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* The story of pigeons goes back to ancient times, but it is a
modern, u p-to-da}e story too. Men first tamed and trained these
birds thousands of years ago. Today, thousands of people,
young and old, will tell you that breeding, racing and show-
ing pigeons is a more popular hobby than ever.

Doves and pigeons are put in the same family by scientific
experts. In thi; family are nearly five hundred kinds of pigeons
and their relatives. They live in every continent except the cold
Antarctic, but mostly in the tropics where the largest and most

beautiful pigeons are found.




The United States has several kinds of native pigeons, but
none as famed as the passenger pigeons that once flew in huge
flocks, covering the entire sky. Today not a single passenger
pigeon temains alive. The uncontrolled hunting that killed
rhe'm off has been stopped, but the birds are gone forever.

The homing pigeon and all other tame pigeons are descend-
ants of a wild bird, the common rock dove of southern Europe,
northern Africa and western Asia. Perhaps the rock dove found
it easier to get food in grain fields and to nest on the rafters of
huts and barns. Pigeons can still be found living in this half-
tamed way, nesting on ledges of buildings.
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The domestic pigeon developed when man began to feed *. 4

and shelter pigeons. As people took more interest in these
birds, they bred them to produce more desirable features. Some
were developed into heavy, meaty squabs that finally wound
up on the dinner table. Others were selected and bred for their
beautiful or odd appearance. Finally, since pigeons find their
way home from distant places, they have been bred for racing
and carrying messages.

Several hundred varieties of the domestic pigeon have been
developed through careful selection and mating, This process
cannot be allowed to stop. If the different varieties were al-
lowed to breed together, their offspring would :e,ooh resemble
their wild ancestors.

Not many amateurs raise squabs. That is more likely to be
a business than a hobby. More are interested in raising and
exhibiting the fancy breeds of pigeons—the strutting fantails,
the frills with twisted, curled feathers, the proud pouters, the
tumblers that somersault as they fly. Fancy pigeons are so at-
tractive that people who raise and fly homers often keep a few
pairs around. Homers are often attracted back to the loft by a

5




white fancail, known to pigeon raisers as a "dropper” when
used for this purpose.

Homing pigeons are better known and more widely raised
than fancy breeds. Some are raised for show, but more are kept
for flying and homing. Homers are about the easiest birds to
6

raise. They are hardy, tame, handsome and are excellent breed-
ers. This does not mean that any novice can turn out champion
birds without long, painstaking work. It does mean that the
beginner is likely to have more success with homers than with
almost any other kind of pigeon.

7




RACING
HOMER

SHOW TYP‘\§
Young Henl

Racing -homers, to give these birds their proper name, are

a fairly new variety, developed from four or five breeds of Euro-

pean pigeons, each with top homing ability. The resulc is a

bird that can wing its way home a thousand miles or more.

The breeder of racing homers doesn’t pay much attention to

color. He strives for a sturdy, broad-breasted, strong-winged

| bird that he can train to break flying records. Form and car-

riage are only important because they contribute to powerful,

! speedy flight. Homers are usually stocky birds with broad, deep

breasts, strong, arched wings and well-formed tails.

a 3

It was an exciting experience when 1 first handled a pair of
champion homers. I had often handled common pigeons—the
kind you feed in the park—and perhaps that was why I felt the
homers were such strong, clean, ateractive birds. Fully grown,
male racing homers weigh fourteen to sixteen ounces; females,
ten to twelve. The male bird is about ten to eleven inches long;
the female slightly shorter.

The ability to return from great distances is no unique gift
of pigeons. Some birds return to their exact nesting sites year
after year. But the homing of pigeons may be quite distinct
from the migration or return of wild birds in spring. It is a
problem that is still being studied.

Records of using pigeons to carry messages g.() back over two
thousand years. At early Greek Olympic games, pigeons car-
ried the news of victory back to the home towns of the con-
testants. Roman generals used pigeons to send messages back
from the front. Regular pigeon postal service was set up long
before racing homers, as a breed, existed. The Caliph of Bag-
dad had such a service back in 1146. The development of rac-
ing birds was begun by the Belgians about 1700. At the first
9




pigeon race in 1732, the time for the three-mile course was two &

and a half hours. Modern homers can do a hundred miles in
less time than that, because amateurs in England and America
have steadily bred the birds for stamina and for speed.

If you want to start raising your own racing homers, begin
with only one or two pairs of birds. Get them from the best
source you can. Consult pigeon magazines for reliable dealers.
Get the finest birds you can afford, for nothing takes the place
of sound, pedigreed breeding stock. But if you buy adult birds,
remember that they are homers. If you leave the loft open or
atcempt to give them exercise by flying them, the homers will
soon be on their way back to the loft from which they came.
Homing pigeons have been known to fly back to the loft where

they were trained after a year of captivity in a different place.

One of the world’s flying records was made by a female sold
to an engineer at Caracas, Venezuela, for breeding. A few
months later she escaped from the loft and headed for her home
on Long Island some three thousand miles away, and arrived
there months later. So keep your expensive breeding stock con-
fined.

If you cannor afford breeding birds, get squeakers, birds just
out of the nest. There are distinct advantages in starting with
youngsters. They cost less and there is a better chance for the
birds and yourself to get acquainted before you start training
and breeding them. Knowing your birds is another funda-
mental. If you want your birds to be champions, learn their
fine points and their weaknesses. Do that by spending time
with them, feeding them, training them and observing them
constantly.

It is important for the beginner to proceed slowly. Too often
a novice sets out to increase his flock as fast as possible, before
he is really ready to handle many birds. He soon finds his loft

11
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overcrowded, his birds sick, and his feed bill enormous. Such
pigeon raising becomes all work and no fun. So go slowly. If
you have funds for only ten pairs, keep your flock down to this
size by selling or trading birds.

Keep a record of each bird as you start breeding. Band every
nestling and fill out a pedigree sheet. Note the distance each
bird flies and the time. You'll be surprised how important these
records will be after you have kept them a year or so.

12

Start planning for your pigeons before you get any birds.
Your loft, as every pigeon house is called, may be the key to
your success, whether it be an old packing case or an elegant
building. Some kind of loft is necessary, even if the climate is
mild. Pigeons must be protected from rain and drafts. So plan
your loft to accommodate all the birds you expect to have when
your flock is complete, and avoid the trouble Henry ran into.
Henry started keeping pigeons in a crate set up alongside his
father’s garage. In six months the whole wall was a jumble of

boxes and screening. And by then the birds started nesting

inside the garage with disastrous effects on the family car.

Finally there was a session with facher that ended with “"Get
rid of those birds or else...” Avoid a makeshift loft that is

hard to clean and unsafe for your birds.
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DESIGN FOR SIMPLE LOFT
— FLOOR PLAN —

Firsg visit some lofts in your neighborhood to see how they
are run. Then make a simple plan and have a pigeon raiser
ciieck.it for you. Planning does not mean expensive material
or a large loft. You can use old boxes and secondhand lumber
and still have a very satisfactory loft. Allow one cubic yard of
space (3 x 3 x 3 feet) for each bird. If you plan to keep six
pairs of pigeons, your loft might be about six feet wide, nine
feet long, and six feet high. A roof, sloping slightly for drain-
age, is best. Be sure it is watertight. If your roof extends a foot
or so over the front and back walls, it will help to break a

14

ELEVATION OF INTERIOR WALL

— NEST BOXES AND EXERCISE CAGE. —
driving rain and to give shade to your loft‘in the summer.

A good floor is as important as a good roof. It may be wood
or cement, but be sure the floor and the rest of éhc loft is rat-
proof. Set the floor two feet above the ground level and use
metal lining for the base of the walls and door.

Keep your loft fairly in the open so that the birds can see
it from the air. Have it face south to get the most sunlight pos-
sible. Lofts for racing homers are often built on top of garages
or in some other high, open place where birds will have no
difficulty landing and taking off.

15




In designing the loft interior,
remember that male and female
birds are separated for over half
of the year. Arrange your loft
so that a simple partition can be
set up. It is often good to sepa-
rate breeding birds from young
stock. This means another par-
tition. Finally, a large wire-cov-
ered framework, adjoining the
loft, is desirable as an exercise

cage.

A medium-sized loft might take a month to construct and

might cost well over a hundred dollars. But most beginners
start on a much smaller scale. Perhaps you hope for a twelve-
foot loft with an eight-foot exercise cage. You might begin with
a six-foor loft planned so that the end wall can be moved and
the loft enlarged to the twelve-foot length later. For detailed
hints on building see the books listed on pages 61-6 2. Articles
describing lofts often appear in pigeon magazines.

16

It is entirely possible to keep a pair of pigeons before you
have a loft. A simple pen can be built to house them. The illus-
tration shows what such a pen is like. One-by-four-inch boards
and one-inch wire screening are the principal materials. Scrap
wood from boxes or even boxes set up on legs may be used.
The pen should be enclosed on the back and sides. A piece of
tar paper makes a good waterproof roof. Remember that this
shelter is only a temporary one. You should be planning and

building your loft while you use it.




Pigeon feed may be bought in any large feed store. It is

usually a mixture of equal parts of yellow corn, peas, hard

wheat, and kaffir corn. All grains should be whole, dry, and
free from mold. Pick up a handful and smell it. Don’t bu

L) P Yy

WIRE any with a moist, musty odor. This feed mixture can be varied.
DIVIS/ION

In the winter, more corn can be added, but the mixture should

never contain more than about half corn. Field peas, cowpeas,

or the wrinkled varieties of peas can be used. Buy feed for

w47 m 4 which an analysis is available, if possible. This will tell you

V S ke -
AT ' just what the grains contain. Pigeon feed should contain not

less than fifteen per cent protein, the food so important for

FLOOR PLAN
S/IMPLE PIGEON FEN

proper growth.

Domestic pigeons feed only on grain and other plant food.

But they cannot stay healthy on corn alone or a?ny other single 21/ 2o, vy 237
grain. A good feed mixture for pigeons contains at least four
kinds of grain. The birds like a change in diet every now and

then.
18
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_ Pigeon raisers with large flocks find it cheaper and better to
mix their own feed. You can do this too, using the ingredients
just mentioned. Vary your feed by adding small amounts of
millet, oats, barley, buckwheat or hempseed. Store your feed
in a cool, dry place. Illness caused by wet, moldy grain may
ruin a beginner's flock. Besides the grain, pigeons will take
some greens once a week or so. A few lettuce, kale, or cabbage
leaves will do.

20

Pigeons, like other birds, have no teeth and cannot chew
their food. The grinding of hard kernels of wheat and corn is
done by the gizzard. Grain is swallowed whole. It passes into
the crop, a sac at the base of the throat, where it is stored.
Then it moves down into the pigeon’s small stomach, where
it is softened somewhat, but not really digested. Next the giz-
sard takes over and strong muscles grind the grain with sand
and grit that the bird has also eaten. After the gizzard breaks
the food into fine particles, it goes into the intestines, where
actual digestion takes place.

The gizzard acts like a grinding mill with bits of grit as
tiny grindstones. So, although grit is not food, pigeons cannot
get along without it. Specially prepared pigeon grit can be
bought more cheaply than it can be made. It contains crushed
rock, ground oyster shell, charcoal, and salt. Pigeons eat about
one pound of grit for every six pounds of grain. Be sure they
have all they want.

This mixed grit you buy is more than grinding material for
your pigeons. Pigeons need salt in their diet. Since salt is in-
cluded in the grit mixture, you need not add it to their food.

21




DIGESTION OF FOOD:

Food taken into
MOUTH proceeds down
ESOPHAGUS +to '
CROP where it is sof -
tened before proceeding to
GLANDULAR STOMACH
whose fluids further

soften food before
entering the

GIZZARD.
Small stones
swallowed for

the purpose
grind the
food.

Pigeon egg shells are largely lime. The ground oyster shells in
the grit provide this. Charcoal absorbs gases and so may aid
the pigeon’s digestion.

The purpose of food is to keep your birds alive, healthy,
and growing. Scattering grain around the loft where it may
become spoiled before it is eaten, defeats your purpose. How
you feed your birds may be as important as what you feed them.
As you build good feeding habits, you begin to train your birds
for flying. Feed your birds yourself. Feeding time is the best
time to learn to know them and get them to know you.

Experts prefer to feed their birds twice a day, at 'about seven
in the morning and at three or four in the afternoon: Healthy
birds can get all the food they need on this schedule. Put the
grain in a wood or metal trough, the kind pigeons cannot
climb into. Whistle for your birds when you are ready to feed
them. They will soon learn to come when you call. This makes
their training easier. How much to feed pigeons depends on
several things. During a cold winter birds may eat twice as
much as during the summer. Parents feeding their young may
eat more than usual. Young birds eat more than old ones.

23




Leave the food in the cage for about fifteen or twenty min-
utes. But watch your birds as they feed. Let them continue as
long as they are pecking and eating steadily. But when they
begin to scratch around and slow down, they’ve had plenty.
The feeding trough should be big enough so that all your birds
can get to it. If it is too small, the birds will fight for a place
and may not get enough to eat. Allow six inches of feeding
space per bird. A trough three feet long, from which birds can
feed on both sides, is large enough for ten or twelve birds. The
trough can remain in the loft, if you fit it with a wooden or
metal cover that can be removed at feeding time. Grit and clean

drinking water should be left for the birds to use as they need it.

The fine points of feeding come with experience. As a starter,

be sure that the grain for your birds is clean, dry, and fresh. Use
plenty of grit and drinking water. Don't overfeed. Vary the
birds’ diet now and then.

Pigeons get sick. When away from the loft they may drink
dirty water or eat spoiled grain. You may notice that a bird’s
eye has dimmed a dull yellow. It may huddle in its box, feathers
fluffed or drooping, avoiding exercise and even food. Separate
a sick bird from others at once. Treat it as though the sickness
were serious and contagious, for that is just wt?at it’ may be.
If disease spreads through your loft it may wipe out your en-

tire flock and endanger any new birds you puf in the loft.
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There is little that a begin-

ner can do about a sick bird.

Isolate it. Keep it warm. A few

drops of cod-liver oil or some

other liquid vitamin concen-

trate may help. So may a small

amount of Epsom salts mixed

with the feed. Further treatment

depends on recognizing what

W the ailment is—and that is a

matter for an expert. There is still a great deal to be learned
about pigeon discases.

One thing is certain: preventing diseases in your flock is
easier, safer and much more fun than trying to save dying birds.
Most pigeon sickness can be blamed directly on the living con-
ditions of the birds. Good feeding, fresh, clean water, a tight
loft free from drafts, go far toward keeping birds healthy.

26
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There is one more speciﬁ'c step toward health’ worth taki;lg.
All wild birds have lice and other parasites that feed upon
them. Your pigeons can be kept free of these pests by the use
of DDT and other poisons. Large doses of these insect poisons
can kill your birds. They should be used with care and only
as directed. Another chemical, sodium fluoride, is dusted at the
base of feathers to kill lice. Mites which live in cracks in the loft
can be killed by spraying the loft with DDT or nicotine sulfate
after the birds have been removed. If there are eggs in the nest,
cover them with a cup before spraying.

27




Homers lay only two ¢ggs. Some wild pigeons lay only one.
Other birds lay two or three times that number, but the pigeon
population grows faster because pigeons breed from three to
eight times a year. One pair of pigeons in a warm climate may
‘raise sixteen nestlings a year. And before the year is out, some
of th;z young will have young of their own. Pigeon raisers usu-
all’y separate male and female birds in the summer when they
begin to molt (shed their feathers). In February they are paired
off again, and from then on they will keep busy raising young
till separated. Breeders know their birds will be healthier and
better if they hold them down to not more than three hatches
per year. The same male and female usually stay together,
though pigeons do not mate for life, as some people believe.

28

The pigeon raiser tries to get a certain male and female to

mate because the young may inherit the good qualities of both
parents. To do this, he puts them in a small cage, separated
into two compartments by wire mesh. Soon the ma'le starts
wooing the female. The male will bow and scrapé, coo and bill.
Billing is not exactly kissing, though it may look like it. The
male actually feeds the female some partly digested grain and
she loves it. The partition is then removed and the birds will
mate. About a week after mating, the female lays her first egg—
all white, slightly over an inch long and not quite as wide. The
second €gg is usually laid forty to forty-eight hours later. The
female does not begin to sit on the eggs and incubate them till
both are laid. So both eggs hatch at the same time.
29




The pair build their nest during the week between ma

and egg laying. Each pair of pigeons has #wo nesting boxes or
an extra large box partly covered by a board across the front.
While the parents are still feeding young in one nest they will
be incubating eggs in another. No nesting box should be
smaller than one cubic foot. Build the boxes in rows or tiers. A
shallow bowl, about eight inches across, is put in each box.
Keep a supply of pine needles or thin tobacco stems in the loft
for nesting material when the birds are mating. The pungent
smell of pine or tobacco will help keep lice away from the nest.
30




Soon after mating, the male will start to put nesting material

in the bowl. The female will join him and both will work on
their very crude nest.

Even before the nest is finished, the male will start “driving”
the female to it, pecking at her, and forcing her into the nesting
box. Nest building will continue right up till the female lays
her eggs.

After the second egg is laid, a steady routine is set up. Most
of the setting is done by the female, but the male takes his
turn too. The female is on the nest about eighteen hours a day
—from late afternoon till the middle of the next morning. Dur-

ing the night, the male stays near by. Should another pigeon

approach, a fight is likely to result. At about nine or ten in the

B, morning, the male takes over the job of setting and the female
leaves the nest for about six hours. Once incubation of the eggs
has started it must not be interrupted, for if the eggs cool the
embryos developing within them will die. Pigeons will not
normally leave their nest when they are setting. Incubation
continues for seventeen to eighteen days, during which the male
and female both do their share of the setting.

32

Occasionally eggs do not hatch. The fault may be the male’s
or the eggs may be infertile for other reasons. Take each egg
four or five days after it has been laid and candle it, by holding
the egg between your eye and a bright light. Look for a dark
spot. That shows the egg is fertile and the embryo is growing.
The eggs need moisture as well as warmth to develop. Pro-
vide a pan of water for your birds to bathe in about twice a
week. The female will pick up enough water on her feathers
to keep the eggs moist.
33
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The young pigeons begin to peck their way out of their

shells sixteen or seventeen days after incubation has begun. Tt

takes about a full day for the birds to cut their way out. The
young usually hatch in the morning and the parents imme-
diately remove the eggshells from the nest.

When young birds hatch there is enough food in their bodies
(from the egg) to keep them alive for a few days. But soon the
adule birds must start to forage for insects or some other kind
of animal food for their young. Very few young birds can eat
plant food, and so the food of the young may be very different
from that eaten by the adulc birds.

Adult pigeons feed almost exclusively on hard seeds, a food
quite unsuited to nestlings. But the birds which long ago de-
veloped into the pigeons and doves of today found a solution
to this feeding problem. The ability to produce “pigeon milk”
is one of the most unusual developments among birds. It has
helped pigeons to survive and raise their young. While other
wild birds are out hunting insects for their ever hungry nestlings,
pigeons can stay nearer home and may even start raising another
brood, because they have no feeding problems.

34
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Pigeon milk isn’t milk, for milk is produced only by mam-
mals—animals with hair. But pigeon milk serves the same pur-
pose, and the chemicals it contains are about the same as those
in real milk. Oddly enough, pigeon milk is produced by both
the male and female pigeons and it is always ready at the time

the eggs hatch.
35




\little older.
largely losf\.'

3 or 4 days old

This yellowish creamy or cheesy substance forms in the lin- pigeons weigh about three quarters of an ounce. At the end of

ing of the pigeon’s crop. Its effectiveness is proved by the fact a week they weigh about four bunces. They grow rapidly. When

that young pigeons grow faster than any other birds, doubling amonth old and about ready to leave the nest, most larger vari-

eties weigh at least a pound or even more.
37

their weight within forty-eight hours after they hatch. At birdf,
36




When the nestlings are about a week old it is time to band
them. A metal band stamped with the year is slipped over the
foot. When the squab grows, the band can no longer be re-
moved and it becomes a permanent record of the bird’s age.
The large pigeon clubs supply these bands to members. Non-
members can also obtain them. Look for this band when you
buy pigeons. It tells you the bird’s age. There is no other way of
knowing how old a bird may be.

The parents feed the young on pigeon milk for about a week.
To this they gradually add bits of partly digested grain that they
bring up (regurgitate) from their crop. This feeding continues
till the squabs leave the nest and perhaps for a bic longer. Then
the young birds start picking up grain for themselves and soon
eat the same food as the adults. Meanwhile the parents have
mated again and are sitting on eggs in another box. The squeak-
ers are usually allowed to stay in the same loft with the breed-
ing birds till they are put into a separate loft. At about four
months of age they are well able to care for themselves. Then
they are practically adult birds, and are then called young cocks

and hens.
38

METHOD OF
BANDING YOUNG PIGEON

BAND

Calling a bird a cock or a hen implies that you can tell the
males from the females. You sometimes can, when they get to
be four or five months old. It takes a real expert to tell them
apart much before then, as the plumage of male and female
pigeons is identical. The pigeon who does the courting and
drives the other to the nest is the male. But until this mating
activity gets under wdy there is very lictle to go by. True, the
male is usually larger than the female and more aggressive in
feeding and drinking. Yet I had a female that took over one

39
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whole end of the feeding trough, fighting with any other bird
that came near. Males often coo continually, sometimes turn-
ing around in a complete circle as they coo. Females do not
often do this. The male sits on the eggs during part of the day.
The female has the late afternoon and night shift.

The amateur who raises pigeons has his hands full caring
for his young birds. Training must start early and continue
steadily if you want to use and improve the homing instinct of
these fine birds. Training pigeons is a painstaking task because,
with all their good points, pigeons are not very intelligent ani-
mals. They cannot be compared to dogs or even cats. Some pi-
geon raisers do claim that their birds recognize them and will
come when they whistle. The piéeons do not pay any attention

40

when strangers whistle. At any rate, pigeons are good show
birds; they carry messages and win races. That's enough for
most pigeon raisers.

The training of racing homers usually begins as soon as the
young get used to being away from their parents. If training is
delayed after the birds are much over eight weeks old, it may
be more difficult. The Pigeon Serv'ice of the Army Signal Corps
begins training its birds as soon as they leave the nest, when
they are one month old.

Patience and gentleness are essential in training. You can’t

argue with or bully pigeons. Food is the key to success. Begin !

by whistling for your birds as you feed them, so they will learn
to know that the sound means food. After a week or so, gently
place the birds on the landing platform just outside the loft.
Now, with their food ready, whistle for them. Coax them. If
they do not see how to get back inside, nudge them. Soon the
birds will come into the loft for food. Put your birds on a box
a few yards away, let them see their surroundings, but each time
attract them back into the loft with food. As the birds learn the
loft means food, they will return promptly.
41
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Exercise is a part of training too. Many pigeon raisers exer-
cise their birds in the early morning or in the early afternoon,
feeding their birds after they have exercised. As the birds fly

near the loft they learn to recognize their home from the air.

R

Soon you will be ready to take your birds several blocks
away in a basket. Releast them all at once. This is called groxp
tossing. Pick a clear, calm day when the weather conditions and
visibility favor your beginning homers. Your birds may circle
once or twice, but the chances are they will fly in a beeline for
your loft. Try them again from the same spot. Then single-toss
them: that is, release one bird at a time and wait till it is out of
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sight before releasing the next. Now take them farther away:
a mile, five miles, then ten miles. At this stage you will need
some help. It is just impossible to make a long journey and
hurry back to your loft in time to see your birds arrive. If you
join a pigeon club or work with other pigeon raisers, you can
share the work. When the birds are flown from greater distances
they are often sent by express and then released by the express
agent or by some cooperating pigeon fancier.

No book can be a complete guide to the training and racing
of homers and it would be rash for anyone to attempt the task
on book knowledge alone. Fortunately you can probably locate
at least one pigeon fancier within an easy trip of your home. If
you cannot, a letter to any of the pigeon organizations listed at

the back of this book may put you on the trail of the help you

need. Talking with an experienced pigeon raiser and watching || ‘

him with his birds will go a'long way toward giving you a start

at training your own birds.
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We know a good deal about training and racing homers, but
we still know very lictle about why they “home” so well. Hom-
ing and migration may seem alike, but some experts believe
they are very different. Experiments with blindfolded pigeons
have shown that good eyesight is part of the explanation of ‘
homing. But eyesight is not the whole answer, because pigeons
shipped in baskets through territory they have never scen be:
fore, will return straight to their loft.

It has been reported that pigeons flying near broadcasting
stations or in radar beams became confused and lost. This sug-
gested that pigeons might be sensitive to invisible radio waves.
But experiments conducted by the Army at Fort Monmouth,
New Jersey, clearly showed that pigeons do not “"home” by
following radio beams or using radio waves.
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MAGNETIC POLE
LAT. N, 712 LONG. W. 96°

\

0 & 2
It was recently suggested that the earth’s magnetism and

rotating speed might be involved in homing. Homing pigeons,
released with srnall but powerful magnets on their wings, be-
came confused and lost. Pigeons\with pieces of copper the same
. weight on their wings, instead of magnets, flew back to their
lofts. On the other hand, sea birds did not seem to be affected
by the very powerful magnetic fields generated on mine sweep-
ers during the war.

None of these theories about homing give a satisfactory ex-
planation. But whatever homing is, it is something pigeons do
without thinking. Yox may recognize a street and an avenue

and so find a house. Pigeons find their loft, but never know how

or why they got there. This kind of action is called imlimt.y

Most of what pigeons do is instinctive.

Every pigeon raiser knows the homing instinct is far from
perfect. Fog or a sudden storm may send half a flock astray.
Birds get lost even when flying conditions are at their best.
There is always some risk in flying homers, but it is a risk every-
one has to take. Besides, the homing instinct by itself isn’t
enough. A pigeon must have the strength and stamina to reach
home from a far-off place. Fortunately, pigeons do have that
stamina. Their ability as racing birds has been steadily im-
proved by breeding.

Like most other birds, pigeons are well adapted to life in
the air. That means much more than having wings (though

moving wings are something which man has not yet been able




MARROW
FILLING

OPENING
CONNECTING
WITH

AURICULARS or INNER EYE-
FEATHERS COVERING  LID(AS SOME-
THE EARS TIMES CAUGHT
EYE-RING o=r BY THE CAMERA)
EYE - CERE

COMPLETELY
HOLLOW INSIDE

PIGEON WING BONE ENLARGED ~ MAMMAL BONE

to duplicate). The entire bird is dedicated to flying, down to its
light, hollow bones. A number of air sacs connected to the
lungs also help. Pigeons' hearts beac much faster than ours;
their temperature (about 107 degrees) is much higher, too.
The pigeon’s body is a heat engine that is more effective than

our own. Even the eyes of the pigeon are adapted for flight.

They have transparerit third eyelids which cover the eyes when

the pigeon is in the air, like a pair of built-in goggles.
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THE SPREAD TAIL =
AND ITS UPPER COVERTS




W hat makes a champion homing pigeon? It is an inherited
instinct, improved by breeding and by training, in a physically
fit, healthy bird, raised to top form by careful feeding and
handling in a clean, sanitary loft. Given all this as a starter,
what can we expect from the homing pigeon? “Miracles;’ is the
reply of the expert who has seen these birds perform. He will
tell you of the champion that flew thirteen hundred miles from
Havana, Cuba, to Baltimore, Maryland, in five days. Then there
is that flight from Venezuela to Long Island and many others.
Flights of over one thousand miles are championship flights.
Young birds are usually trained to fly up to one hundred miles
during their first year and up to five hundred during their sec-
ond. Champions will soon work up to the thousand mile mark
—or over. A pigeon in good condition may keep up long dis-
tance flying for five years and more.
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"TAMERLANE" —

Blue Bar Cock.
Owned by J.J. Reinhardt, President,
National Show Racing Pigeon Association.

A winner in many races.
As a yearling flew 2 races in

one week tofaling 1000 miles.

<« A 1000 MILE BIRD
Black Check Hen.
Owned by J. J. Reinhardt.
A winner 200 mile Futurity Race
and 300 mile Yearling Race.

Returned from 1000 mile race
sponsored by the Bronx Club.




April 5 360 miles

| 1255 miles

- pe =

Speed goes with distance flying. Pigeons have been clocked
at over seventy miles an hour with wind and weather favorable.
Birds have finished official races at average speeds of over sixty
‘miles. Generally, they will not do this well, but fifty-mile
speeds may be expected of well-trained, healchy birds. Pigeon
racers usually compute the speed of their birds in yards per
hour. Races are often close, so using yards makes it easier to
compare speeds. In racing, pigeon clubs have a surveyor who
figures out exactly (in yards) the distance from the point of re-
lease to each loft. Time is kept exactly, too, from the minute the
pigeons are released (the club officials are notified by telegram)
to the time they arrive in the loft and have theit flying time
stamped on a recording clock.
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Total 2735 Miles

pert— e %/ ORD of "JESSICA,
6 9B a Blue Check hen in 1947.
; ( From *Racing Pigeon Review;” Sept. 1947 )

TIME CLOCK
vsed at end of
an official race

When the racing season is over, pigeon fanciers turn their
attention to pigeon shows. Some shows are held for homers
only. Both young birds and experienced racers are exhibited.
The racing birds are entered in several classes, depending on the
distances they have been flown. There are classes for 100-,
200-, 300-, 500-, and 600-mile birds. Beginners look forward
to the time when their birds are ready for showing. All varieties
are exhibited at the larger shows. So a visit gives the novice a
chance to learn about the fancy breeds at first hand.
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The United States Army Signal Corps started its pigeon serv-

ice in World War I and has continued using pigeons to carry
messages ever since, though this may seem odd in a day of
walkie-talkies and all the other kinds of radio. But anyone can
tune in a radio message and even if it is in code, the sending set
can be quickly located. When troop movements are to be made
in absolute secrecy and silence, pigeons play an important part
in war maneuvers. Pigeons are parachuted to commando troops
behind enemy lines; they are carried in tanks, tossed from fast-
moving planes or sent back from ships several hundred miles
at sea. In military message carrying, two birds are sent out with
the same message just in case one of them fails to arrive at the

destination.




This interest in pigeons has kept the Army experimenting
with homers for many years. The idea of training pigeons to
return to the mobile loft was worked out during World War
I for the use of pigeons at the front. Pigeons have now been
trained for night flying, and to fly over water (which they don’t
like). They carry messages from ships to shore and, what is
much harder, from shore to ships. Army experiments also show
that pigeons fly well at altitudes of 35,000 feet where pilots
need electrically heated suits and oxygen masks. Pigeons stand
cold, as low as 35 degrees below zero, better than other small

animals.
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One handicap in using pigeons has been the fact that they
are one-way messengers, performing their job only on a return
trip. Now two-way pigeons have been trained. These birds
have learned to come to one loft for feeding and return to an-
other for water and rest. This makes round-trip messages pos-
sible for short distances—and most military messages do not
have to go very far.

It is quite clear that no matter what progress we make in
radio and other kinds of communication, we will still find use
for pigeons as did the people in Babylon, Egypt and Greece
thousands of years ago. What is even more important is that
pigeon raising is a world-wide hobby which is enjoyed as much
in India and Turkey as it is in Belgium, England and the United
States. Such hobbies help people in distant lands understand
one another better because they share common interests.
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This book is a primer, a work which the dictionary defines as
"any small book of first instructions:” First instruction is not
intended to be the last. If you are really interested in pigeons
there are second, third and fourth steps to take when you have
finished reading.

1) If you do not have pigeons already, get one pair or more
and start raising them. Build a simple pen or loft. Train your
birds. Nothing counts as much as first hand experience. You can
get more help as you proceed, but learning any more about
pigeons without having pigeons of your own is likely to get as
dull-as reading a baseball rule book, while the other fellows are

out having a game.

2) Join a pigeon club, if possible. Here are the names and

addresses of the homing pigeon organizations. Write to them

to inquire about a Jocal club near you.

American Racing Pigeon Union

214 Congress Street, Jersey City, New Jersey

International Federation of American Homing Pigeon Fanciers
Jerusalem Avenue, Hempstead, New York
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3) Attend pigeon shows or agricultural shows where pi-
geons are exhibited. Learn to know what a first-class bird looks
like. You may see birds exhibited that you could never afford
to buy, but you will also learn what to try for in breeding your
own birds. Soon you may be ready to exhibit birds yourself.
Going to these shows and meetings is a fine way to meet and
talk with pigeon experts.

Pigeons are sometimes exhibited at poultry and pet shows,
but the shows that interest pigeon raisers most are those con-

ducted by the following organizations:

Nartional Show Racing Pigeon Association
Peter ]. Gimlete, Secretary

101 Excelsior Avenue, Prince Bay, Staten Island, N. Y.
New England Racing Show Pigeon Association

Joseph F. Ports, Secretary

104 Yoeman Avenue, Medford, Massachusetts

Pioneer Racing and Show Racing Pigeon Association
William B. Gray, Secretary
P. O. Box 926, New Rochelle, New York
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Write these clubs for a copy of their show standards, for
which there may be a nominal charge.

4) Subscribe to a pigeon journal. Reading the pigeon maga-
zines is the best way to get the “feel” of this hobby. They tell
what is happening and when, give you practical advice and
poinc the way to get better results with your birds. Agricultural,
bird and pet magazines carry occasional articles about pigeons,

but the magazines devoted exclusively to these birds are:

American Racing Pigeon News

Norristown, Pennsylvania

Pigeon News
Medford, Massachusetts

Racing Pigeon Bulletin
Box 183, Marcus Hook, Pennsylvania

Racing Pigeon Review
656 West Patterson Ave., Glendale, Calif.
These magazines will send you a free sample copy if you ask
for it.
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5) Read some more books. Not as much has been written

about pigeons as is needed. Some of the books and pamphiets

in your library ask the librarian for help. She may be able to get
them from some other library on an inter-library loan. Here are

some publications you may want to read:

_Bonner, Mary G., Couriers of the Sky. Knopf, New York, 1944. The

only book written specially for young people. Directions for care and
raising of birds.

Lee, Alfred R., Homing Pigeons. United States Department of Agricul-
ture, Farmer's Bulletin 1373, Washington, D. C., 1923. A good gov-
ernment pamphlet, now out of print.

Levi, Wendell M., The Pigeon. Published by the Author, Sumter, South
od

Connlin. 1041 perarey
Carolina, 1941. Considered o be the standard book on pigeons an

their care. The author was formerly president of the National Pigeon
Association.
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Levi, Wendell M., Pigeon Raising. Boy Scouts of America, New York,
1943. A pamphlet in the Merit Badge Series with brief information

on general pigeon raising.

Naether, Carl A., The Book of the Pigeon. David McKay, Philadelphia,
1944. An excellent, general book with information on care, feeding,
and breeding plus descriptions of the most common kinds of pigeons

and doves.

Swanson, Leslie C., The Racing Homer. Published by the Author, Moline,
Illinois, 1936. Care, feeding, breeding, training, and racing of homers.

These are only a few of the many sources of information on
pigeons. There have been some excellent articles in the Na-
tional Geographic Magazine (January 1926 and April 1947)
and any number of books and pamphlets written (and often
printed) by pigeon raisers.

One word of caution about pigeon books. Much of what we
know about the care, feeding and breeding of pigeons reflects
the long experience of practical pigeon raisers. It is quite natu-
ral that such men push their own pet ideas perhaps regarding
some special feeding mixture, some method of breeding, or a
type of loft that has met their needs exactly. Another expert
62

will have a somewhat different view, and will say so bluntly.
The opinions expressed in books often contradict one another.
The beginner should try to compare what different experts have
to say, paying special attention to the points on which they all
agree. There are many of them.

Nearly all the people who keep pigeons keep them for the
fun they get from their hobby. When their birds are winners
at a show or in a race, they feel more than repaid for the time
they have spent. And even if they have no winners in their
lofts, there is still the thrill of seeing a flock wheeling overhead .
and coming into the landing board after exercise. There is a_
lot of satisfaction in watching eggs hatch and seeing the young
develop into the kind of birds you had planned for. These are
the joys of keeping pigeons. If you are not having your share
of them now, you shouldn't be wasting another minute. Go get

some birds, and here’s wishing you success.
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