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A Snipe Hunt Is Not Just a Teenage Prank

I missed last week’s edition, as we had some family matters in which to attend, so my snipe article did not make it out on April 1st. April Fool’s Day would have been apropos for discussing snipes, as most people believe that a snipe is a fictional creature. However, snipes do exist. 
The Wilson’s snipe is one of the most popular wild game birds in the United States, and has been hunted more than any other game bird. Their numbers were greatly reduced by hunting at the end of the 19th century, but they have rebounded enough that many states allow them to be hunted, including Texas.

Perhaps the elusiveness of the bird, and its reclusive, solitary nature is what led to the idea of the ritualistic “snipe hunt” played on many an unwary teenager.

The color of the snipe provides the perfect camouflage with their surroundings. They are a little smaller than a dove, with mottled brown bodies. They have striped black, brown, and white heads, pointed wings, olive green legs, and dark-brown, flexible bills about half the length of the body. 

They use their bills to probe in the mud for food in a kind of sewing machine motion. The beak has sensory pits near the tip that helps them detect prey. Their eyes are set far back on the head, providing 360 degree vision, with a binocular overlap in the back of their head. 

Snipes move about in early morning and late afternoon, searching for food in inches-deep water. They eat insects, earthworms, small mollusks, and seeds. 

Snipes lead a solitary existence, and prefer open terrain along the coast, or shallow-flooded fields or marshy areas. They range in Texas from the coast up through the Blackland prairie, to the Red River.
Most people see snipes only when they are flushed from their cover. They will leap into the air in a wild, erratic flight pattern, making a raspy screech that sounds like “escape”.

Snipes breed in the northern United States and southern Canada. They spend the winter in the majority of the lower forty-eight, down into South America.

Breeding occurs in spring. The males perform elaborate aerial displays, called “winnowing”, in which the male snipe will fly in circles, then dive through the air to produce a hollow, low whistling sound. The sound is produced with each wing beat, as air flows over the male’s outstretched tail feathers, which are thin and curved to produce the sound. 

The pair builds cup-shaped nests on the ground. The female lays four eggs, which hatch in twenty days. The parents then split parenting duties. The male will take two chicks, and the female will take the other two. They then, apparently, go their own way with their chosen young. Within a couple of months, the young can fend for themselves.

By mid-August the first snipes will begin arriving on the Gulf Coast. Migration continues into November, with the bulk occurring between October and November. This is one of the few times snipes will flock. They fly together at night, and then break up during the day to hunt alone.

Hunting season for the Wilson’s snipe in Texas lasts from October 1 to February 14. You will need a hunting license with state and federal migratory bird stamps.

It’s recommended to use hunting dogs because of the thick vegetation in which the snipes live. This environment can be physically challenging for your dog. 
Snipe hunting is not for the faint of heart. The word “sniper” comes from “snipe”. The word was originally used to describe anyone skilled enough to shoot one of the secretive birds.
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