
Though the long tradition of “snipe hunt” pranks at summer camp has convinced 
many people otherwise, Wilson’s Snipes aren’t made-up creatures. These plump, 
long-billed birds are among the most widespread shorebirds in North America. 
They can be tough to see thanks to their cryptic brown and buff coloration and 
secretive nature. But in summer they often stand on fence posts or take to the sky 
with a fast, zigzagging fl ight and an unusual “winnowing” sound made with the tail. 

Wilson’s Snipe
Gallinago delicata

Keys to Identifi cation
Size and Shape
Wilson’s Snipes are medium-sized, pudgy shorebirds with short, stocky legs. The bill is 
straight and very long (several times the length of the head). The head is rounded and the 
tail is short.

Color Pattern
These birds are intricately patterned in buff and brown stripes and bars. The dark head has 
prominent buffy to whitish stripes. The dark back has three long buffy streaks, one running 
down each edge, one down the center. The buff chest is streaked and spotted with brown; 
the sides are heavily barred with black. In fl ight, the wings are dark above and below. 

Year Round
Summer (breeding)
Winter (non-breeding)
Migration

Map by Cornell Lab of Ornithology
Range data by NatureServe

Legend

Behavior
Wilson’s Snipes forage by methodically probing in muddy ground for earthworms and other invertebrates. Their heads move up and down 
somewhat like a sewing machine running at slow speed. Individuals usually sit tight until suddenly fl ushing near your feet and fl ying off in fast 
zigzags. Displaying males fl y high in the sky and make a curious whistling noise (“winnowing”), created by air passing over his modifi ed outer 
tail feathers.

Habitat
Wilson’s Snipe live in muddy pond edges, damp fi elds, and other wet, open habitats. Typically these contain thick, low vegetation into which 
these well-camoufl aged birds can disappear.

Measurements Both Sexes
• Length - 10.6 - 12.6 inches
• Wingspan - 16.1 - 17.3 inches
• Weight - 2.8 - 5.1 ounces


