was commissioned to create 
the artwork for the first stamp. The painting was based upon the MWA logo and features three mallards flying 
into the sky against a background of cattails (see Figures 6 and 7).

�

FIGURE 6. MINNESOTA WATERFOWL ASSOCIATION LOGO.
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�

FIGURE 7. 1977 MINNESOTA WATERFOWL STAMP, ORIGINAL ARTWORK BY DAVID MAASS. 
COURTESY OF RICHARD PRAGER.

Maass tells a great story, “The first time I met Les Kouba was in 1963 at the Minneapolis Club. That was also 
the first time I ever saw Les do a watercolor demonstration in front of a group of people.

Les was getting all of his stuff together to do this demonstration – he had all his brushes and paints spread out. 
You could tell he was going to have to paint very fast. I felt very sorry for him because I thought ‘He’s going to 
have to do this watercolor demonstration in front of all of these people’.

I decide that maybe I should offer to help him. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ Les listened and said 
‘Dave, I think you can help. See my water glass [as he pointed to it]. Make sure it always stays full’. 
I will always remember that”.
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Also in 1977, the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) initiated a waterfowl stamp design 
contest (modeled after the federal contest) to select the artwork to be featured on the next year’s stamp.

It can be argued that the Minnesota contest competition is as tough as the federal contest. The list of past 
winners reads like a virtual who’s who of American wildlife artists, including Richard Clifton, Bob, Jim and Joe 
Hautman, David Maass, Bruce Miller, Terry Redlin, Phil Scholer, Dan Smith and Scot Storm.

In 1977, the honor of winning the first Minnesota waterfowl stamp design contest went to none other than 
Leslie C. Kouba. Les won with a painting featuring a pair of lesser scaup (better known as bluebills) flying
 low over a Minnesota lake. In the background you can see 11 additional birds, making a total of 13 in all 
(see Figure 8).

�

FIGURE 8. 1978 MINNESOTA MIGRATORY WATERFOWL STAMP, 
ARTWORK BY LES C. KOUBA.
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In 1978 American Wildlife Art Galleries released a limited edition print of Kouba’s original artwork. The title was 
printed beneath the image, 1978 Minnesota Waterfowl Hunting Stamp Design and the prints were then signed 
and numbered by Les C. Kouba. The edition size was 3,500 and naturally it was a huge seller for Les and 
the Gallery (see Figure 9).

�

FIGURE 9. 1978 MINNESOTA WATERFOWL STAMP BY LES C. KOUBA, 
FRAMED BELOW A LIMITED EDITION PRINT.
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It was at this time that Randy Herschman came to work for his uncle, Les, initially to help out with sales of the 
1978 Minnesota waterfowl stamp print. Randy would gradually assume more and more of the responsibilities 
in running American Wildlife Art galleries (see Figure 10).

�

FIGURE 10. RANDY (LEFT) AND LES. THIS PHOTO WAS TAKEN WHEN RANDY FIRST CAME TO WORK 
AT AMERICAN WILDLIFE ART GALLERIES. COURTESY OF RANDY HERSCHMAN.

Always enterprising, Les decided to create something new for the conservation stamp and print market, 
“When I won the Minnesota [stamp]… I thought it was time for something new in the market. I decided to 
make my print something truly collectible, something truly valuable and unique. I gave this some thought and 
came up with the idea of issuing a beautifully etched medallion of the stamp image in a very limited quantity.

To make it even more sought after, I had it minted in three metals: gold, silver and bronze – just like the 
Olympics. It sold like hotcakes… Now everybody’s doing it, but I was the first”.
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The 1985 North Dakota Waterfowl Stamp
For decades, collectors and dealers have referred to the pictorial North Dakota stamps as “waterfowl stamps” 
when, in fact, this is not entirely accurate. The series was started in 1967 with non pictorial resident and 
non-resident small game stamps. They were required to hunt 10 different species, including waterfowl 
(see Figure 11).

�

FIGURE 11. UNUSED 1967 RESIDENT (LEFT) AND NON-RESIDENT SMALL GAME STAMPS. 
THE NON-RESIDENT STAMP IS EX VANDERFORD.

The stamps were printed in booklet panes of five (1 x 5) with a tab at the top. This resulted in stamps from 
positions 1 – 4 having straight edges on both sides and stamps from position 5 having an additional straight 
edge at the bottom. Five panes were stapled together between card stock covers to form a booklet and the 
stamps were distributed to venders in this format for sale to hunters.

In 1981 a stamp for resident youth hunters was added and the series was renamed small game and habitat. 
At this point, the stamps had printed fees of $9.00, $6.00 and $53.00 for resident, youth and non-resident 
hunters, respectively.
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As reported by fish and game scholar E.L. Vanderford in a Linn’s Stamp News article published on July 6, 1987 
(click on the “+” at the lower right of your screen to enlarge), “In 1982, a persuasive art salesman [Burnett 
Harshman of Sport ‘en Art] convinced state officials to sell art type $9.00 stamps portraying Canada Geese”. 
It seems Harshman needed a pictorial “waterfowl” stamp so his company could produce limited edition prints 
from the original art and market them to collectors.

The artwork for the stamp was created by Richard Plasschaert. He had just recently won the federal duck 
stamp design contest in 1980 and his terrific pair of mallards graced the 1981 federal stamp.

Of the three 1982 North Dakota small game and habitat stamps, only the $9.00 resident stamp was 
produced from artwork; the youth and non-resident stamps remained non pictorial. Vanderford stated, 
“Stamps printed for sale to collectors were in sheets 30 (5 x 6) with perforated selvage on all four sides and 
plate numbers at all four corners. Stamps for hunters were issued from from booklet panes of five (1 x 5)”.

Harshman decided to print his stamps in sheets as this resulted in stamps with perforations on all four sides 
and also allowed for plate number blocks – two characteristics he felt would be appreciated by collectors.

On the other hand, North Dakota had been printing their small game stamps in booklet panes for 15 years 
and wanted to keep distributing them to their vendors in this smaller, more convenient format.

Therefore, two types of pictorial resident stamps were printed starting in 1982; one was printed in large 
sheets for sale to collectors (see Figure 12) and the other was printed in booklets for sale to hunters. 
These are now commonly referred to as “collector type” and “hunter type”, respectively.

�

FIGURE 12. COLLECTOR TYPE 1982 NORTH DAKOTA 
RESIDENT SMALL GAME AND HABITAT STAMP.

For 1982 and 1983 only, the booklet stamps were also printed with perforations on all four sides. The stamps 
had a selvage on both sides that was perforated between the selvage and the stamps and straight edged 
on the outside. Stamps form positions 1 and 5 had a similar selvage at the top and bottom, respectively 
(see Figure 13). Hunter type stamps with the selvage removed sell at a steep discount while those with 
the top or bottom selvage intact sell for a premium.

http://waterfowlstampsandmore.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Van-Linns-Article-PDF.pdf
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�

FIGURE 13. 1983 NORTH DAKOTA 
RESIDENT SMALL GAME AND HABITAT STAMP, 

COMPLETE BOOKLET PANE. 
ARTWORK BY TERRY REDLIN.
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The definitive way to differentiate 1982 and 1983 hunter type stamps (that may have had their selvage 
removed) from their collector type counterparts is by their serial numbers. Hunter type stamps are numbered 
from 20,001 through 150,000.

The following is important to know. For the first four years (1982 – 1985), very few collectors and dealers 
were aware that the $9.00 resident stamps were still issued in the booklet pane format. The vast majority 
(myself included) believed the pictorial stamps were only printed in the larger sheet format, for sale to 
collectors and hunters alike.

Therefore, relatively few of the hunter type stamps were sold to collectors and dealers. While a fair number of 
North Dakota hunter/collectors purchased extra stamps and some of these have found their way into the 
collector market – they remain scarce to rare today.

The rarest of these is the 1985 hunter type stamp. To my knowledge, only a few collectors and one dealer, 
Bob Cornett, were able to acquire these stamps before they were destroyed. Cornett told me he purchased 
a total of 20 stamps (four booklet panes).

For this reason, the 1985 North Dakota hunter type small game and habitat stamp has the distinction of being 
the rarest and most valuable regularly issued pictorial stamp that was ever required to hunt waterfowl.

The artist whose work is featured on the rarest pictorial stamp is none other than Les C. Kouba. The species 
Les chose to paint? His favorite bluebills (Lesser Scaup), of course.

Not even E.L. Vanderford acquired any 1985 hunter type stamps directly from the state. He made a trade with 
Cornett for one pane. Van separated the top stamp to keep for himself (see Figure 12) and sold me the lower 
four stamps intact in a strip.

�

FIGURE 12. HUNTER TYPE 1985 NORTH DAKOTA 
RESIDENT SMALL GAME AND HABITAT STAMP, 

ARTWORK BY LES C. KOUBA

Later, Van later allowed me to purchase the top stamp for my own collection. For many years, I kept it together 
with the strip of four (on one page) before trading the strip to the Csaplars so it could included in their exhibit. 
It is quite possibly the largest surviving multiple of Kouba’s famous stamp.
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The 1987 Lutefisk stamp
Lutefisk is a Scandinavian delicacy (and there are a lot of Scandinavians in Minnesota). It is essentially dried 
cod that has been soaked in a lye solution for several days to rehydrate it. The fish is rinsed with cold water 
to remove the lye, then boiled or baked and usually served with butter, salt and pepper. Sounds Great, right?
Well, unfortunately for many people – lutefisk is an an acquired taste and smell. For this reason, it has become 
the subject of many a joke. For an amusing introduction to lutefisk, see the video below:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UqGG-AtJHUY

One morning in 1987, Les was cleaning up his desk at home and listening to the radio. More specifically, he 
was listening to the Boone and Erickson morning program. Boone and Erickson were famous for lampooning 
lutefisk to their predominantly Minnesota audience.

On this particular day, “My concentration was interrupted when I heard them say say in their typical fun-loving 
way: ‘We’re going to get our friend, Les Kouba, to design a lutefisk stamp’ I did a double take and figured it 
would take Boone and Erickson to come up with such an idea.

After thinking about it for a while, I felt as an artist that it was about time to bring a little fun into the world… 
I figured a lutefisk stamp might be just what the doctor ordered”. Of course, a limited edition Lutesfisk Stamp 
print was published by American Wildlife Art Galleries (see Figures 13 and 14) .

�

FIGURE 13. 1987 LUTEFISK UNLIMITED STAMP, ARTWORK BY LES KOUBA. 
HARD TO SEE IN THIS PHOTO, THE THERMOMETER READ 13 DEGREES – 

APPROPRIATE ON A COUPLE OF LEVELS!
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�

FIGURE 14. WCCO RADIO PERSONALITIES CHARLES BOONE & ROGER ERICSON CELEBRATE THE RELEASE 
OF THE LUTEFISK STAMP [AND PRINT] WITH THEIR THEIR GOOD FRIEND “LUTE KOUBASON”.

 IMAGE AND CAPTION FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

Both the stamp and the print were (and still are) insanely popular in and around Minnesota. One of the things 
I love about the Scandinavian people is their ability to poke fun at themselves.
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The 1988 Ducks Unlimited Stamp
In 1988 Les created artwork for yet another Ducks Unlimited stamp and print. Once again, it featured bluebills. 
The edition size was 5,000 and it was (again) a huge fundraiser for DU.

I have chosen to end this series of posts with this piece, as the Legacy of Les C. Kouba, by Kay Johnson, 
includes a wonderful photo of Les presenting the first print to his good friend Bob Hope. The framed print 
and stamp were given to Hope on the occasion of his 85th birthday party, at the Ordway Theatre in St. Paul, 
Minnesota (see Figure 15).

�

FIGURE 15. LES KOUBA PRESENTS THE FIRST 1988 DU PRINT AND STAMP 
TO HIS FRIEND BOB HOPE ON HIS 85TH BIRTHDAY. 

IMAGE FROM THE LEGACY OF LES C. KOUBA.

Les would continue to paint and entertain his loyal fans for another decade. Over his 60 year career, 
Arlen Axdahl estimates that Les created between 50 and 65 thousand pieces of original art.
In 1998, Lelsie Kouba passed away in his sleep. The date? September 13th.
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Summary
Les C. Kouba was much more than an artist; he was an entertainer and an entrepreneur. His affable 
personality and the ease with which he interacted with the public allowed him to transcend the ranks of 
typical wildlife artists and reach celebrity – if not folk hero – status. Especially in and around his home state 
of Minnesota.

Les Kouba was very successful financially. As such, he served as a role model for future generations of 
Minnesota artists who followed in his footsteps and, together, have played a major role in shaping the 
wildlife art world – and the hobby of fish and game stamp collecting.

As a young boy growing up on a farm, he idolized the wildlife artists whose paintings he saw reproduced 
on calendars and magazine covers. Les longed to live the life of a successful wildlife artist. When one of his 
paintings, Daybreak on the Marshes, was discovered hanging on the wall of a friend’s store in Minneapolis, 
his dreams began to come true.

Between 1957 and 1966 (a 10 year period), Les won the federal duck stamp contest twice, came in second 
three times, third once and helped his friend Ed Morris to win twice. The combined total of four wins, three 
seconds and a third in ten years represents the first true duck stamp dynasty.

Along the way, Les and Ed teamed with the Dutch master engraver Cornelius Bartels to create some of the 
most exquisite prints in the federal duck stamp collection. Whether by serendipity or fate – the results were 
magical.

As Les matured as an artist, he frequently revisited his roots as a Minnesota farm boy. He placed wildlife 
in rural midwestern farm settings that many of his peers considered too busy. However, Les was very 
perceptive – in tune with the kind of art that his fans could identify with and desire to place on the walls 
of their homes and offices.

In fact, Kouba’s folksy style was adored by midwestern people and he would eventually become 
known as the “Norman Rockwell of Wildlife Art”. With the Shelter series, Les Kouba is credited by some
 art historians for single-handedly creating both the wildlife art boom and the limited edition print craze.

Throughout his life, Les was extremely generous to many wildlife conservation organizations. It was his way 
of giving back to nature – that which provided him inspiration as a young boy and sent him down the path 
toward becoming The Dean of Minnesota’s Wildlife Artists.
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I hope you have enjoyed this series of posts about Les Kouba. For those desiring to learn more, I highly 
recommend The Legacy of Les C. Kouba, by Kay Johnson. It is a large coffee table book, chock-full of Kouba 
anecdotes and beautiful color plates. It is very well done.

I would like to thank Randy Hershman and Arlen Axdahl for providing insights into the career of Les Kouba; 
Russell Fink for details about Ed Morris, the federal duck stamp contests and various print editions; Will and 
Abby Csaplar, Michael Jaffe and Richard Prager for allowing me to use pieces from their fine collections to 
help illustrate my posts and Kay Johnson, for doing such a magnificent job on her book – it was invaluable 
to this effort.

�

DAYBREAK ON THE MARSHES BY LES C. KOUBA.


