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THE UNRIVALED TRADITION OF
REELFOOT LAKE DUCK HUNTING
GUIDES

Deep  in  the  northwest  corner  of
Tennessee, a natural wonder unlike any
o the r  i n  No r th  Amer i ca  d raws
waterfowlers from across the continent.
Reelfoot  Lake,  formed  by  a  series  of
cataclysmic  earthquakes  in  the  early
1800s,  is  a  flooded  cypress  forest
teeming with life.  For generations, this
hauntingly beautiful backwater has been
synonymous with duck hunting, and the
men  and  women  who  lead  hunters
through  its  maze  of  s loughs  and
standing  timber  have  elevated  the
pursuit  to  an  art  form.  The  best
Reelfoot Lake duck hunting guides
do  not  simply  take  you  to  where  the
birds are; they immerse you in a living
tradition that stretches back nearly two
centuries.
There is no place quite like this 15,000-
acre  lake.  Its  shallow  waters,  choked
with lotus, coontail, and hydrilla, provide
an  incredible  natural  food  source  for
migrating  waterfowl.  The  flooded
cypress trees,  many of them centuries
old,  create  a  surreal  jungle  gym  for
ducks and a breathtaking backdrop for
hunters. Unlike a man-made reservoir or
a  simple  river  bottom,  Reelfoot  offers  a
genuinely  wild  and  primal  hunting
experience.  However,  navigating  this
unique  environment  safe ly  and
effectively requires local knowledge that

only  comes  from years  on  the  water.
This is precisely why engaging a skilled
guide is not merely a luxury but often a
necessity for a successful and safe hunt.

The Unique
Geography and
History of
Reelfoot Lake
Understanding the  landscape is  the  first
step to appreciating what a guide brings
to the table. Reelfoot Lake was created
by the New Madrid earthquakes of 1811
and 1812, which caused the Mississippi
River  to  flow backward and flood a  vast
cypress forest. The result is a sprawling,
shallow lake with an incredibly complex
bottom.  Submerged  logs,  ancient
stumps,  and  shifting  sandbars  lie  just
beneath the surface, ready to damage
an unwary boat or motor. Furthermore,
the  water  levels  can  fluctuate
dramatically, changing the access points
and the location of the best duck holes
overnight.
This topography creates specific hunting
opportunities.  Mallards,  gadwall,  teal,
and wood ducks use the open water, but
they also pour into the timber. A prime
"hole" might be a small pocket of open
water  surrounded  by  towering  cypress
trees,  accessible  only  by  a  narrow,
winding channel that only a local guide
knows.  The  Reelfoot  Lake  duck
hunting  guides  have  this  geography
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memorized. They know which stumps to
avoid,  which  cuts  are  passable  at  low
water, and precisely where a spread of
decoys  will  look  most  natural  to  a  flock
of wary mallards circling overhead.

Why You Need a
Professional
Guide at Reelfoot
Lake
Many  seasoned  waterfowlers  are
comfortable scouting and hunting public
land  on  their  own.  Reelfoot  Lake,
however,  presents  challenges  that
humble  even  the  most  experienced
hunters.  Several  factors  make hiring a
guide a wise decision.

1. SAFETY ON A TREACHEROUS
LAKE

The submerged cypress stumps are the
most immediate danger. Running a boat
at even a moderate speed into a hidden
stump can cause severe injury, destroy a
lower  unit,  or  capsize  a  boat  in  frigid
winter  water.  A  professional  guide
operates a specialized boat, often a flat-
bottomed  "jug  boat"  or  a  modified
johnboat,  designed  to  navigate  the
shallows.  They  know  the  safe  paths,
even in the pre-dawn darkness, and they
understand how the lake changes with
the wind and water levels. Safety is the
primary reason to use a reputable guide
service.

2. ACCESS TO PRIME HUNTING
LOCATIONS

Much of  the  best  hunting  on  Reelfoot

Lake  is  on  private  land  or  in  specific
leased  blinds.  These  blinds  are  often
permanent  structures  built  into  the
cypress trees or  cleverly concealed on
shore.  They  are  not  available  to  the
general  public.  A  guide  service  holds
leases on the most productive pieces of
property, ensuring that you are hunting
where  the  ducks  want  to  be,  not  just
where you can find a parking spot. These
locations are scouted and prepared well
in advance of the season.

3. LOCAL WEATHER AND
MIGRATION PATTERNS

Ducks follow weather, and the weather
on Reelfoot  can be highly  localized.  A
cold front might push birds into the lake
from  the  north,  but  where  they  land
depends  on  the  wind  direction,  the
availability  of  open  water,  and  the
pressure from other hunters.  Reelfoot
Lake duck hunting guides live on this
lake.  They  watch  the  radar,  the  wind
shifts, and the behavior of the local duck
population  daily.  They  make  real-time
decisions about where to hunt based on
this  data,  giving their  clients  the  best
possible chance at a limit.

4. DECOY SPREADS AND CALLING
EXPERTISE

Duck calling is an art form on Reelfoot
Lake. The style here is often aggressive
and  loud,  designed  to  turn  high-flying
mallards in big, open water. However, in
the timber,  the calling is  more subtle,
using soft quacks and feeding chuckles
to bring birds into tight quarters. A guide
knows  which  call  to  use  and  when.
Furthermore, they bring massive decoy
spreads, often 200 to 400 decoys, which
are strategically set to create a landing
zone that is simply irresistible to passing
ducks. They have the boat, the decoys,
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the knowledge, and the calling ability to
put you in the action.

What to Look for
in a Reelfoot
Lake Duck
Hunting Guide
Service
With  dozens  of  outfitters  operating  on
the lake, choosing the right one can be
overwhelming. The best Reelfoot Lake
duck  hunting  guides  share  several
common  characteristics.  Here  is  a
checklist  of  what  to  consider  when
booking your hunt.

Experience and Reputation:
Look for guides who have been in
business for several seasons. Read
online reviews from independent
sources. A guide with a long
history on the lake has weathered
many seasons and built a solid
reputation for putting clients on
birds.
Equipment: A professional
service should have reliable, well-
maintained boats and motors. The
blind should be comfortable and
dry. Ask about the decoy spread
and the type of blinds they use (pit
blinds, layout blinds, or timber
boat blinds).
Guide-to-Hunter Ratio: A good
guide will not overload a blind.
Standard is one guide for every
two to four hunters. More guides
mean more attention to calling,
retrieving birds, and adjusting the
spread.

Inclusivity: Some services are all-
inclusive, providing meals, lodging,
bird cleaning, and transportation
to and from the blind. Others offer
just the hunt. Know exactly what is
included in the price. All-inclusive
packages often provide the most
seamless experience.
Local Knowledge: Ask specific
questions about the lake. A true
expert can talk about the different
"units" of the lake, the preferred
food sources of the ducks that
year, and how the recent weather
has affected the hunting. If they
cannot answer detailed questions,
they may not be the right choice.

The Experience
of a Guided
Hunt: A Typical
Day
Waking up at 3:30 AM in a rustic cabin
on the lake is part of the ritual. You will
meet  your  guide  in  the  dark,  enjoy  a
quick breakfast, and then load into the
boat.  The  r ide  to  the  bl ind  is  an
adventure  in  itself.  The  boat  glides
through the dark water, the beam of a
spotlight cutting through the fog, picking
out  the  reflective  eyes  of  frogs  and  the
gnarled  shapes  of  cypress  knees.  The
guide  navigates  with  an  a lmost
instinctual  feel  for  the  water.
Once  at  the  blind,  the  work  begins.
Decoys  are  set  in  specific  patterns.  The
guide  explains  the  plan,  the  shooting
lanes, and the safety rules. Then, as the
eastern sky turns from black to gray, the
anticipation  builds.  The  first  whistling
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wings you hear in the dark might be a
band of teal or a single wood duck. Then,
the mallards start to pour in. The sound
of the guide's call cuts through the quiet,
and the ducks cup their wings and drop
into the decoys.
The shooting is controlled and fast. The
guide will call the shots, telling you when
to take a safe, ethical shot and when to
hold. After the volley, the guide and his
dogs  are  in  the  water  immediately,
retrieving  downed  birds.  This  cycle
repeats  itself  until  the  legal  shooting
light ends or the limit  is  reached. The
experience is not just about the kill; it is
about  the  spectacle  of  the  flyway,  the
camaraderie  in  the  blind,  and  the
mastery of the guide who orchestrated
the entire scene.

Prime Duck
Species at
Reelfoot Lake
While mallards are the king of Reelfoot,
the lake plays host to a rich diversity of
waterfowl.  Understanding  the  species
can  help  you  prepare  your  gear  and
know what to expect.

Mallards: The primary target.1.
Reelfoot is a major wintering
ground for mallards, especially
during cold snaps further north.
Big, smart, and beautiful, they are
the bird everyone hopes to see in
their decoys.
Gadwall (Grey Ducks): Often2.
found in large numbers. They
decoy well and are a common
addition to the daily bag.
American Wigeon: Known for3.
their distinctive whistle and their

habit of stealing food from other
ducks. They are a classic Reelfoot
bird.
Green-winged Teal: Fast, small,4.
and abundant early in the season.
They provide great shooting
action.
Wood Ducks: The jewel of the5.
timber. They are stunningly
beautiful and a staple of Reelfoot
hunts, often found in the tightest
cypress sloughs.
Canvasback and Redhead:6.
These diving ducks are also
present in good numbers on the
deeper parts of the lake, providing
another dimension to the hunting.

Seasons and
Regulations
Duck hunting at Reelfoot Lake operates
under  s t r i c t  s ta te  and  federa l
regulations.  The  season  typically  runs
from  late  November  through  January,
with  specific  splits  and  daily  bag  limits
set each year by the Tennessee Wildlife
Resources Agency (TWRA). It is essential
to  have  a  valid  Tennessee  hunting
license,  a  federal  duck  stamp,  and  a
state duck stamp. Your guide service will
ensure you are compliant, but it is your
responsibility  to  know  the  daily  limits
and species restrictions. The guide will
also enforce legal shooting hours, which
are from 30 minutes before sunrise to
sunset.  Reelfoot Lake duck hunting
guides are experts in these regulations
and will keep you on the right side of the
law.



Reelfoot Lake Duck Hunting Guides 5

5

Tips for a
Successful Hunt

with a Guide
Listen to your guide: They have
decades of combined experience.
Follow their instructions on shot
selection, calling, and movement
in the blind.
Bring the right gear:
Waterproof, insulated clothing is
critical. The lake is often cold and
wet. A good pair of breathable
waders and a quality waterproof
jacket are non-negotiable.
Practice gun safety: A blind is a
confined space. Keep your muzzle
pointed in a safe direction and
always know where your fellow
hunters and the guide are.
Be ready for the shot: Have
your gun loaded and ready when
legal shooting time arrives. Ducks
can appear out of nowhere.
Be respectful: This is a shared
experience. Be courteous to your
guide and fellow hunters. Tip your
guide for good service; it is a

standard practice that shows
appreciation for their hard work.

Conclusion: A
Legacy Worth
Experiencing
Reelfoot  Lake  is  more  than  a  hunting
destination;  it  is  a  pilgrimage  for
waterfowlers. The water, the timber, and
the ducks are only part of the story. The
real magic is found in the people who
have dedicated their lives to guiding on
this remarkable lake. The best Reelfoot
Lake  duck  hunting  guides  are
custodians of a tradition, stewards of the
resource,  and  masters  of  their  craft.
They provide access not just to a hunt,
but  to  a  piece  of  American  history.
Whether  you  are  a  veteran  hunter
looking for a new challenge or a novice
hoping  to  experience  the  best  that
waterfowling has to offer, a guided hunt
on Reelfoot Lake is an investment in an
unforgettable memory. It is a chance to
stand among the cypress, watch the sky
fill  with  ducks,  and  become  part  of  a
legacy that began long before any of us
were born.


