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Autumn Bash
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Strictly speaking, a hunting party could mean 
a few buddies huddled in a chilly duck blind 
or slogging through mud and brambles to 
get a shot at a wild turkey. For Tom Jernigan, 
it’s something much bigger and better. Every 
September near the start of the dove-hunting 
season, he hosts a gathering in Alabama’s 
Black Belt that’s as much about socializing 
as shooting. Located at Sugar Foot Farm, his 

sePtember brings the start of d ove hunting seas on 
and is  celebrated in the black belt with a f irst-rate 
gathering that combines hunting and hosPitality. 
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Susan says. “My boys can be here and blow off 
steam and not get in trouble.”

The Jernigans’ country home—event 
headquarters—welcomes guests with a deep 
veranda, a well-appointed screened porch, and 
a vaulted, slate-floored living room with antler 
chandeliers and a stacked-stone fireplace. A 
couple of flat-screen TVs show college football 
games, but most people are outside, where cars 

425-acre property in Marengo County, it cel-
ebrates the age-old tradition of kindred spirits 
coming together to hunt and feast.

More than 200 people turn out to par-
ticipate on a sunny Indian summer Saturday. 
It’s a family affair, with plenty of children and 
moms in attendance. “I’ll bet we’ve had 40 or 
50 kids who’ve shot their first dove here,” Tom 
says. “Kids now are removed from the land. It’s 

great to get them to reconnect to it, see where 
things grow, spend time in nature, get them 
away from their screens.” 

People from Birmingham, Montgomery, 
Mobile, and beyond have journeyed to Sugar 
Foot Farm for the occasion. That includes 
Chris and Susan Smith, whose adjacent prop-
erty is part of the hunting ground. “We live in 
Mobile but come here for family gatherings,” 

“K ids now are removed from the 
land. it’s  great to get them to 
reconnect to it,  see where things 
grow, spend time in nature,  get 
them away from their s creens.”
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and pickup trucks line the edge of a field as 
if for a tailgate party—though the game here 
is not in a stadium, but flying overhead. After 
a barbecue lunch, a brief safety talk, and the 
blessing of the hunt, guests grab their shotguns 
and climb onto hay bales in truck-pulled trail-
ers that take them to their positions. 

The shooters—numbering more than a 
hundred, including women and girls—spread 
out on the edges of broad fields framed in 
brush and trees. Quiet spells of staring at the 
sky and listening to the breeze rustle the grass 
give way to crescendos of gunfire when doves 
appear. The birds’ fall migration is just begin-
ning, but most hunters bag a respectable num-
ber by the time they head back.

Having bagged a few myself, I return to 
the house to find a lively fiesta on the screened 
porch, where a wine-tasting for non-hunters is 
fueling new social ties and volleys of conversa-
tion. “You never know who you’re going to 
meet at a dove hunt!” says Liz Jernigan, Tom’s 
wife. “It’s a great way to connect people. We’re 
making good memories for everyone.” Espe-
cially for the youngsters swirling around the 
house, camo-clad boys and girls in Daisy Dukes 
and boots. 

Beyond the Black Belt’s deserved reputation 
for first-rate hunting, Tom declares, “there’s 
something about being on a piece of land you 
own that’s good for the soul.” He’s enhanced 
his property in numerous ways, such as increas-
ing greenfield acreage and creating seasonal 
wetlands to attract migrating ducks. “Most 
hunters are conservationists,” he says. “We may 
try to improve a place for one species, but 
typically that improves habitat for all wildlife.” 
The hunt host helps others practice what he 
preaches: His Birmingham-based Blackridge 
Land Company markets, improves, and man-
ages rural properties in Alabama. “A lot of guys 
here are potential clients, but they’re friends 
first,” he says. 
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As dusk gathers, everyone spills outside, filling plates 
in the buffet line as a band plays rock and country tunes 
on the veranda. We dine at tables covered with gingham 
cloths, in the glow of Mason-jar chandeliers suspended 
from ancient oaks. As dinner ends and dancing begins,  
the band plays on.

“I’ve been to a lot of bird hunts in Alabama,” a 
veteran sportsman tells me. “This one is second to none— 
the hunting and the hospitality are the best!” Whether they’re 
here primarily for the former or mainly for the latter, Tom 
Jernigan’s guests are glad to be a part of Sugar Foot Farm’s 
autumn bash, a most convivial hunting party.


