Chris Knowles Looks at plumage. 

Over recent seasons, most fanciers have come to recognize the fact that to be competitive and to have 

a chance in the best races, the one factor that has to right in young bird racing is PLUMAGE!  Those 

who have become successful and in some cases made a name for themselves, are winning many prizes 

and much cash because they recognized the need to change method and benefited from the fact. If you

have already decided that you would like to do better in these races but are still unsure about which 

direction to take, then you should find the following information both informative and hopefully

interesting. I say this with some degree of confidence, as it is all fact and based on my own research

and application over a number of years. I have written the article for the simple reason that I know many 

fanciers are short of time like myself, due to work, but hopefully, with a little extra information can 

achieve that bit more from today’s specialist Young bird races.

The Right Coat Of feathers! 

Remember we are in Britain and our climate is very changeable, especially in August and September when we need those youngsters at their best. To achieve this objective I have experimented with the control of light and it’s effect on the moult and performance of youngsters. The first and most important thing to know is, that you can achieve the desired results, even if your work takes you out at 7.30 a.m. in the morning and you don’t return until 7.00 p.m. in the evening. However, what you do need to do, is to plan your season. To help you to do this, I will share with you the details of my Y.B. season in the year 2000, during which, with my team of youngsters, I flew from the 12th August to 

9th September. I started at 105 miles and finished at 281 miles, I flew in club and Fed, Classic Open, Specialist and Midlands National. Three club results were 1st, 2nd and 1st  respectively with other minor prizes in those races, Fed was 2nd,2nd,6th, North West Classic 1st,2nd,7th,10th,14th and 15th Section and Open  and the MNFC was 42nd Section 259th Open. These results excluding money won in Fed and club, have  accumulated  over £1400 in prizes and pools plus a Colour TV. My youngsters won 5 firsts in 6 races and on most occasions several birds arrived together. I hope that These statistics will illustrate just what can be achieved if you plan what you do, in advance! To cover the various elements of the management of such a team of youngsters, I will break it down into the                           following components:

                          ( BREEDING

                          ( CONTROL OF LIGHT

                          ( EXERCISE

                          ( FEEDING

                          ( MOTIVATION

                          ( DETAILS OF MY BEST Y.B.

                          ( MOULT AFTER RACING
Even if you don’t adopt a method that mirrors mine, you can easily adjust to suit your own needs,             

providing that you comprehend the basic principles and their application.

                          Breeding Your Y.B.Racers.

I must point out here and now that my Y.B. racers are bred to meet one criteria in terms of age, that is, to ensure that they are the correct age to fly out, after the clocks have gone forward an hour.  This is                

essential as I can’t get home in time to have them out on weekday evenings, until the clocks change, when we have an extra hour of daylight. So this is the beginning of my plan for Y.B. racing for the season. In this the Millennium year, the clocks went forward on 26th March. What I did, was to work backwards from this date, to arrive at the best time to pair the birds from which I wanted youngsters to race. Having allowed for pairing/driving, sitting and then 24/25 days to weaning, my pair up dates were selected. All YB’S are weaned as close to 24/25 days as possible and are weaned into a large basket, where they spend the first 5 to 7 days of their independent lives learning to eat and drink. The most important lesson of their lives learned before they know anything else to distract them! This also means that I do not have to carry out basket training before I commence their road training. My observations over the years have clearly shown that youngsters weaned this way suffer no stress and their progress is remarkable. I could also go on to list a series of excellent results in both the NFC                        and the MNFC with youngsters flying from Channel races up to 325 miles and time on the wing of up to 12 hours on the day. I firmly believe that the basket training plays a massive part in their performance from such race points and is something that they never forget in later life.

My dates of pairing for the season 2000 were the weekend days between 5th Feb and 20th Feb. The first to be paired were my racers, followed by the stock birds.  Pairing racers on this date means that I can’t compete in the first club races, if I rear youngsters from them, but I don’t mind as the daylight hours available at that time of the season don’t permit me to get them fit enough in time. What I do therefore is to plan my old bird races accordingly. In case you are wondering if it is a problem, it isn’t. Providing you make sure they are fit enough they will compete on even terms with the rest. This year my first race was the 4th race of my local club and Fed, 135 miles and my result was 1st club and 5th Fed. So as you can see patience and planning will bring you the results that all fanciers would like to achieve. I would also add at this point that the 2 week spread in age of the YB’s is only of one advantage and that is to make the weaning of youngsters easier by way of manageable numbers at any one time. The one negative aspect of the pairing dates that I use, is that the youngsters are not all sexually mature enough to race to nest conditions such as sitting or to their own babies, by late Aug or early Sept. You may therefore wish to pair them a month or so earlier if it suits you better. None of my team this year flew to nest conditions and my only slight disappointment was the MNFC, where I still on £262 in pools and £147 from the Gold ring, so all in all I can’t grumble. Back to the weaning of the youngsters. When transferred from the basket to the section to which they will race, the next week or so, when time permits, I place them out on the trapping board which is covered by a removable wire                            cage and then allow them to enter via the stalls with bob wires raised. Once they are confident, at feeding times, they are called in through the stalls with wires down. Lesson number two learned, they trap with confidence through the stall trap, and they still aren’t old enough to fly! The stalls are left open all day with wires raised and cage on the board for the youngsters to fly up to and look around, whilst I am out at work. This is only the case when the loft is not under controlled light conditions!

“Control of the light.

No doubt you will have read numerous articles and seen various videos on the so called “Darkness System”, so let me say here and now, I make no claim to having invented a secret system or indeed designed an improvement to an existing one. I do not wish to lay claim to any so called secret, simply because there aren’t any in pigeon racing. Our sport is like all other walks of life, it is moving forward, because, if it stands still it will perish and die. Unfortunately this applies to individual fanciers also. Many among us will not agree with various practices and respond with the age old phrase “It goes against nature” or “They will never be any good as old birds”. Well I see myself as a lover of pigeons and have kept them for 40 years since the age of 5 and can assure you that I do not do things with my birds unless I understand the consequences and future outcome. This is why I have agreed to put together this article, hopefully to help lay to rest some of the gobbledy gook spoken about young bird racing in recent years. I am sharing only fact and details, which I have compiled based on my own experience and success. Having enjoyed another successful season with my youngsters it is the best time to share these facts as hopefully fanciers will pay more heed to them and perhaps go on to similar or better results themselves next season, after all we are all in the sport to enjoy it. If we agree that we need our Y B’s in full feather for the longer races, or indeed all races up to mid Sept. then we need to understand how to achieve this. We are all aware that under normal circumstances, our Y B’s will                            start to moult primary flights   and progress into body moult, usually ending up in most cases as a high risk to send to a long or hard race in late Aug. or Sept. when, if subjected to a hold over could end up with them being lost or at best well behind on the result. The factor which governs the natural moult as we think of it, is the amount of daylight that we have at that particular time of  the year. The other factors which assist are food and rest. The latter two can have considerable impact on the progress of feather moulting. If we are aware of these facts, we can use them to help us achieve our goal. The most widely used application of Controlled Light is, when the youngsters are weaned, to permit them 8hrs of daylight and to extend their hours of darkness to 16 hrs. This is usually done  for example by darkening the Y B loft between the hours of 5 o’clock in the evening and 9 o’clock in the morning. I have used this particular set of times whilst in partnership, when there was someone there to ensure that it was operated and the results were good. As I have already said, this has not been possible for me recently and so I have experimented to find an alternative, which provides equally acceptable results. I started by analyzing the hours involved in the average racing week. I came up with the following:    

                           Loft Lightened:                                   Loft  Darkened:

                           Mon:      07.00 Hrs.                                   20.30Hrs.

                           Tues:      19.00 Hrs.                                   21.00 Hrs.

                           Wed:      19.00 Hrs.                                   21.00 Hrs.

                           Thur       07.00 Hrs.

                   20.30 Hrs.

                           Fri:         07.00 Hrs.                                   19.30 Hrs.

                           Sat         11.00 Hrs.                                    18.00 Hrs.

                           Sun        11.00 Hrs.                                    18.00 Hrs.

When you add up the hours in a week there are 168 Hours in total. If you analyse the more traditional way of controlling light, you will find that there are 112 Hrs. with the loft darkened and 56 Hrs. with the loft lightened. What I have done, is designed a method where the loft is darkened for 110 ½  Hrs. and Lightened for 57 ½  Hrs. You will see there is very little difference, except that one is impossible for me due to work but the other fits in with my time. I have already shared with you my results, it is up to you our reader to decide if this may help you or not!. The above is my way and I am sure that you could make even further adjustment for yourself. I keep my Y B team on the above hours until the nearest Saturday to 19th June and then the loft is left to normal daylight hours for the remainder of the season. 

                          Exercise and Training

 I think it is important to remember that each part of a system or routine is just as important as any other part. Just like baking a cake, if you change the recipe from the known ingredients, it will never taste the same! Exercise and training therefore must be treated seriously and be in balance with everything else we do. I like to keep it simple. My youngsters are allowed out onto the trapping board and loft top for half an hour to an hour, on a daily basis if time permits, until I think the youngest one is ready to fly. At this point, work for the Y B team begins. I frighten them all off the loft into the air. This is repeated on a daily basis for up to a week, by which time they are batching nicely. From this point they are made to exercise and their flying time is increased gradually over 7 to 10 days until they are flying strongly for an hour. This exercise is then maintained at 1 Hour every evening until they reach the time for their road training. I do not exercise them in a morning, even at weekends, as I find I have too many injured when they start to roam, this I think is due to the surrounding countryside and telephone pilon’s. If your Y B’s are fit and healthy they will still roam in the evening time but my experience has been less casualties. Evening exercise also fits in well with my road training, which I do in a morning on the way to work, once they have had a few tosses at weekends. I start them at 20 miles, where they have 5 or 6 tosses, this I do over 3 weekends, usually liberating between 3.30 p.m. to 4.00 p.m. in the afternoon. When I am happy that they are striking for home well, they are ready for 5 or 6 tosses on a communal training vehicle. I took a week off work for this, this season and they had tosses from 20 miles and 40 miles, liberated with up to 1,000 birds. This was the week prior to the race, which I had chosen as the first race, 105 miles on Aug. 12th. The result I have already mentioned above, 1st club, 2nd Fed. Training from here is then back with myself, having a 30 miles toss on a Tues. and Thurs. mornings. They exercise for a minimum of 1 Hour on Mon. Tues. and Wed. evenings but do not go out again after the morning toss on Thurs. This is very important to me as I believe the rest to be just as important as the exercise, before the race. The same applies after the race, when they don’t go out for exercise until Mon. evening. My feeding is planned to match this program and I will now cover that in more detail.

Feeding;  

As I have already indicated, my feeding is designed to fit my system, which is designed to fit the time I have to spend with my birds.  When I am controlling the light up to 19th June, I feed in the evening, which I need to do in order that the youngsters will trap when called. When road training begins which is after 19th June, I gradually change them over to morning feeding to ensure that they trap from the morning tosses as there is nobody at the loft to get them in. I have designed my feeding to match the races that I want to compete in and the distances that I expect my youngsters to fly. They fly from 105 miles to 281 miles (Channel). My objectives when feeding my Y B’s are as follows; Growth, Feather Quality and adequate control for trapping and racing, which allows me to compete with the best at every level. This latter objective is the sole reason that I have developed my system with controlled light. This season’s plan was to compete in my first race on 12th Aug. and fly my last one on 9th Sept. a plan, which I thought out very carefully and stuck to rigidly. For this program, my feeding for the week, once racing had commenced was as Depuritive =  Bamford’s  depuritive.50/50 mix   =  Equal parts of the above. Homoform by Harkers. Supaform supplied by Cricket Corn of Denton.

                           Sat: After the race ¾ oz Depuritive, electrolytes in water. ¼ oz before roost.

                           Sun: 1 oz of 50/50 mix in the morning. ½ oz of supaform/Homoform before roost.   

                           Disinfectant (oral) in water.

                           Mon: 1 oz of 50/50 mix in the morning. ½ oz of Supaform/Homoform after exercise.  

                           Disinfectant (oral) in water.

                           Tues: 1 oz of race mix on return from 30 mile T/toss. ½ oz supaform/homoform after 

                           exercise. Clear water.

                           Wed: 1 oz of 50/50 mix in the morning; ½ oz of supaform/homoform after exercise. 

                           Multivitamins in water.

                           Thurs: 1 oz of race mix after 30 mile T/toss. ½ oz of supaform/homoform, then 1 oz 

                           race mix. before roost, no exercise 

                           Given. Clear water.

                           Fri: Day of basket; 2/3 oz depuritive at 07.00 Hrs. Clean water. Small amount of 

                           supaform before basket to encourage a 

                           last drink.

As the race distances increase I may increase the morning feed to 1 ¼ ozs or even 1½ozs depending on the condition of the pigeons and the weather conditions. Over the years I have paid particular attention to body weight and always basket every bird by hand to ensure that I am aware of the physical condition of every pigeon. You will also see that my ways are not necessarily conventional but are based on logic and to this end I believe that the rest periods are very important. Note that they do not exercise/train at all on certain days. When you combine Feeding, exercise and rest in                            the right amounts with quality pigeons you will compete with the best!                            Motivation.

   The age of my youngsters plays a large part in my current views towards this component of racing. As you know I don’t pair as early as most and therefore my youngsters are only playing at pairing when I race them. However, it does have it’s benefits, as I do not have to separate them and very seldom do I have a young hen laying in the race season. This way they exercise very well and have no distractions. In seasons past I have raced young cocks driving old hens with good results but the down side is that they won’t exercise the same, just as it is with youngsters when sitting. With my method, I find that the young cocks fly very well and that the hens don’t shine as much until they get to the coast or the channel. I am sure everyone has their own views, based on experience and I would encourage you to follow your instincts. 

Details of my best Y B 2000. This season saw some very good youngsters emerge in the race series that I flew but one was exceptional. It was a young blue pied cock which I have since  named “Classic                 

Millennium”. I called him this as he was the first pigeon bred in the new millennium to win a North West Classic race. He flew in 4 races, 104 miles on 12th Aug. when he arrived with other youngsters, one of which won 1st club 2nd Fed. The following week he won 2nd Club 2nd fed at 135miles, then on to the NWCC on 28th Aug, at 195 miles to win 1st Sect. 1st Open plus £476 and a TV. His final race was again at 194 miles with The Northern Counties 2 Bird Nantes Club when he was 1st again collecting £240. Perhaps someone will correct me but I can’t think of another pigeon which has won 1st NWCC and 1st N/Counties, let alone in consecutive races. Needless to say he has more than earned title of best YB in my loft. I thought it would be of interest to give you the sort of detail that you don’t tend to get in articles, in the hope that it may help you to plan your campaign for coming seasons. He started life  as one of a pair eggs laid on 14th and 16th Feb. laid in one of the widowhood sections. He was vaccinated along with his loft mates on 24th June and he began his training in the last week of July. The training detail I have covered earlier, along with his results. He had not cast a primary flight when he won the NWCC and cast his 1st primary whilst in the basket at the N/Counties. Throughout his 4 races he was showing to various young hens, with one in particular. Things worked well for the NWCC race as his favourite hen was away at the club from Fri. night till Sunday Lunch due to a holdover. They had 2 hors together again and then he went for basketing at the NWCC. I hope you find these notes of interest and maybe some assistance for future panning! The moult after racing; From experience I find it best to leave the youngsters in after racing until they complete their moult. The combination of good food, vitamins and minerals will in the presence of rest and a stress free environment, carry the fit and healthy youngsters that have a sound constitution, through a complete moult. Observation has taught me that those pigeons which do not have the constitution, will not                            complete a full moult and I personally do not wish to retain this type of YB. I do not use lights or any other artificial inducement but I do stop them racing in time to get through their moult. Some fanciers race on into October but this isn’t my way. In seasons past I have been fortunate enough to win the section of the NWCC with a yearling that raced on controlled light as a YB and have also flown similar yearlings all stages to 500miles. So, in anticipation of the ever repeated question! I do not think it harms them as old birds. I have tried to produce this article with as much accuracy as is possible, whilst including facts and details that will hopefully assist some amongst our readers. My aim is to give a little back to the sport that has been good to me from childhood, having come from a background, where father and grandfather were both pigeon fanciers. It is a hard work to put something like this together and it has made me pause to appreciate the writers who give so much on a weekly basis via the media. Thank you and good luck to all scribes! 

