CHAPTER XX
LOFT INNOVATION

VER since pigeon racing first commenced there have been innumerable

kinds and tvpes of lofts—wooden boxes, wooden cotes, converted

outbuildings—including W.Cs.. corrugated iron lofts. attic lofts as are
adopted in Belgium, the palatal buidings constructed to particular
specincations and the elaborate lofts of M. Gurnay for example, as illustrated,
and the small racing loft ai * The Grange "—aiso illustrated. It is said that
necessity is the motner of invention and during the second World War, and
becoming a member of the National Pigeon Service, | had some greennouses
converted into lofts—and the conversion proved a success and so, when
l came to remove to * Ridgcroft ™, Bramhall, in times of restriction from
building, with bricks, timber, etc., the experience thus gained evolved a new
idea, an idea that was strengthened also by the sound contention that * Cold
promotes the growth of Fur ™ and * Warmth promotes the growth of Feather.”
By virtue of being a member of the National Pigeon Service and an exporter
to the United States of America for the much needed dollars, a building
licence was readily granted for the construction of this particular type of loft
which would be decorative to the lawns on which they were erected and in
no way deteriorate the appearance of the district of Bramhall, which is purely
a residential area. and in the property deeds it is expressly forbidden to
construct anything which might detract from the beauties of the surroundings
which are acknowledged as truly delightful for both their scenery and vege-
tation, and from the photo sketch it will be appreciated that the loft is a thing
of beauty, a fact which is thoroughly agreed upon by all who have seen it.

The loft is comprised of three compartments, one for the old birds, one
for the young, and in the centre the old idea of an enirance for any birds
arriving outside normal look-out hours. Each side loft is 10 fi, long by 9
ft. wide, with a height of 7 ft. at the front and 8 ft. 6 ins. at the rear. The
frontage of the loft embodies a 4 feet wide verandah, running the full length
of 27 feet, and the main roof overhangs the * dropping ™ part of the verandah
by 10 inches. There is no gutter attached to the main loft from which the rain
washes away all dirt, etc., down to a gutter at the edge of the verandah
portion—to prevent birds pecking in this gutter a 6-ifkh wooden board covers
its full length. At the rear of the loft nine ventilators are installed which
can be operated singly according to the dictates of the weather, and, as cad
be observed in the front of the loft, there are sliding grilled squares. two to
each loft, one opening to the left and one to the right. On the outside of these
are similar sliding windows. which also operate left and right, in order that
draughts can be excluded during the winter. Thus with @ system of shliding
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vendilators at the back and front in conjunction with the windows a suitable
current of air can be regulated and mmuntained at will : in this way the air
enters by the centre at the front and passes out through the top rear
ventuators,

The whole loft is constructed with “ T ™ steel framework covered over
with a special thick type of giass which ensures freedom from any vermin.
a constant current of air. with heat as desired. all of which factors are so
essential for rearing dpiendid youngsters, and especially for promoting
featner, remembenng “ Cold for kur ™, * Warmth for Feather .

To counteract tne vanations of the weather—inside the loft all the win-
dows are water-painted green up to 4 feet and fawn above this height, this
effects a beautitul appearance trom the outside, On the inside glass of the
two lofts a good quantity of water-paint is applied. but in the centre portion,
which is the * Sun Dounge ™, not so much 1s put on, so that the ultra-violet
rays may beneht the young birds who thrive on these as can be readily
imagined, especially when one recalls the results of such treatment in the
sun o1l already described tor the young birds at * The Grange ™ lofis : four
and a half hours’ racing al exercise, good food, drink and long rest and
development in the sun, then the cool of the evening, lotlowed by @ real
test in the elements,

For a fancier racing birds this type of loft has many advantages : if
the owner happens to be in the loft when a bird arrives, he can hear it, see
its form and movement through the glass (partly obscured by the water-
paint), or he can sit under the verandah and also hear and see sufficiently
on arrival and so act accordingly for timing-in.

The floor is the only part of the loft constructed of wood for warmth,
the floor under the verandah and rear of the loft for walking along to regulate
the ventilators are of concrete, covered by cement paint called Snowcem,
which gives it a very smart appearance—white foundation, green and fawn,
so from the photo and description ideas are proferred to which variations
could be made to the particular requiremenis of the different climates in
which the sport is followed, Another advantage of the loft is that its con-
struction and design and its plass surface completely prevents the intrusion of
cats, since they are, of course, unable to scale glass, and even should the
birds be on the verandah roof. no cat could climb on to it from the underside.

A new loft constructed for young birds does away with the spouting
and the rain washes all excreta direct to floor,

Since this particular loft was erected. a similar one for young birds has
been added; in this case the framework is of an alloy made from aluminium
scrap bolied together and completely watertight, Some constructional improve-
ment has been effected, the *lights ™ being in the centre of the three
compartments and providing ample light which is so essential for observation
and judgment of each individual bird, especially in regard to cye-sign tests.
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In the latter connection 1 once deputed my loftman to make certain examina-
tions, the results of which varied from * Nos, 6 to 107, all according to the
prevailing light at each separate examination—obviously, therefore testing
for eye-sign is of little avail unless proceeded with under adequate light.

Unfortunately the manufacturers of these metal-framed buildings are so
occupied in other directions they are unable to deliver these ™ greenhouse-
lofts ™ as quickly as one would desire; this is a situation, however. which
should now gradually improve. When the general public become more aware
of these new-type lofts and realise they are fulfilling the same function as
those old-fashioned wooden comstructions, which are all too often far from
architecturally attractive, it will arouse their interest in the sport. and the
sport will no doubt thereby gain in prestige, an objective which is worth
striving for in order to combat the prejudice against pigeons and pigeons lofis
which prevails amongst a part of the population. It is desirable not only
to counteract such prejudice, but to attract new fanciers. both to replace
the older ones and give strength to the Fancy by adding to their ranks, for
as the number of fanciers increase so do the possibilities of the Fancy obtain-
ing its just deserts in the matter of food supplies, road. rail and air transport
facilities and the host of other improvements which are required and merited.
At the moment the demand for the rights of pigeon fanciers is but a small
voice cryving out in the wilderness.
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(The following arricles, written by Fred Shaw, appeared in the * British

Figeon Racing Gazeite ™ and are reprimed as being of interest to fanciers.)

CHarTER XXI11.
ARTIFICIAL INSEMINATION

HE complex subject of breeding, with its boundless possibilitics for
T expzriment, is one which never loses its fascination and, following our

hobby of breeding and racing pigeons, with this subject alone one need
never be at a loss for new interest. whether he be student. experimentalist,
or even the one who prefers to confine his activities simply to discussion,

In the breeding of beel cattle and sheep astounding progress has already
been made with the comparatively recent introduction of artificial
insemination,

This breeding innovation is perhaps particularly interesting to myself
as it recalls my efforts in the sphere of raising pedigree Shorthorns, an
activity which affords one the privilege of encountering such illustrious
breeders as the late HM. King George V.. the Prince of Wales, the many
cminent titled breeders and leaders of industry and commerce who. as a form
of relaxation, turned their hand to breeding pedigree cattle for exhibition
and export, For such beasts prices of purchase range as high as 12,000
guineas and, in exceptional cases, even more, and. one wonders, could bulls
of this exceptional calibre have been produced by this artificial method of
insemination. It is authoritatively claimed by experts that by this method
of breeding one bull has been the sire of several hundreds of stock in one
scason, and in the case of a ram the figure runs into thousands.

So far as I am aware application of this revolutionary method of insemi-
nation has been confined to the animal kingdom and has not been essayed
in the feathered world. with domestic poultry, for example, or much less
perhaps with fancy breed or racing pigeons., vet in this age of advanced
science what may seem fantastic today can become a matter-of-fact procedure
tomorrow, We are, of course. famuliar with some fanciers’ practice of pairing
their best cock to several hens and rearing the resulting eggs under feeders,
but though this is a form of departure from the orthodox. it is one to which
I, personally, have never resorted, much preferting and relving upon the
natural course of the parent birds rearing thgir own.

However, progress was never made by accepting an existing method as
the best possible one: it is frequently justifiably presumed that the British
racing pigeons are premier in the world. Such prestige cannot be maintained
by standing still. and, in view of this changing aspect of breeding. appeal
must be made to those young fanciers amongst us who are endowed with
modern scientific knowledge to keep us abreast of the times, to experiment
and study this new breeding methed as far as it can be applied to racing
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pigeons, and perhaps the Pigeon Racing Gazette could be instrumental in
passing on their findings to the fanciers who. ardently desirous of progress,
lack the necessary training to indulge in research from the scientilic angle.
To the layman, artificial insemination, by one means or another, may appear
fantastic in relation to pigeons: indeed it does. yet greater wonders have been
achieved and now appear as everyday events. From casual observation the
physical characteristics ok a bull and a ram seem greatly similar, yet some
of the features of procreation reveal a difference.

It may possibly be that in some research laboratories, or universities,
experiments are already being undertaken. for it is evident from the many
new discoveries of the present day that the spirit of adventure, which some
“schools of thought ™ seem to be ever secking to destroy, is not extinct
it is the instinct of youth to delve into the mysterious and often with bene-
ficial results. Perhaps if some of our readers are aware of any activities
in this sphere, or are themselves bent on experiment., we may perhaps be
privileged to learn more on the subject.

Whatever the form of experiment or practice in breeding, it will be
realised the prerequisite of success is that the chosen subjects possess a
100 per cent perfection of health. Even more so must this be essential for
such practice as artificial insemination as, in the greater number of seeds
of procreation, each must possess that vital and infinitesimal portion which
goes to determine and create the brain, the heart, the colour and the numerous
organs which make the whole. As pigeon fanciers primarily we have indeed
a wide field for study—there are surely enough professional and scientific
men in our innumerable socicties capable of implementing rescarch on these
new lines wheh would so greatly widen the intercst of all. If fanciers would
only give more thought to the possibilitics of what progress might be made.
rather than regard past records as the standard of accomplishment, how
much brighter the fanciers’ meetings would become in contrast to the dull and
drab affairs so many of us remember. Live subjects for discussion could
transform these formal Tunctions into a real source of information and
exchange mart of experience. an event to look forward to, and at each subse-
quent meeting interest would grow, particularly if inter-club meetings were
organised and the clubs’ most eminent fanciers exchange their ideas and
experiences, Let us have meetings which instruct and improve us as fanciers:
to this end it may be advantageous to allow a different chairman to preside
over cach meeting and elect those capable of expounding new ideas. theories
or methods, whether the subject be artificial insemination, eye-sign, training, or
any of the hundred and one features which go to make up that miraculous
bundle of feather, muscle. nerves, etc., which, for want of a worthier name,
we call a racing pigeon. It is something which in many respects has no peer
in the whole universe, something in which we ought to take more pride
than we do, and proclaim to all and sundry its unparalleled abilities of
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stamina and intelligence. It would perhaps prove astounding to many a fancier
to learn just how little is known or appreciated by the * outside world ™ of
our feathered marvels. There must be many cases where seeming lack of
interest is due to no more than lack of acquaintance, and even the most
cursory introduction may enrol another to the ranks of fanciers, and, in
the words of the old refrain, * The more we are together the happier we
shall be.”

CHapTER XXIIL
BREEDING THE WINNING “EGO",

FTER a brilliant ride 1o victory in this year’s Cesarewitch Jockey Britt

said of his mount : ** Woodburn” is a horse you have to know, He

thinks that racing is just a game, and if he goes to the front he's apt to
wait for another horse to come and race with him. He is a horse who likes
company.” The winning jockey did not enlarge as to whether it was ““fillies ™
in particular that “ Woodburn ” had a tendency to * wait ™ for. though the
proximity of the filly * Vertencia ™ at the finish might suggest so—at least
it would not be the first occasion that the male had allowed the * fairer sex ™
of the species to lessen his concentration from the job in hand, be it human,
quadruped or bird !

However, this jockey's telling description of the peculiar characteristics
of one particular mount could cause pigeon fanciers to ponder its possible
implication in relation to racing pigeons. Having little experience of other
strains, 1 will confine my comparisons to the Gurnay strain, trusting these
at least may be sufficient to persuade fanciers of other strains to express
their experiences of such peculiarities of individual birds or strains,

In the general sense pigeons are accepted as birds of a gregarious nature
in flight; it has, however, been found possible. by selection from great winners
over a period of years, to create a strain which disdains this natural (though
not necessarily advantageous) tendency, a strain with a Greta Garbo * T want
to be alone ™ complex, one might say. I recall the extraordinary fitness of
the Gurnays when racing to * The Grange ™ at Hyde, a recollection shared
by many fanciers such as Mr. Stow and Mr. Hilton, ete., who handled them.
and their great love, when exercising, to fly “on Their own ™. criss-crossing
at height and thoroughly enjoying their independence. Since particularising
Gurnays, however, it is perhaps preferable to further confine description of
the particular characteristics in point as they relate to M. Gurnay's own
birds, birds which not only won so many 1st Mational but on so many
occasions emphasised their achievements in winning by half an hour * on their
own ™. This is a trait so eminently desirable. one to be studied and brought
out in the bird, a trait obviously more ambitious than that which inclines
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@ bird to seck constantly the company of its fellow on the homeward flight.
With some strains this ~ sociable ™ quality is apparent from their behaviour
in the loft and it vsually follows this tendency is not discarded whilst in flight.
By contrast, the Gurnays could be fittingly described as * unsociable ™ when
Aown on the Gurnay system (@ system, incidentally, frequently mistermed
* Widowhcod ™ system. a gross inaccuracy, since they live practically in a
state of “ bachelorhood ™), and instinctively tend to force a quarrel on a new
acquaintance to test its mettle and reveal any possible “inferior complex :
they shrewdly agree to differ without actual combat, however, if no such
complex is evident. This independént attribute. both in the loft and in the
air, is a considerable asset, proven from my expericnces when the Gurnays
at Verviers were so easily successful in 450-mile races with either face winds
or under hot and sulirv conditions—the real test of a bird’s stamina and
initiative. Possession of this independent spirit or “ unsociability ™ is not
sufficient in itself alone, for. since this ego drives the bird ahead. and yet
further ahead, it must be coupled with an acute sense of directon a sense
which must function whilst still in the basket and absorb conviction of its
direction home before actual liberation—a faculty marked in many racers
and which, allied to the consuming desire fo be away and in front, makes for
the real champion.

In passing and whilst on the subject of Gurnays, it may be of interest
to note that, whilst browsing through some old annuals of the Manchester
Flying Club recently. 1 came upon two more lst prize winners hitherio
unrecorded in previous passages and making a total of 54 different birds
winning 1st prizes during the six years the Gurnays were racing to * The
Grange . an average of nine new 1st prize winners each year. An achieve-
ment due in no small measure to Hansenne, Verhoye and Gurnay in their
creation and perfection of a strain of pigeons which combine all the desirable
attributes of a real winner, a4 winner withal which races and wins “on his
own ", unlike * Woodburn ™ who. great racer that he is, prefers company
and, but for the tactical riding of his jockev. might never have realised the
distinction which his latent abilities merit.
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CHAPTER X X1V,
THE STAMINA THAT STAYS.

HE 1948 Wimbledon Hard Court Singles Championship was won by

Jean Borotra and might have been passed over without special com-

ment except, of course, by actual followers of this particular sport
but for the fact this was the tenth time he had achieved this distinction and
what is even more owtstanding he won this 1948 Championship at the age
of 50 years and ten years after his previous success in 1938, To vanguish the
best which England could produce (an opponent of approximately half his
years) so decisively in three straight sets (6-3, 6-3, 6-2) in such a strenuous
and active event is something which appeals to all sportsmen irrespective as
to which particular sport their interests are centred upon.

During an interview which was broadcast after the event he was asked
to what he attributed his extraordinary success, and he replied‘ that in the
first place he was indebted to his father and mother who, being people
accustomed to hard work all their lives, were in perfect health and so able
to endow their son with this most precious possession. In addition, the hilly
country of his birth and the nature of his youthful cecupations provided
abundant exercise for the development of muscles and agility. In later years,
during the German occupation, when he was arrested, determined not to
lose this great gift, he maintained his fitness by constant physical exercises.
It was particularly interesting to note that the commentator throughout
the radio commentary of the play made repeated reference to his exceptional
agility. anticipation and keenness of eye.

Apart from the popular sporting appeal of this outstanding victory, one
wonders how many pigeon fanciers who heard the commentary and subse-
quent interview perceived any analogy between this and pigeon racing.
Probably few, and yet there is, indeed, a close relationshin and one which
will well repay study and application to our sport. In the first place was
stressed the valuable guality of healthy parentage, parents who lived a life
of hard work; then the natural environments of the country in which he was
reared developing the muscles of a necessity but not solely as a means of
locomotion. but also of the uvpper limbs which later enabled him to so
effectively strike the ball. It endowed him also with that powerfully keen
vision so essential in transmitting the message to the brain and so to the
muscles at the precise psychological moment of application,

Tt is not necessary to point out to old fanciers the vital factors required
to succeed. but no harm is done in reminding them, and to the young
fancier who is for ever learning these essentials cannot be over-emphasised
and the inferences drawn from the remarkable achievements of Borotra
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can be profitably studied. In order to build on a sound foundation & 100
per cent perfection in health, muscle, eye and brain in the parents are indis-
pensable elements. With this acquired basis then proceeds the physical
development. the hard way, with work, work, and more work in conjunction
with correct feeding in its proper proportion. “ The hard way ™ does not,
however, mean a “ too strenuous way . which is often mistakenly assumed
and instanced, for example, by youngsters being sent to races of 300 miles
and more, youngsters which are going through their first moult and with all
the strain on the system that this involves.

On the subject of age, and ta make a simple comparison, let us assume,
not unreasonably, that the normal expectation of life in the case of a
pigeon is 10 years, whilst that of a man 70 vears. The ratio is therefore
1 to 7. At seven vears of age we cannot expect a boy to be even half-
developed, and hardly so even at 14 years of age; at 21 years however,
which is equal to three years of the pigeon, we may generally assume he
may be physically tested almost to the maximum, and so on to the age
of. say, 32 years. Only the exceptional can sustain their maximum effort
over much longer a period. and beyond there exist but few of the most
exceptional calibre, as Jean Borotra, for example. who can extend their
peak achievements further. If we retain this illustration in our minds it
follows, therefore, it is not wise, to say the least. to despatch youngsters
on tests of 250 to 300 miles whilst in the process of moulting and at an age
comparable to that of a boy of seven years. Following the train of this
logic. however. when the boy approaches his 21 years and the pigeon a
two-or-three-yvear old, real tests may be commenced with beneficial results,
and by subsequent consolidating and retaining of the physical qualities of
the pigeon he may continue racing and winning for several years. The
practice of M. Gurnay was to select certain specimens from his youngsters
which were lightly bred from as yearlings and kept until two years old
before putting to serious racing, thus. although some of the others were
raced as vyoungsters and vearlings, there was always a specially selected
reserve for the future—a far-seeing provision which marks the distinction
between the ordinary fancier and the great master.

As an old fancier I receive many letters seeking advice and information
on the many finer points from the young fanciers. It is not unnatural, therefore.
that the phenomenal achizvements of Jean Borotra presented to my mind
an extremely appropriate example for application to breeding. training and
racing pigeons. an example well worthy of thought and study in this aspect
by those wishing still to learn. If the foregoing remarks bring about such
reaction, and the lesson applied. then some general advancement in the science
of breeding. training and racing will. however small. have been established.
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