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HUNT LIKE A




THE SNIPE SHOOTER’S CREED

TODAY WE SHALL SEEK THE SNIPE OF THE MOORS
AND ENVY ITS PROWESS IN FLIGHT.
SHALL IT FLY WITH THE SKILL TO OUTSMART OUR EYES
AND CHALLENGE OUR SWING TO BE RIGHT.
WE SHALL WALK WITH OUR FRIENDS WHO HUNT BY OUR SIDE
AND YIELD TO THEM KINDNESS AND PRAISE.
AT THE END OF THE DAY, IF A SNIPE WE SHALL TAKE,
IN ITS HONOR OUR GLASS WE SHALL RAISE.

HE MORNING OF MY
first hunt was clear
and cold.
“Perfect snipe
weather,” said Rick
Huffines, veteran hunter of
the mysterious bird.

Huffines is director of the
Tennessee River Gorge Trust, but
that day, he traded his conser-
vation hat for a tweed deerstalk-
er-style cap — an important part
of his ensemble as a self-pro-
claimed “gentleman hunter.”

We bounded west from
Chattanooga, over Nickajack
Lake and into Jasper, Tennessee.
Alongside Highway 28, Huffines
turned his truck onto private
farmland. There, we parked
at the edge of a vast flat field,
dappled with mud and frozen
soybean stalks. Two more trucks
followed, the other members of
our hunting party, which includ-
ed a biologist, a professor, a train
engineer and me, the journalist,
carrying a notepad in lieu of a
shotgun.

From the tailgate of his truck,
Huffines began to assemble his
1889 English single-shot shotgun.

“I have one chance; the snipe
has one chance. And the snipe
wins most of the time,” Huffines
said.
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LONG LIVE THE SNIPE!

— RICK HUFFINES

FROM LEFT, ELIOT BERZ AND RICK HUFFINES SURVEY THEIR HUNTING GROUND,

PRIVATE FARMLAND IN JASPER, TENNESSEE — USED WITH PERMISSION, OF COURSE.

The Wilson’s snipe is a robin-sized

shorebird that migrates through Ten-
. Rather, he goes to commune with

nessee every winter. A ground-nest-
ingbird, itis a notoriously difficult
target. In fact, the term “sniper,”
relating to a skilled marksman, orig-
inated in the 1770s in reference to
one’s ability to shoot snipe.

“They come up like a bolt of
lightning, with more tricks than
a hummingbird. They’re zigging;
they’re zagging,” Huffines said.

Moreover, the snipe is not well
studied, making its behavior diffi-
cult to predict.

But bagging snipe is not what
draws Huffines to the field.

nature and his comrades. Plus,

Huffines added, “I like to reaffirm
. thatlI can feed myself.”

At the end of each hunt, Huff-
ines organizes a celebration,
complete with cheese, smoked
sausage and bourbon thoughtful-
ly arranged atop a quilt spread
across his tailgate. As the men

feast, they discuss the winner of
: that day’s hunt, for whom Huff-
: ines has made a special trophy




THE MEMBERS OF
THE HUNTING PARTY:

FROM LEFT, TODD KIRK (THE TRAIN ENGINEER),
DANIEL CARTER (THE PROFESSOR),
RicK HUFFINES (THE CONSERVATIONIST) AND
ELIOT BERZ (THE BIOLOGIST).
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ADMIRES THE FIRST
BAGGED SNIPE OF

ALONG A WET, GRASSY RAVINE, RICK HUFFINES TAKES A SHOT,
RESULTING IN THE FIRST BAGGED SNIPE OF THE DAY.

engraved with the words
“Man of the Hunt.”

The goal of this ceremony,
said Huffines, is to create a
tradition honoring the hunt- :
er’s reverence and the snipe’s :
wiles. :

The trophy is awarded :
based on four criteria: shoot- :
ing prowess, safety, manners :
and attire. “We don’t dress
up, but we kind of do,” said
Huffines, who describes his
hunting outerwear style
as “Britt-billy,” a look that
blends British hunting and
American hillbilly style.

During our hunt, Huffines
wore sand-colored canvas
pants, olive-colored shirt-
sleeves, matching wool vest
and that deerstalker cap,
characterized by having bills
on both the front and back.

“I call it my push-me-pull-
me hat,” Huffines said.

The other men simply
wore earthy-colored pants
and canvas coats. I donned
apair of jeans, a black knit
sweater and a vintage tweed
blazer I'd purchased special-
ly for this assignment, and
which I huddled into as we
started out into the open,
breezy pasture.

We began the hunt by
following a shallow, wet
ravine across the field. I
stayed a few steps behind
the four men, their shotgun
muzzles pointed to the sky,
their fingers off the trigger

- — important parts of gun

safety. As we crept quiet-

ly along, we searched the
ground for evidence of the
bird. The snipe, I learned,
feeds on worms and small
insects by inserting its long
beak into the mud. “Probe-
holes mean you’re in a birdy

RICK HUFFINES USES A 20-GAUGE SINGLE-SHOT HOLLAND & HOLLAND
SHOTGUN, MADE TO ORDER IN LONDON IN 1889.
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spot,” Huffines said, toeing a spot
on the earth freckled by pin-like
pricks.

Twenty feet away, a snipe
suddenly burst with a hiccup
from a patch of dry grass. Nearby,
another followed. Then anoth-
er, flashing its white belly as it
twisted through the air. The men
pitched their shotguns to their
shoulders.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Seconds later, all was still again,
the acrid scent of gun smoke the
only indication that anything had
happened at all. Ilooked to the
men. What exactly had happened,
I wondered?

“Two down!” Huffines called,
picking his way through the mud
toward a tangle of low brush.
There, he retrieved one of the
dead birds, its mottled feathers

SNIPE ARE SMALL BIRDS AND YIELD SMALL

AMOUNTS OF MEAT. PICTURED ARE THE
BREASTS OF SIX BIRDS. THE FLAVOR IS
LIKE A GAMIER ROAST BEEF, AND WHILE
IT IS NOT A POPULAR GAME MEAT, THE
HARD-TO-HUNT BIRD DOES HAVE ITS
PLACE IN HISTORY. FAMOUSLY, WINSTON
CHURCHILL’S FAVORITE BREAKFAST WAS
SNIPE ON TOAST.

sticky with pink blood.
“Can I hold it?” I asked.
Huffines passed me the
snipe, its body remarkably
soft and light. I thumbed its
scaly legs and rubbery beak.
I waited to feel remorse, but
instead, I felt awe. Moments
ago, I had only ever seen a
photograph of the snipe. Now,
I cradled one in the palm of my
hand — along with the respon-
sibility of knowing that I was
a predator, the snipe was prey,
and this profound relationship
connected us across millennia.
“There are no high-fives
when the bird falls” said Huff-
ines, who always eats what he
shoots. When it comes to man-
ners, respect for the animal
is utmost. “I feel sadness, but
I also feel innate satisfaction.

ELIOT BERZ STANDS AT ATTENTION, HOPEFULLY SEARCHING FOR MOVEMENT IN THE GRASS.
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THE “MAN OF THE
HUNT” CEREMONIAL:,
SPREAD, FEATURING.
REFRESHMENTS,
TROPHY AND THE

BODIES OF FIVE SNIPE.

AFTER BRIEF DELIBERATION, THE MEN
AWARDED ME THE TROPHY BASED,

THEY SAID, ON MY TWEED JACKET (NOT
PICTURED) AND THE FACT THAT I HADN’T
COMPLAINED AFTER MY BOOTS FILLED
WITH WATER. BUT [ SUSPECT THE MEN
WERE ONLY BEING KIND — AS IS THE WAY,
AFTER ALL, OF THE GENTLEMAN HUNTER.

This is energy I harvested. Sodo I
use that energy to do good or bad?
The snipe becomes my words, my
thoughts, my actions.”

‘We continued the hunt, stomp-
ing through mud so thick it
sucked the rubber boots from
my feet. We waded through
waist-high grasses, toward Jasper
Mountain, which appeared like a

sleeping giant against the horizon.

One of the hunters — the train
conductor — stopped and point-
ed toward the treeline. There, a
small flock of killdeer foraged
insects in the grass.

“If you don’t see killdeer, you
don’t see snipe,” Huffines
said. Killdeer, like snipe, are
ground-nesting shorebirds.
However, unlike snipe, they are
not game birds and therefore are
illegal to hunt. But while killdeer
are a promising sight, the snipe
remains illusive.

Huffines had called our clear,

sunny morning “perfect snipe
weather.” During past hunts, he

had noticed that on such days,
he could get much closer to the
bird before it took flight. Snipe
migrate at night, he explained, so
he had theorized perhaps their vi-
sion is less adapted to bright days.
But on our hunt, the snipe took
flight long before our approach.
“They’re not holding tight at
all today,” Huffines said. “That’s
why more people don’t hunt snipe.
You just can’t pattern them.”

We continued to flush the birds
from the underbrush as we criss-
crossed the farmland. The men
successfully bagged a few more,
but mostly, the birds got away. We
watched their spotted bodies zig
and zag, bouncing sunbeams off
their feathers, narrowly escaping
another spray of buck shots.

“That’s OK,” Huffines said when
the birds disappeared back into
their brushy refuge. “Long live
the snipe.”
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