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Introduction

In the Foreword to Carl Naether’s The Book of the Pigeon and of Wild Foreign Doves,
Naether writes: ‘Long before I began actual work on the manuscript, a prominent
fancier forewarned me: “Don’t you know that no pigeon book has ever become a best
seller?”’1 He continues, quoting other advice he had received: ‘“Most of your effort
and time will be thrown away. I have never yet seen a pigeon book that paid for its
printing and effort… I have seen many start pigeon books but precious few finish
them.”’2
Most days I walk past the couple, on my way to the shopping centre. On a small
side street, where little cottages undergo renovation, and warehouses are being
converted into expensive places of residence… they are there, resting, under a tree.
Two pigeons, unremarkable perhaps, yet part of the landscape; a lesson in loyalty and
resilience. The female has a problem with one leg, so she is more often than not
sitting, while the male struts around her, cooing softly. They are well fed; the local
workmen leave the remains of their lunch for them and in one of the cottages I have
seen an elderly man come out and feed them crusts in the evening. Every now and
again, a plastic, disused takeaway container is filled with water for them. All this, on
the edge of affluence; the ordinary.
Pigeons; as I am writing this I can hear cooing in my garden. In the mornings I feed
two rock pigeons, and the gatecrashers: the collared doves.
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This was the winning poster in an international poster competition on disarmament in 1981. The winner was
German artist Gerhard Voigt. This poster was used to help promote the UN General Assembly’s second special
session on disarmament, 7–9 June 1982.
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Benn, Peace and Justice (French version), UNESCO poster, 1979.

Rocco Callari, Stamps and Dove, Latin American poster illustrating UN postage stamps, issued by the UN Postal
Administration.

Pigeons fascinate me. They have been our co-workers, delivering messages,
helping during wartime, a source of food, a sport and obsession for many, and a
suitable religious sacrifice. They have been winged messengers through the ages,
relaying results from the early Olympic Games, football games and examinations.
They have helped us unravel some of the mysteries of genetics and of navigation.
Pigeons are similar to many in society: on the edge, unnoticed, yet vital in the history
of civilization. But they are a paradox; doves are from the same family as the pigeon,
yet they elicit quite different reactions. ‘Stool pigeon’ and ‘pigeon-toed’ are phrases
with negative connotations, whereas if we ‘dovetail’ something, that gauges a more
positive response. These ‘rats with wings’ became the symbol of peace. Would the
United Nations change its ‘dove’ to a ‘pigeon’? Would the manufacturers of Dove
soap increase its sales by renaming their products Pigeon? What about Dove
11

chocolate? Would we accord the same respect to the Bank of America and to Visa
credit cards, both of which have doves as part of their logo, if we said they were
pigeons? What about Christmas cards adorned with grey rock pigeons instead of white
‘doves’, or feral pigeons being released at a wedding, instead of pigeons that lack
pigment? Having said that, some companies are using the word pigeon. There is a new
line of baby/mothercare products from Asia called Pigeon, and a successful clothing
label, Pigeon Combine (the clothing tends to be of two shades, grey and black, hence
the name).
The difference between the emotional reactions caused by these two birds is quite
remarkable. In Japan, a thousand doves are released as part of the anniversary
ceremonies marking Hiroshima Day. In Britain, the city of London is bent on culling
the pigeons from Trafalgar Square. These two birds from the same family are viewed
quite differently.3
The relationship that humans have with the pigeon is one of the oldest partnerships.
The bond between human and bird, feather, skin, wing and finger, is exquisite in its
intensity and in its earthiness. There are no diamanté collars or luxury bedding for the
humble pigeon. Pet food companies have been unable to cash in by promoting ‘pigeon
treats’ or ‘gourmet delights’. One could argue that these are unnecessary, superfluous;
these birds are motivated by the basic or core ingredients for living, as well as
dependent on their unique capabilities, as evidenced by the homing skills of the racing
pigeon. They may come without the glitter and commercial value (though some make
big bucks for their racing owners), but this does not mean that they are without their
devotees and their admirers. Ask pigeon fanciers why they breed or race them and see
the delight in their eyes as they try to define the reasons in a few words. It is not solely
for fame and a little wealth; there is something special about the relationship between
the owner and his or her bird. This fascination unites people from diverse backgrounds
and experiences, including Roy Rogers, Mike Tyson and Yul Brynner. The eponymous
hero of the popular British cartoon strip Andy Capp was a working class character who
was, among other things, a pigeon fancier.
Robert Wright Campbell suggests that the basis of this admiration may have its
origin in an acknowledgement of (or at least a recognition of) commonality; pigeons
and humans have much in common, and, disturbingly, pigeons hold fast to certain
qualities that we humans tend to let slide:
People and pigeons are curiously much alike. That is to say the lovely birds
have those qualities of fidelity, affection, and love, courage, determination, and
pride which are qualities humans may boast of when they are at their best. If
they display jealousy and pettishness, quarrelsome moments and gluttony they
should be forgiven, for their sins are small… In some things they shame us, by
and large. Once mated, they are wed for life unless forcibly separated. When set
to the task, such as a long race, they will persevere and endure through measures
of hell that only the best of men will willingly undertake.4
Pigeons on the Pilsudski Monument, Lublin.
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I suggest there are other, more allusive facets to this fascination: denial and dreams.
The pigeon symbolizes who we are, whereas the dove represents the ‘other’, who we
would like to be. As the pigeon and the dove belong to the same family, so too do
these two birds represent aspects of the one, or same, personality. The pigeon is the
‘ordinary’, the ‘everyperson’, who we are in our daily lives. The dove, on the other
hand, speaks to our hearts, opens the envelope of our dreams. The dove is what we
aspire to, what we fantasize about becoming; she is our deepest desires coming into
being. She is magnificent, beautiful, exquisite: often out of reach, never to be realized.
We see this dichotomy played out in literature and media; the musical My Fair
Lady is a classic pigeon to dove story. Eliza Doolittle is transformed from the ordinary
(the pigeon: despised, frowned upon, unnoticed) to the breathtaking (the dove:
admired, courted, extraordinary).

Pigeons live in a range of different habitats,
including cities, coastal cliffs and bushland.
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‘Colombe bleu verdin’, Columba cyanovirens. Engraving by César Macret after Madame Knip, from her Les
Pigeons (Paris, 1811).

There are, of course, examples where this is overturned. In the film Mary Poppins,
the bird lady strikes a chord and moves us to tears when she sings ‘Feed the birds,
tuppence a bag’. We are invited to reach deep into our souls to remember our
innocence. The song with its pathos, reminds us that we are to care for the little ones,
the overlooked, the ‘birds’ on our streets. In Sesame Street, Bert, the serious or
‘straight’ puppet, brings the love of pigeons to a new dimension, and, as a
consequence, to a receptive audience. He dances with a pigeon, with choreographed
moves to imitate the strut, while singing ‘Doin’ the pigeon’. Bert plays draughts with a
pigeon (and loses because the pigeon is smarter than he is). Perhaps the pigeon was
included in Sesame Street because pigeons are often the first animal, or ‘other’, that a
child notices. Sometimes local pigeons are adopted as ‘their’ pet. Sesame Street is set
in a city of high-rise buildings. Pigeons are plentiful in these surroundings, as the tall
buildings are the closest they have to the cliffs and high places they were used to in
their past. They are cliff dwellers, and what better place to live than a towering
metropolis? Acknowledgement of the importance of the ‘other’ in children’s lives is
paramount in fostering respect for others (including all creation). Perhaps the use of
the pigeon was a conscious ploy to represent the ‘voiceless’ or the ‘overlooked’, which
is often the plight of the child.
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Who can doubt the beauty of the pigeon? Proust talks of ‘scattering the pigeons,
whose beautiful, iridescent bodies (shaped like hearts and, as it were, the lilacs of the
feathered kingdom) took refuge.’5 Arrow-pointed, Beak Wattle, Bishaped,
Handkerchief Marking, Jewing, Laced, Muffed, Oyster-eye, Shell Crown, Slippered,
Stockings, Tippet (ruff or hood of the Jacobin), Tysy, Veil: these are some of the poetic
terms used by pigeon breeders. How can these words sit alongside ‘rats with wings’?
Perhaps the dilemma rests not with the pigeon/dove but ultimately with ourselves.
Maybe the pigeon is really the magician’s hat: we pretend that we do not see the
common, ordinary hat. Instead, our hearts imagine what we want to see: a top hat
complete with snow-white doves flying upwards, our dreams soaring with them.
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Pigeon or Dove?

Is there interest in the ordinary pigeon?1 Charles Darwin, himself a pigeon fancier,
wrote about the pigeon in Origin of Species. When Darwin’s publisher submitted the
manuscript of the book to a referee for an opinion, the referee wrote back regretting
that Darwin had not simply written a book on pigeon-breeding: ‘Everybody is
interested in pigeons’, he insisted. ‘The book would be reviewed in every journal in
the kingdom, and would soon be on every library table.’2
What is it that attracts one to pigeons or doves, or any bird, for that matter? Is it the
variety of types, from the small collared dove to the exotic Victoria Crowned Pigeon,
from the Old Dutch Capuchine to the Franconian Trumpeter? Is it a fascination with
homing instincts and the adrenalin rush associated with sporting activities? Is it
because of the beauty of flight and our own yearning to soar, or is the answer to be
found closer to home, that birds represent the ‘other’?
It is not their ability to fly that distinguishes birds from all other animals (for
insects and bats fly, and there are several species of birds that cannot fly), but the
startling fact that only birds have feathers. The two most highly developed vertebrate
groups, birds and mammals, both evolved independently from reptiles. The earliest
fossil of a bird, estimated to be 140 million years old, is the Archaeopteryx (‘ancient
wing’). Its long, tapering tail, claws and teeth are all characteristics of a reptile. What
distinguished it from reptiles, though, were its wings with well-developed feathers.
The Archaeopteryx was about the size of a crow, and it may have evolved from a small
running dinosaur. It was probably a poor flyer. Over the past 140 million years, many
bird groups have emerged, the success of their evolution due to three factors:
homoiothermy, flight and successful breeding.
George Edwards, ‘The Pigeon from the island of
Banda in the East Indies’, from his Gleanings of
Natural History, III (London, 1764).

16

Feathers, which function to provide both strength and flexibility, are a reminder of
its origin. Feathers probably evolved from the scales of reptiles, for they are formed
from the same hard material, keratin. The skin of the pigeon harks back to its reptilian
days, for reptile-like scales are found on its legs and feet, and its claws and horny beak
are like modified scales.
How old is the pigeon? When trying to determine age, fossils are usually a good
guide. Columbids, however, are not well represented in fossils. No truly primitive
forms have been found to date. The genus Gerandia, which most likely belongs to the
Columbinae, has been found in Early Miocene deposits in France, and in New Zealand
fragmentary remains of a pigeon have been found from the Early/Middle Miocene. In
North America, some fossil remains from the Pliocene epoch have been unearthed,
and fossil remains from the Ice Age have been discovered in several regions of the
world.
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Reconstruction of the Archaeopteryx.

When we examine the biological facts, starting at what should be the least
controversial, defining the differences between ‘dove’ and ‘pigeon’, we are confronted
by the disturbing news that there is no zoological distinction between them. ‘Pigeon’ is
the term that is usually applied to the larger species, and ‘dove’ to the smaller ones, but
they are of the same family, the family Columbidae. This may come as a surprise, for
many regard pigeons as pests yet see doves as symbols of higher virtues, such as peace
and love. In the Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles, there are two doors that block
entry to the exhibition. One door is marked ‘prejudice’; the other ‘unprejudice’. When
one tries to open the door ‘unprejudice’, a light comes on and a recording: ‘Think…
now use the other door.’ We all harbour prejudice. Prejudice can be levelled at firmly
held views concerning the humble pigeon. Substitute ‘dove’ and note if opinions
change.
Some blame for the confusion can be placed at the feet of etymology, as well as the
history of the battlefield. Columba livia, the scientific name for the pigeon, translates
as ‘the dove or diver bird of leaden or blue-grey colour’.3 The term ‘diver bird’ was in
part a reference to the manner in which the male bird bobs or ‘bows’ his head during
the courtship ritual. The use of the name ‘diver bird’ is ancient; it is the earliest
meaning of Kolumbis in Greek, Columba in Latin and dove in Anglo-Saxon.4 From
Columba comes another name for a dovecote: the ‘columbarium’. The word is used in
early documents, and has variants in different geographical localities: ‘colomendy’ in
Wales and ‘clummier’ in Cornwall.5 Later, we note the Anglo-Saxon variant, culver,
culvar or culfre. This term survived and is evident in the place names of south-western
England, giving rise to Culverhill, Culverfield and Culverwell.6 ‘Pigeon’ may come
from pipio, Latin for a young, chirping bird.7 Some writers have proposed that the
interchangeability of the terms ‘pigeon’ and ‘dove’ results from the Norman Conquest
of Anglo-Saxon England, with French being the language of the court and of the table.
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‘Pigeon’ was a French word, imitating the piping cries of the squabs that were kept
nearby in the barn as a food source. The bigger doves were usually the ones used in
‘pigeon’ pie; hence the new French name ‘pigeon’ was used, rather than ‘dove’.8Dove,
on the other hand, has Saxon roots, as well as being of Norse origin. It first appeared
during the time of Chaucer as duva or douve. Its young, squab, comes from the Norse
skvabb, meaning ‘soft and thick’.9Dove became duffus in East Anglia, ducket in the
north of England and doocot in Scotland. Dove still had connections with the kitchen;
in other languages similar words mean ‘deaf’ or ‘blind’, even ‘dumb’ or ‘confused’,
which could allude to the way and ease with which these birds were captured for the
table.

A Nilgiri wood pigeon, painted on mica.
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‘The Turtle of Carolina’, from Mark Catesby, The
Natural History of Carolina, Florida and the
Bahama Islands…vol. I (London, 1731).

Other cultures used the sound the dove made for its name (similar to the use of the
Latin pipio). For the Romans, tur-tur was used, for the Anglo-Saxons it became turla
or turtil. In Hebrew, ‘dove’ is yona, which comes from ānâ, Hebrew for ‘moan’ or
‘mourn’ (perhaps alluding to the sound the birds make). The Hebrews also referred to
the sound of the dove as tor. None of this presented a problem until the word was
translated. When the first English Bible translators came across this word, they
translated it as ‘turtle’. This was prior to the naming of the hard-shelled amphibians.10
To solve the problem, doves were to be known as turtledoves (the translators of the
King James version erred; in Song of Songs 2:12, we read ‘the voice of the turtle.’)
All pigeons and doves are direct descendants of the blue rock pigeon. Charles
Darwin, whose interest in pigeons sparked his theory of heredity, stood by his theory
of the inheritance of acquired characteristics. Darwin wrote: ‘Great as are the
differences between the breeds of the pigeon, I am fully convinced that all are
descended from the rock-pigeon [rock dove] Columba livia.’11 In 2004 British and
American ornithologists officially renamed the Rock Dove the Rock Pigeon.
There are 316 species of pigeons and doves, divided into 42 genera.12 There are
five subfamilies: Columbidae, Otidiphabinae (pheasant pigeon: 1 species), Treroninae
(green and fruit doves: 124 species), Gourinae (crowned pigeons: 3 species) and
Didunculinue (tooth-billed pigeon: 1 species). Close relatives of the pigeon include the
sandgrouse (Pteroclidae) and waders (Charadriiformes). Pigeons and doves are found
in every continent except Antarctica, with a preference for the tropics. Pigeons have a
remarkable ability to adapt to a variety of different environments, being present in
grasslands, deserts, forests and in many cities and towns. They have survived despite
20

