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HOMING PIGEONS A N D PIGEON-RACING. 
BY 

B. B. RIVIERE, F.R.C.S., M.B.O.U. 

I HAVE frequently been struck by the fact of how little most 
ornithologists seem to know about the work of Homing Pigeons 
and the sport of Pigeon-racing, and this is all the more sur
prising when one considers tha t both are concerned with 
subjects which are admittedly of great ornithological interest. 
The Homing Pigeon is the only bird whose flight-velocity can 
be at all accurately estimated over any measured distance, 
whilst the journeys which long-distance Racing Pigeons are 
called upon to take are comparable to those undertaken by 
migratory birds, as are the difficulties which they have to 
overcome, and the weather conditions which are favourable or 
unfavourable to their successful accomplishment Whether 
the faculties by means of which they find their way home 
are the same in both, is perhaps still a mat ter of opinion. 

Any knowledge, however, which can bring us nearer, be it 
ever so little, to an understanding of Bird-Migration should, 
I think, be recorded. I t is, I believe, only by the marshalling 
of a vast array of proved facts, before at tempting to build up 
theories, tha t all the difficulties of this fascinating problem will 
ever be solved, and it is possible tha t amongst these facts, some 
which can be learnt from a s tudy of the work of Homing 
Pigeons, may be found useful in filling up gaps in the chain of 
evidence which will eventually lead us to complete knowledge. 

It is for these reasons, therefore, and because I have kept 
and raced Pigeons for several years, and found the sport one 
of absorbing interest, tha t it occurred to me to record as 
briefly as possible in the following paper the more important 
facts which are known at the present t ime regarding the 
capabilities and limitations of the modern Racing Pigeon. 

Besides my own practical experience of Pigeon-racing and a 
s tudy of the literature upon the subject, I am indebted for a 
very great deal of information to Captain W. D. Lea-Rayner, 
M.B.E., of Wroxham, Norfolk, Secretary of the East Anglian 
Championship Club, whose valuable help I gratefully 
acknowledge. Captain Lea-Rayner, besides being a very 
successful Pigeon-racer of many years standing, was for 
three years (1919-21) officer in charge of the Carrier Pigeon 
Service in Ireland, when he had under his personal supervision 
the management, training, and working ot 2,500 birds. I am 
therefore very fortunate in having his exceptional experience 
and knowledge of the subject placed a t my disposal. 
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In drawing any analogy between the performances of 
Pigeons and those of Migratory birds, two facts must be borne 
in mind :— 

Firstly, the Homing Pigeon is, as is well known, a domesti
cated form of the Rock-pigeon (Columba livid)—one of the 
least migratory of all birds. It is indeed upon its fixed and 
permanent love of one spot—its home—and its urgent desire 
to return thereto at all seasons, that one depends in making 
use of it as a messenger, though for racing purposes one takes 
advantage of the additional incentive of eggs or young 
ones to return to. Secondly, whereas practically all migratory 
birds travel by night, though some by day as well, Pigeons 
can only fly by daylight, and are helpless after dark. During 
the war experiments in night flying were attempted with the 
Army Pigeons in France. The young birds in one loft were 
exercised, when hungry, at a later and later hour each evening 
until they were eventually flying in the dark, and were fed 
into the loft by the aid of a red lamp. They were then liberated 
singly after dark at gradually increasing distances from the 
loft, being again fed in by the red lamp. It was found, 
however, that immediately the distance was increased to a 
stage when the red lamp could no longer be seen, the birds 
became hopelessly lost, and the experiment was given up 
(Lea-Rayner). 

The qualities which go to make a good Racing Pigeon are 
in a marked degree hereditary. One can only breed Pigeons 
which will race from a strain of racers. Nor can one breed 
birds to fly in the long-distance races (400-600 miles) from 
Pigeons which for generations have only flown in short 
races (100-200 miles), but they can only be bred from a 
strain of " long distance " birds. 

Although the pedigree of every British Racing Pigeon goes 
back eventually to imported Belgian birds, the modern British 
racer is as good, and for our conditions of climate probably 
better, than any in Belgium to-day. 

That the long and severe process of selection to which it 
has been subjected has improved it very greatly within the 
last few decades, there can be no doubt. Forty years ago a 
flight of 300 miles in the day into England was considered 
a wonderful performance. Nowadays races of 500 miles are 
more often won on the day of liberation than not. 

DISTANCES FLOWN. 
It was not until the year 1886 that 400 miles was flown on 

the day into England by Racing Pigeons. In this year two 
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races were flown from this distance, the first from La Rochelle 
on July 17th and the second from Nantes on July 20th. The 
La Rochelle race was won by Mr. J. Logan, whose bird homed 
on the day of liberation, flying 444 miles, and making a velocity 
of 1,012 yards per minute (35 m.p.h.). In the Nantes race 
Mr. J. O. Allen's winning bird made a velocity of 1,385 yards 
per minute (47 miles per hour), having 447 miles to fly, whilst 
eleven other birds got home in the day, the wind being 
reported as light N.W. by W. 

Ten years later, in 1896, 500 miles was flown in the day 
in the North Road Federation race from Thurso, Scotland, 
on June 29th, the winning bird making a velocity of 1,454 yards 
per minute (49 m.p.h.) and flying 501 miles. In this extra
ordinary race Pigeons which had only been trained over the 
first 80 miles of the race route homed in the day, the weather 
conditions being perfect, with a N.N.W. (tail) wind blowirg 
along the whole route. 

In 1897 on June 29th, in a race of the West Lancashire 
Federation from Marennes, 39 birds got home in the day 
out of a total of 144 liberated, the winning bird flying a 
distance of 530 miles and making a velocity of 1,213 yards 
per minute (41 m.p.h.). 

In the year 1900, 600 miles in the day was flown for the 
first time, several birds accomplishing this feat in the National 
Flying Club race from Bordeaux on July 10th. Mr. J. W. 
Toft, whose measured distance in this race was 5981 miles, 
having four birds home before nightfall. 

In a race from Lerwick, Shetland Isles, on July 2nd, 1902, 
a bright, clear day with a N.N.W. wind, four birds flew over 
605 miles in the day with velocities ranging from 1,306 to 
1,153 yards per minute, the winning bird flying 598 miles and 
making a velocity of 1,459 yards per minute (49 m.p.h.). 
(Squills' Annual, 1907, p. 5 et seq.) 

The number of consecutive hours upon the wing which the 
above performances entailed can be estimated from the 
distances flown and the velocities made, but the longest 
recorded period of continuous flying appears to be that of 
a Pigeon in the Marennes race of 1906 belonging to Mr. Deignan 
of Jarrow. The liberation in this race was at 4.30 a.m., and 
the bird reached its loft at 10.41 p.m., having covered a 
measured distance of 634 miles 1,681 yards in i8|- hours. 
(Squills' Annual, 1907.) 

As regards notable distances which have been flown by 
Racing Pigeons over periods of more than one day, the record 
up to 1907 was, I believe, from Bordeaux to Aberdeen, a 
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distance of 854 miles. This was in the Bordeaux race of 
1902, the liberation being on July 8th, and Mr. Henson of 
Aberdeen timing in his bird at 8.10 a.m. on August 2nd. 
(Squills' Annual, 1907.) 

An even more remarkable performance, though not over 
so long a distance, is that of the celebrated Pigeon " Barce
lona " belonging to Mons. Wouters Geurtens of Uccle, near 
Brussels. This bird flew from Barcelona, Spain, to Brussels, 
a distance of 700 miles, eight times in five seasons ; making 
the journey twice within three weeks in the year 1906. 

The longest recorded distance ever flown by an English 
Racing Pigeon was in the Rome race of 1913. The birds 
were liberated in Rome on June 26th ; the first arrival into 
England being to Mr. Hudson's loft at Derby on July 29th, 
that is on the thirty-third day after liberation, the distance 
flown being 1,001 miles. Only one other English bird reached 
home in this race out of 106 sent. 

In America, however, where a straight course of 1,000 miles 
can be flown overland, and where the climate and atmospheric 
conditions are probably more favourable for flying, this 
distance has frequently been successfully negotiated. In 
the year 1885 a Pigeon belonging to Mr. R. L. Hayes of 
Philadelphia, Pa., flew from Florida, a distance of 935 miles, in 
11 days, whilst the same year three other birds flew distances 
of 1,000 miles in 20, 26 and 38 days respectively. (The Breeding 
and Training of Racing Pigeons. Publisher : Chas. F. Hoser, 
Vineland, N.J., 1902.) Even better times over these distances 
have, no doubt, been done in America in more recent years. 

All the above performances are those of trained Pigeons 
flying on a route over which they have been previously 
trained. It may therefore be of interest to relate here a few 
instances of untrained Pigeons (or Pigeons which have been 
trained only in a different direction) finding their way home 
over wide stretches of unknown country. Two of the best 
known and most remarkable examples of such homing without 
previous experience are the following, for the details of which 
I am indebted to Capt. Lea-Rayner :— 

An afterwards celebrated Pigeon, " Scotch Queen," 
belonging to Capt. E. E. Jackson, of Wheelton, Lancashire, 
was trained 50 miles due south of her loft, and then sold to 
a fancier at Thurso. She escaped some time later in mid
winter and arrived at Wheelton either the same day or the 
next, having crossed some 400 miles of unknown country. 

A Dublin fancier imported a Pigeon from the loft of Mons. 
Debaille of Lethervelde, Belgium, which on escaping from 
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i ts new home returned to Lethervelde—a journey which 
entailed the negotiation of the Irish Channel, the whole 
breadth of Wales and England, and the English Channel. 

Another instance occurred recently in the case of a bird 
belonging to my friend Major Winch of Swanington Court, 
Norwich. Major Winch races his birds on the " South route " 
from France, and none of them is ever trained to the North 
of his loft. At the end of last racing season he sold a Pigeon 
which had flown in a race from France to a gentleman at 
Berwick-on-Tweed, and the bird, being accidentally liberated, 
returned to Swanington, over 200 miles of strange country, 
in the day. 

I t must be remembered, however, tha t such instances as 
the above, especially in the case of untrained Pigeons, are 
quite exceptional, and taking into consideration how small a 
percentage they represent compared with the number of 
cases in which birds under similar circumstances become 
hopelessly lost, one is almost tempted to regard them as 
" flukes." 

CROSSING T H E S E A . 

Pigeons, as was pointed out by Dr. Tresidder in a very 
interesting letter to the Racing Pigeon (August 12th, 1922), 
appear to have little or no fear of the sea, bu t will fly over i t 
as readily as they will over the land. Hundreds of cross-
channel races are flown into England every year from France 
and the Channel Islands, and several from the Shetland Isles, 
and although these races show a higher percentage of losses 
than those which are flown overland, the birds appear 
to a t tempt the sea-passage unhesitatingly, even under 
unfavourable weather conditions. 

In the Irish Grand National race, which is flown from 
Landerneau, France, the birds have the English Channel, 
the Bristol Channel at its widest part , and St. George's Channel 
to cross, and this race is perhaps the severest test of any for 
a racing Pigeon. 

In 1895 Le Petit Journal of Paris organized a " Maritime " 
race, which appears to have created a considerable amount 
of interest at the time, and which took place on June 30th. 
Fifteen hundred Pigeons from various French and Belgian 
lofts were taken in S.S. " Manoubia " to a point 125 miles 
due west of St. Nazaire where, after certain overnight 
festivities on the par t of the organizers, which included a 
banquet, a concert, and a display of fireworks, they were 
liberated at 4.30 a.m., none of the birds having had any 
previous overseas training. The returns were reported to be 
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excellent, and the velocities exceptionally high. (Homing 
News, 1895, p. 381.) 

The correspondent of the Homing News who was present 
at the liberation, states that the birds rose to " double the 
height customary to land tosses "—a height which he estimated 
at " 650 yards " (i.e., nearly 2,000 feet)—and that they spent 
far less time in circling round than is usual in an overland 
race, before getting away. (Ibid.) 

The same year another " Maritime " race was organized 
by Mons. Dufours, of the Club La Colombe, Marseilles, a 
convoy of Marseilles Pigeons being taken by steamer to a 
point " 122 miles from Porguerolles Island, and 80 miles 
from Sardinia," where they were liberated at 4.15 a.m. After 
beating about for a time and once more alighting on the ship, 
at 4.30 a.m. they all went away straight towards Marseilles, 
and all but one reached their lofts the same afternoon, their 
minimum straight line flying distance being stated to be 
190 miles. (Homing News, 1895, p . 243.) 

In 1912 a race was flown from the Faeroes—roughly 200 miles 
from the Outer Hebrides, the Shetlands, the Orkneys and 
Cape Wrath. A hundred Pigeons were liberated on June 21st 
under very bad weather conditions—it being reported as very 
thick between the Faeroes and the Orkneys—and the long 
confinement in the baskets having no doubt had a very bad 
effect on the birds' condition. Only two worked their way 
home, the first arrival being to the loft of Mr. Long of Harrow 
(a distance of over 800 miles) on July 13th. During the 
War, Capt. Lea-Rayner informs me, distances of over 200 
miles of sea were several times flown by Air Force Pigeons 
when liberated from seaplanes with messages and reports. 

Many instances might be cited of Pigeons having crossed 
the North Sea, independently of any race. The late Dr. 
Dalley of Syston had a bird which was competing in a race 
from Lerwick, Shetland Isles, reported from Holland. The 
Dutch fancier into whose loft it went released it when fit, and 
it homed to Syston in good time. (Lea-Rayner.) 

A Pigeon of my own, liberated last season at Marks Tey 
(about 65 miles from home) in the course of training, under 
very bad weather conditions (thick mist), was captured early 
the following morning on board a ship within sight of the 
Dutch coast, whilst Dr. Tresidder reports that a bird of his 
which he sold in 1921 to a gentleman in Arbroath disappeared 
in the process of " settling " to its new loft, and was reported 
a few days later from Bergen, Norway. (Racing Pigeon, 
August 12th, 1922.) 
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VELOCITIES. 

In Pigeon-racing, the distance between each competitor's loft 
and the liberation or race-point is measured in a straight line 
by means of the " great circle " system of measurement. 
The Pigeon's flying time is reckoned from the moment of 
liberation to when it enters i ts loft. I t must then be caught 
and a numbered rubber race-ring removed from its leg and 
placed in a " racing clock " which, upon a lever being pressed, 
stamps upon a dial the time in hours, minutes and seconds. 
Each competitor's " clock " h a s , the day before the race, been 
set to Greenwich time and locked by a special "clock 
committee," and upon the day following the race the clocks 
are opened by the same committee, the race-ring numbers 
checked, any variation in gain or loss of the clocks worked 
out, and the velocities estimated. 

The velocity the Pigeon makes is estimated by dividing 
the distance flown by the time taken, and is recorded in 
yards per minute, the Pigeon making the highest velocity 
winning the race. 

Now in this method of estimating a Pigeon's flight-velocity, 
as practised in Pigeon-racing, two facts may be pointed out : 
Firstly, no allowance is made for the preliminary " circling " 
round which always takes place, sometimes, e.g., in bad 
weather conditions, for a considerable time, when a convoy 
of Pigeons is liberated, before they break away and set off 
for home. Secondly, it is extremely unlikely, to say the least 
of it, t ha t Pigeons can or do fly an absolutely dead straight 
line home, and in fact all the evidence goes to show tha t they 
do not do so. I t follows, therefore, tha t the actual velocity 
tha t every Pigeon makes in a race must always be considerably 
greater than tha t with which it is credited. 

In a letter to British Birds (Vol. XV., p . 298), I quoted the 
following high velocities made by Racing Pigeons, selected 
from a list of record velocities published in the Racing Pigeon 
of January 7th, 1922. 

Distance flown. 

80 miles at the rate of ... 
366 „ „ „ „ „ ... 
416 ,, , ,, 

501 ,, ., „ ., „ ... 
5oi ,. ,. „ , 
601 , 

7 2 7 -• •• • • • • 

Velocity. 

... 82 miles per hour 
- 65 
... 60 
... 60 
... 52 

• •• 57 
... 28 

,, ,, ,, 
) > n f -• 

,, ,, 
y , . ) > > 

,, :, >, 
,, ,, ,, 
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As, however, no information was given with the records 
as to the force and direction of the wind, they cannot be 
regarded as true air-velocities, but are only of interest as an 
indication of what a Pigeon is capable of doing under favourable 
conditions. 

The actual air-velocity made by a flying bird can only be 
estimated by an exa'ct knowledge of the angle and force of 
the wind along the course of its flight, and this, except in 
the case of a dead head or tail wind, as will be seen later, 
presents a mathematical problem of some complexity. 

As, however, the Homing Pigeon lends itself in a peculiar 
degree to an investigation of this kind, I decided to attempt 
to estimate the true air-speed of the winning birds in a series 
of nine races flown by the East Anglian Federation during 
the season of 1922. Through the kindness of the Superinten
dent of the Meteorological Office I was able to obtain exact 
data of the force and angle of the wind over the whole line 
of flight at various altitudes, from the time of the liberation 
to that of the arrival of the winning bird in each of these nine 
races, and in the working out of the results I was fortunate 
enough to obtain the services of Mr. O. Glauert. Aero
dynamic Adviser to the Aeronautical Department of Messrs. 
Boulton & Paul, and late Mathematical Master at Norwich 
Grammar School, to whom my best thanks are due. 

Even with these data as regards wind, a measured flying 
distance, and exact timing, there remain several unknown 
or variable factors which must enter into one's calculations 
and which constitute a possible margin of error, and though 
the results are, I believe, as exact as can be obtained, they 
must be at the best only approximate. These unknown 
factors I may enumerate. 

Firstly, the Pigeon's actual velocity must always be 
considerably greater than the velocity with which it is 
credited, for the two reasons which I have already stated, 
namely, that no time is allowed for the preliminary flying 
round which always takes place, and from the fact that 
its flying distance is measured in a straight line which it is 
quite certain it does not adhere to. Also in several of these 
test races the wind was found to vary considerably, not 
only in force but in direction, during the time the race was 
being flown, and in these cases the mean force and direction 
had to be taken. Again, it was impossible to know at what 
altitude each race was flown, and where it was found that 
the force of the wind varied at different altitudes it was 
necessary to adopt an average altitude. I shall have more 
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to say later on regarding the height at which Pigeons fly, but 
for the purposes of working out these air-speeds, the average 
altitude was (when necessary) reckoned to be 1,000 feet. 

With the wind at any angle to the line of flight, i.e., in 
every case except a " dead " head wind or tail wind, it was 
found necessary to work on two different hypotheses :— 

A.—Assume that the Pigeon constantly changes its 
course so that it always flies towards its goal. The path 
of the bird in this case is the well-known " Curve of 
Pursuit," and an analysis of the formula giving its length 
shows that the air-distance flown is independent of whether 
the whole journey be taken in one or more stages, i.e., 
independent of whether the bird simply makes for home 
all the time or whether it makes for one or more inter
mediate points lying along the shortest distance, or to put 
it another way—whether it " tacks in " only at the end of 
its journey, or several times during the course of it. 
That this is the true hypothesis there can be little doubt, 

in support of which I may quote Col. Osman, editor of the 
Racing Pigeon, who writes :— 

" The idea that our Pigeons fly straight along the line 
from race-point to home is all wrong. They give a good deal 
to the wind, and then have to tack in at the finish when 
within the home circuit." (Racing Pigeon, 1923, p. 439.) 

B.—Assume that the bird so sets its course that it does 
not depart from the straight line giving the shortest distance 
between the two points. In this case it would be obliged 
to fly with its head pointing at an angle to the straight 
line to its goal, i.e., it must consciously head for some 
point not in the direction of its home. 
The formulae and method used by Mr. Glauert in working 

out the air-speed on these two hypotheses, I will now quote 
in his own words :— 

V =Air-speed of bird. 
v = Wind-speed. 
(3 =Angle between original direction of flight and direction 

of wind. 
r =Direct distance to be flown. 
t =Time taken over the journev. 
e =vjV. 

f f } 
In Case A. Vt~ _- 4 \ Vi — e% sin2P — e cos [3Y 

f 
In case B. Vt = (i ~~e cos /?) 



Race. 

i . Romford to Yarmouth 
2. Croydon to Lowestoft 
3. Croydon to Norwich 
4. Guildford to Lowestoft 
5. Guildford to Lowestoft 
6, Winchester to Lowestoft ... 
7. Bournemouth to Lowestoft 
8. Brighton to Lowestoft 
9. Ventnor to Norwich 

Race-
Velocity in 
yards per 
minute. 

1,309 
L747 
1,668 

981 
1,112 
1,497 
1,190 
1,292 
1,097 

Air-speed in vards per 
minute. 

Calculated on 
hypothesis. 

A. 
I , l68 
1,195 

997 
1.3i5 
1,310 

911 
906 

1,060 
1,282 

B. 
1,163 
Li 93 

995 
1,307 
1,302 

796 
9<>3 

1,026 
1,262 
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In the recorded velocity of a Pigeon race the speed of the 
bird is given as though it had flown in a straight course and 
there had been no wind, in other words, the speed U is 

t 
given [/ = —. 

c 

Hence the above equation becomes in case A : 

F = - £ - s \ V i - e 2 sm^fZ-c cos @\ 

and in case B, : 
T7 

V=7-—-(i-e cos/3). 
All the quantities in these equations are known except V, 

which also appears in e; the equation must therefore be 
transformed in order to express V explicitly in terms of the 
other quantities ; we thus get:— 

A. V = VV^WT^os^+v^ 

B. F = | J U + VW^^J7~coTW+^~ ] 

From these equations V is fairly readily computed. 
The results calculated by these methods, in the nine selected 

races, were as follows :— 

Worked out in miles per hour, the air-speeds are found to 
vary between 30-45 miles per hour. It is interesting to note 
that the three highest air-speeds made, namelyinrac.es 4, 5, 
and 9, correspond to the three lowest race-velocities, and 
these were the only races in which the birds were flying 
against a head wind. This is only what one might expect, 
a bird naturally putting forth a greater effort when flying 

http://namelyinrac.es
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against the wind, than when being helped by it. In all the 
other races the wind was more favourable than unfavourable, 
and in races Nos. 2, 3, and 6, which show the highest " race-
velocities," it was practically a " tail " wind. 

Other causes of the variations in these air-speeds may be 
looked for in the varying times taken in circling round at 
the race-point before making for home, and in the varying 
amount of deviation from the shortest possible line of flight 
which the Pigeons made in finding their way home. Neither 
of these factors being allowed for in one's calculations, the 
Pigeons' true air-speed must, as I have already pointed out, 
in each case be considerably more than the result shows. 

ALTITUDE OF FLIGHT. 

I can find very little recorded information regarding the 
height at which " travelling" Pigeons fly. Like other birds, 
they naturally fly at a considerably greater altitude in a 
" tail " wind than when battling against a head wind. I 
have occasionally seen Pigeons of my own, when in the course 
of training they have been liberated singly at a distance from 
home, rise to a height at which they appeared as mere specks 
in the sky and which I estimated to be over 3,000 feet. 
Whilst one Pigeon will do this, the next bird, liberated five 
minutes afterwards, will as likely as not make off at an 
altitude of only a few hundred feet, and I have noticed that 
certain individual Pigeons, when liberated alone, habitually 
fly at a much greater height than do others. 

Capt. Lea-Rayner, whose great experience makes his 
opinion a very valuable one, believes that in fine weather 
most Pigeon races are flown at an altitude of between 1,000 
and 3,000 feet, and he is supported in this opinion by the 
results of some experiments which were made during the 
War with the Army Pigeons. In these experiments 
Pigeons were liberated at various altitudes from aeroplanes, 
and it was found that when liberated between 1,000 and 
3,000 feet the birds proceeded on their jourrwry at the same 
height. When, however, they were taken up to higher 
altitudes, they immediately dropped down to 3,000 feet. 
A large number of Racing Pigeons which I once saw coming 
across the Channel in a race from Guernsey were, however, 
flying at a height which I estimated to be considerably under 
1,000 feet. 

LOSSES AND WEATHER CONDITIONS. 
The losses which occur in the ordinary course of training 

and racing Pigeons will perhaps to the uninitiated appear 
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surprisingly high, and go far to dispel the theory held by 
the " man in the street " that Pigeons home naturally by 
" instinct." 

Capt. Lea-Rayner, in a letter to me upon this subject, 
writes as follows :— " It is a little difficult to state an average 
loss, particularly as no fancier I have ever met really confesses 
his gross losses in training and racing ! In stocking a loft 
I always like to allow for the following losses in training and 
racing, and further, I think that the loft which shows better 
figures is doing pretty well:— 

Young birds raced up to 150 miles ... 50 per cent. 
Remainder as Yearlings, raced up to 250 

miles 50 per cent. 
Remainder as Two-year olds, raced up to 

400-500 miles 75 per cent. 
" Thus, if I start the year with 100 youngsters, I should not 

be disappointed if I had 50 do 150 miles well this year, 25 do 
250 miles well next year, and 5 do the 500 miles journey 
afterwards. 

" The yearling and two-year old figures include the Channel 
loss, barring out and out ' disasters,' which are invariably 
due to weather conditions." 

One may now consider the causes of these losses, and in 
so doing, I will leave the most important cause—namely, 
bad weather conditions—to the last. When a Pigeon is lost 
in fine weather, provided it is physically fit, and has undergone 
a properly graduated training and has not been " jumped " 
an unreasonable distance, one may probably attribute its 
failure to get home to one of the following causes :— 

1. Lack of "intelligence." It ma}' seem a truism to say 
that a Pigeon gets lost through a deficiency in the senses by 
means of which it finds its way home, but this is what it 
amounts to, and this quality of " intelligence " whether it 
be an " eye for country " and a memory for landmarks, or a 
" sense of direction " is found to vary in a very marked 
degree in individual Pigeons, as well as in strains. 

2. Lack of sufficient desire or determination to get home 
(also a varying quality in individual Pigeons). 

3. The Pigeons' love of flying in company. This, next 
to bad weather conditions, is probably the commonest cause 
of Pigeons getting lost, and on this account, as also for other 
reasons, it has an important bearing on Pigeon-racing. Pigeons, 
and especially young ones, when flying at exercise or in 
training, can seldom resist joining any other flock of Pigeons 
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which may pass over. Old birds will as a rule quickly break 
away from the strangers, but young birds will sometimes fly 
with them, just for the love of flying, until they are carried 
so far from home and the country they know that they lose 
their bearings, and when they break away are unable to find 
their way back. Fanciers have from time to time reported 
the loss of the whole of their young birds in this way, and it 
frequently happens that one's team of youngsters are away 
for nearly the whole day, and come dribbling back in ones 
and twos late in the evening, or even next morning, absolutely 
" flown out " and with several of their number missing. 

On race days throughout the Pigeon-racing season (practi
cally all Pigeon-races are flown on Saturdays) tens of thousands 
of Pigeons are on the wing flying both from North and from 
South and to every town in England, and to the clashing and 
mixing up of these various flocks a large percentage of the 
losses which occur are certainly due. 

Another result of this liking which Pigeons have for flying 
in company, and one which is very well recognized by all 
Pigeon-racers, is that of making it very difficult for a loft to 
compete successfully in races when it is situated at all wide 
of the line of flight which the majority of the competing 
birds take on their way home. Thus East Anglian fanciers, 
whose lofts are comparatively few and far between, can never 
successfully compete in any of the open National races from 
France, owing to the " drag " of the thousands of Pigeons 
going up a narrow line of country to the Midlands, Cheshire, 
and Lancashire, which are the great Pigeon-racing centres. 
It has been proved beyond all doubt that the East Anglian 
birds are unable to break away from this huge flock, and if 
they do, it is only after they have been carried so far to the 
N.W. that they are obliged to fly two sides of a triangle to 
get home. (See " The Influence of the Drag, "Logan's Pigeon 
Racers' Handbook, p. 30.) 

The most important cause of losses in training and racing 
Pigeons comes, however, under the heading of " Bad Weather 
conditions," and we may now consider what are the conditions 
of weather which are most prejudicial to Pigeons finding 
their way home. When analysed these, I believe, may be 
summed up in the words " Bad visibility," and to support 
my own experience, which I know to be also that of all Pigeon 
racers with whom I have talked, I will quote two very high 
authorities. 

Mr. John Logan, President of the National Flying Club 
and the founder of the most, celebrated strain of English 
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long-distance Racing Pigeons writes : " I wish most strongly 
to impress upon beginners that unless a bird can see his way 
home he cannot do even the shortest distances . . . lor on a 
foggy clay, when a bird cannot see a hundred yards on either 
side of him, he cannot find his way home, if even taken only 
two or three miles away," and again : " Let me impress on 
the mind of beginners one thing above all others—namely, 
that without clear weather the very best birds in the world 
cannot do well, for the Pigeon sees, and does not feel his 
way home." (Pigeon Racers' Handbook, pp. 3 and 18.) 

Col. Osman, Editor of the Racing Pigeon writes : " We 
attribute good returns to good visibility . . . On days 
when there is a stiff moving wind—no matter from what 
quarter so long as visibility is good—Pigeons get heme. 
The days to lose Pigeons are those with overcast skies and 
drizzling rain over the course, with poor visibility and a bad 
light." (Racing Pigeon, May 19th, 1923.) 

Capt. Lea-Rayner, in a letter to me upon this subject, 
describes what he considers as the most disastrous type of 
weather for a cross-Channel race as : " Fine, sunny (a lovely 
day to " the man in the street "), wind very light east, hot, 
dry and hazy." 

Heavy rain, especially if accompanied by a cold head wind, 
is also very disastrous to Racing Pigeons. Apart from the 
bad visibility which it entails, if it is long continued the birds' 
plumage becomes so saturated that they must come down, 
and if this happens on a sea passage it is, of course, the end 
of them. With heavy storms followed by a drying wind 
and good visibility birds will probably get home in inland 
races, as they will come on again when dry. 

Another bad type of weather is that preceding and during 
a thunderstorm, under which conditions Pigeons appear 
to " panic " and lose their heads, and are very frequently lost. 

Lastly, an east wind, even when it is " a helping " wind, is 
regarded with disfavour by Pigeon-racers, and I believe 
with good cause. Certainly it seems that with the wind 
in this quarter Pigeons do not race as well, nor are the returns 
so good, as with a westerly type of weather. The presence 
of mist or haze, and consequent bad visibility, which so often 
accompanies an east wind may account for this to a great 
extent, but I think not entirely, for I have noticed that 
my own Pigeons when at exercise will seldom fly for as long 
a time, or with the same freedom and appearance of enjoyment 
in an east wind, as they will when the wind is from a westerly 
quarter. 
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How DO PIGEONS FIND THEIR WAY HOME ? 

Before embarking upon this much debated subject, I think 
it may be as well here to describe as briefly as possible the 
usual methods which are employed in the training ol Racing 
Pigeons. Young Pigeons are usually put into training when 
they are between eight and twelve weeks old, at which age 
they will probably be flying voluntarily for several hours a 
day when turned out for exercise, and will have gained some 
knowledge of the country immediately surrounding their 
loft. The method of training them is to liberate them at 
various points along as straight a line as possible towards 
the first race-point from which they will have to compete, 
the intervals between the stages being gradually increased 
the further they get from home. Dr. Barker, a very successful 
Pigeon-racer, states (Squills' Annual, 1905) that the stages 
which he employs in training his young birds are as follows : 
1, 2, 4, 7,12, 20, 35, 55, 75 and 100 miles, and these are about 
the average stages which are used by the majority of trainers. 
These young Pigeons may then fly in three or four young 
bird races, "the distances of which may be anything up to 
150 or 200 miles. There are a few clubs which fly a 300 mile 
young bird race, but this distance is, by the majority of 
fanciers, considered to take too much out of young birds, 
especially if the weather should happen to be unfavourable. 
The distances between these young bird races will probably 
be something between 20 and 30 miles, and the race-points 
are so arranged that they are on as straight a line as possible 
towards the more distant race-points from which the birds 
will have to fly as " old birds " in the following years. 
Next year, as yearlings, and each succeeding year of their 
racing careers, the survivors of these young birds will be 
trained over exactly the same course on the way to the longer 
races, the object being to refresh their memories of the line 
of country, and to get them physically fit, but each year the 
stages used may be fever, and the intervals " jumped " 
longer. The last four race-points for " old birds " of the 
East Anglian Championship Club, with which my own birds 
fly, are as follows ;— 

Eastbourne (135 miles from my loft) ; Caen, France (249 
miles) ; Laval (327 miles) and Marennes (482 miles). It will 
be seen that having flown Eastbourne (135 miles), the birds 
are lifted—usually in their second season as yearlings— 
115 miles, across the Channel, to France. Usually they make 
this journey in company with a certain proportion of birds 
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which have flown the Channel before, but I shall have occasion 
to refer to this later on. The distance between the last 
two race-stages is, it will be noted, over 150 miles. 

It will be seen from the foregoing, that in the training of 
young Racing Pigeons, one places no reliance upon any so-
called "Homing Instinct"—if one means by this term not 
an instinctive desire to get home, but an instinctive ability 
to do so—but that in the early stages of their education one 
is obliged to teach them the way home very carefully by a 
series of flights from graduated stages. Every Pigeon-racer 
will agree that, were one to credit untrained Pigeons with 
any such instinct, one would very rapidly lose them. If 
Pigeons homed by "instinct," one would expect this to be 
equally developed in every individual Pigeon ; training and 
education would be unnecessary, the results of Pigeon-races 
far more uniform, and every bird physically capable of flying 
the distance would get home. How far this is from being 
the case, will be gathered from what has already been said 
upon the subject of losses, where it was shown how variable 
in individuals are the faculties by means of which Pigeons 
home, and that even under a system of carefully graduated 
training, only five Pigeons out of every hundred can be got 
to negotiate successfully a distance of 500 miles. The 
paramount importance of conditions of good visibility in 
enabling a Pigeon to find its way home has already been laid 
stress upon (p. 131), and it will by now have become apparent 
to my readers that Pigeons home chiefly—and some 
experienced Pigeon-racers believe entirely—by means of a 
remarkable power of vision, together with exceptional powers 
of observation and a wonderfully retentive memory for the 
configuration of a country they have once flown over. Addi
tional evidence in support of this may now be given :— 

A Pigeon when circling round after being liberated at a 
distance from home is obviously looking for its bearings, 
and one can see its head turning in all directions as it looks 
about it. Sometimes Pigeons, through having been lost, or 
for some other reason, learn a roundabout way home which 
they will afterwards persist in flying, and unless by re-educa
tion they can be taught the correct route, they are on this 
account useless for racing purposes. 

Col. Osman writes (Racing Pigeon, Sept. 15th, 1923, p. 673} : 
" From the end of 1914 until the end of 1918 I did not train 
a bird on the race route I fly. . . . This was a big handicap 
when I started again. I had to take birds off short-distance 
zig-zag coast work, and put them on straight long-distance 

M 
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work, and I found that they almost invariably came home 
via the coast, instead of the straight course." It would be 
interesting to know the answer those firm advocates of 
instinct have to give to the persistency of Pigeons to l^ome 
from the direction from which they had a lot of training 
in early life. 

A hilly country is well known' to be the most difficult of all 
to train and race Pigeons over, and entails a loss of birds 
far in excess of that which is met with in a flat country. 
So much is this so that the fanciers of Lancashire and Cheshire, 
when they tried to train their birds across country to the 
east coast en route for the Shetland Isles, found the Yorkshire 
hills to be such an insuperable difficulty that they were 
obliged to give up the attempt to train across them. (J. Logan, 
Pigeon Racers' Handbook, p. 52.) On the other hand, any 
line of flight which includes a considerable stretch of coast-line 
is found to be the easiest of all for Pigeons to fly. (Ibid, p. 50.) 

As an instance of a Pigeon's memory for a particular line 
of country, I may quote the following, in the words of Mr. 
John Logan: " Mr. J. O. Allen bought a yearling bird in 
Antwerp that had done very good work as a young bird in 
Antwerp over the usual Belgian training ground into France. 
This bird Allen brought to his loft at Smedley near Manchester. 
It was bred from one season, then accustomed or used to 
Allen's loft; he then put it on the road with his young 
birds and it did very well indeed. So next season Allen put 
him on the road with his old birds and trained him down to 
London and Mid-Channel between Dover and Calais, and 
the bird made excellent time back to Manchester for two 
seasons running. Next season (we were then training the 
S.E. route via Dover, Calais and Arras) Allen was tempted 
to send the bird on to Arras, which was very close to the 
line of country that the bird had travelled when flying from 
Paris to his home at Antwerp as a young bird. Immediately 
the bird . . . . found himself over country that he knew, 
and instead of going back to Manchester, which he had 
done twice from mid-Channel, he slipped off back to his 
old home at Antwerp." (J. Logan, Pigeon Racers' Handbook, 
p. 46.) 

To sum up, therefore, the better defined the landmarks 
and the less interrupted the view of the country over which 
he has to fly, the more easily will a Racing Pigeon get home, 
whereas should his view of the route be blocked by high 
hills, or obscured by conditions of bad visibility, he is very 
liable to become lost. 
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It only remains to consider whether these faculties of keen 
eyesight, powers of observation, and memory for landmarks 
are the sole means by which a Pigeon finds his way home, 
and whether they suffice to explain all that Racing Pigeons 
can do. 

We have seen how, in training Pigeons for racing, although 
at first one has to treat them like fools, and proceed by very 
short and easy stages in order not to lose them, yet the more 
experience they have, and the further the training " tosses " 
take them from home, the greater the liberties one may take 
with them, and the bigger the " jumps " of unknown country 
they may be safely given to negotiate ; and I have often 
asked myself what faculty or sense it is that one thus educates 
and develops. After my Pigeons have flown Southend 
(80 miles), as often as not they are then sent on to Eastbourne, 
a jump of 55 miles, which they usually fly as successfully 
as they do when given an additional stage in between ; whilst 
when the 100-150 miles' stage has been flown, Pigeons may 
fairly safely be lifted another 100 or even 150 miles. As I 
have already stated, a " jump " of this size is usually made 
in company with Pigeons which have flown it before, but 
this is not always so, and the fact remains that trained Pigeons 
can successfully negotiate 100 or even 150 miles of absolutely 
strange country without any assistance of this kind. 

In the year 1912 sixteen Pigeons from His Majesty the 
King's loft at Sandringham were placed at the disposal of 
Dr. Tresidder for an experimental liberation at Dieppe. These 
were all birds which were bred in August 1911, and which 
had had no training the year of their birth. In 1912 they 
flew Bishops' Stortford (70 miles), Blackheath (100 miles) 
twice, and Heathfield in Sussex (140 miles) once, and were 
then lifted to Dieppe, a distance from Sandringham of 220 
miles, and a jump from the last stage of 80 miles, including 
the Channel. They were held over at Dieppe for two days 
owing to fog, and were then liberated at noon on July 15th 
in hazy weather with a N.E. wind—very unfavourable 
conditions. None reached home on that day, but on the 
following day no less than eight arrived at Sandringham, 
the first bird at 5 o'clock in the morning. (Dr. Tresidder, 
Pigeon Racing Disasters, p. 41.) 

Could these birds, in hazy weather, see and recognise 
the country round about Heathfield, 80 miles away across 
the Channel ? 

In 1922, when the East Anglian Championship Club was 
formed for the purpose of organizing long-distance races from 
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France, the training and racing of Pigeons had, owing to the 
war, been in abeyance between the years 1914-1919, and 
East Anglian lofts contained very few experienced birds, 
and fewer still which had flown the English Channel. An 
analysis of this Club's first season's racing is therefore of 
some interest from the point of view of the subject under 
discussion. For the following details I am again indebted 
to the Club Secretary, Capt. Lea-Rayner. 

The first race was from Caen, which is situated 9 miles 
inland from the French coast, 250 miles from Norwich, and 
114 miles from Eastbourne, the last stage which probably 
the majority of the birds had flown. 

The convoy consisted of 217 Pigeons, of which 134 were 
yearlings, 53 two-year olds, 21 three-year olds, and 9 older. 
None of these birds had been to Caen before, and of the 
217, only 12 had flown the Channel before and these had 
done so either from Jersey (80 miles west of Caen) or from 
Rennes (100 miles S.W. of Caen). The race was won by 
a yearling, who had previously flown no further than Staple-
hurst in Kent, and 75 per cent, of the birds were home by 
the evening of the second day, at least two of the twelve 
birds which had previously flown the Channel being amongst 
the absentees. 

The second race was from Laval, a jump of 77 miles of 
fresh country from Caen, and 327 miles from Norwich. 
Result, 50 per cent, of the birds home before the evening 
of the second day. 

The last race was from Marennes, 482 miles from Norwich, 
and a jump of 155 miles of unknown country beyond 
Laval. Fifty per cent, of the birds were home by the 
evening of the fourth day, and the second bird was a 
yearling which had been "jumped " from Caen, a distance 
of 232 miles. 

Again, one must ask oneself : Could these Pigeons, when 
liberated at Caen, see the coast of Sussex 114 miles away ? 
Could the Marennes birds see and recognize country which 
they had only once seen before, at a distance, of 155 miles ? 

Either the answer must be in the affirmative, or else one 
must accept the theory of a " sixth sense " by means of 
which the birds were able to travel in the right direction 
until they reached country which they recognized. Al
though we have no knowledge, so far as I am aware, of 
the power of vision in birds, yet I believe that the limit of 
horizon visible at an altitude of 3,000 feet is 58 nautical miles. 
But, in any case, if it were purely a question of eyesight, 
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how is it that untrained Pigeons cannot find their way home, 
even from very much shorter distances ? 

We have seen (p. 121) that Pigeons do occasionally home 
over wide stretches of unknown country from a different 
direction to that in which they have been trained, but that 
these occurrences are so rare as almost to justify their being 
regarded as flukes. If, however, the interval of unknown 
country is more or less a continuation of the line they have 
been accustomed to fly, Pigeons can find their way across it. 

Why is it that Pigeons can fairly easily negotiate 100 or 
150 miles of strange country if this lie in the direction which 
they have been used to flying, but that if they are asked to 
do so from the opposite or a different direction, they almost 
invariably get lost ? 

One must remember that every Racing Pigeon is, as a 
rule, both trained and raced entirely in one direction, all 
the training stages and the intermediate race-points to which 
he is sent, lying in as straight a line as possible between his 
home and the most distant race-point. He always, therefore, 
has to fly in one and the same direction in order to reach his 
loft. For example, in the case of my own Pigeons, when
ever they are liberated either in training or racing, they 
always have to fly N.N.E. to get home. 

I believe that Pigeons in the course of their training— 
i.e., those which come through it successfully—besides 
acquiring a mental picture of the country over which they 
fly, also learn—and this is probably the most essential part 
—-that they always have to fly in the same direction in order 
to get home, and that having learnt this, they are able, 
when liberated in country which is strange to them, to take 
this direction and to maintain it until they reach landmarks 
which they recognize. 

I have several times seen my young Pigeons, when liberated 
at a fresh training stage in a very high wind, take a bee-line 
for home straight away across country, flying quite low 
and without any of the preliminary circling round which 
usually takes place upon these occasions. Not liking to 
get up high and have a look round owing to the wind, it 
seemed as though they thought they knew the right direction 
to try and decided to risk it. 

In conclusion, therefore, I believe the answer to the question 
" How do Pigeons find their way home ? " to be the following: 

Pigeons find their way home by means of remarkable 
powers of vision and observation, combined with a wonder
fully retentive memory for the configuration of any country 
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which they have once flown over. In addition to these 
faculties, they acquire through training the knowledge that 
they must always steer one. particular course in order to get 
home, and this they are able to do by means of an instinctive 
sense of geographical direction or consciousness of the points 
of the compass. When, therefore, trained Pigeons are 
liberated in strange country, the first thing they do is to fly 
round, " trying " all the points of the compass, and searching 
for any recognisable landmark. If they fail to recognise 
any of the country within their field of vision, they then take 
the direction which they have always been accustomed to 
fly, and maintain it until they reach some remembered 
landmark. 

This instinctive consciousness of the points of the compass, 
which enables Pigeons to take the geographical direction 
which they have been used to flying, is, it will be observed, 
a very different thing to " homing by instinct," and it only 
enables them to reach home if the interval of strange 
country which has to be negotiated is a continuation, in a 
fairly straight line, of the route they have become accustomed 
to fly. 
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