
 

 

WHAT DISTANCE 

CONSTITUTES A RACE? 

By Michael Feeney 
 

Pigeon racing has taken on different 

meanings to different people. When 

it comes to pigeons there are no hard 

and fast rules. It is each to their own 

regarding distances, systems and 

everything else in our sport. What 

suits one person will not suit all.  

I would like to talk about the 

distances of races that we start at in 

our sport and that is Sprint Racing. 

These races start from in most cases 

around the 70 mile mark and work up 

steadily for most, specifically where I 

am in Dublin, to about 230 miles at its 

furthest inland race. I have not been 

nor will I ever be a successful sprint 

competitor, due to circumstance and 

in all honesty the time these 

dedicated fanciers put into their birds 

in order to be successful. I do not 

want to take away from any 

successful fancier with this piece. I 

know the serious sacrifices some 

make to be competitive in this 

discipline. To be honest I tried it and 

couldn’t hack it.  

I would like to draw attention to the 

work we ask our birds to do, however. 

In sprint racing birds are kept in 

perfect balance with nutrition, 

exercise and rest. The people who 

fine tune these things are the 

successful ones.  But most of these 

individuals can have their fit birds 

flying anything up to 1hr 30min for 

exercise morning and evening. This I 

think encourages a type of super 

fitness. These birds in tip top 

condition then are raced shorter 

distances than they would fly in this 

time. For example let’s say that birds 

flying for 1hr 30min are in actual fact 

flying about 70miles. Where is the 

challenge for these birds that are 

bred to fly? We have produced 

athletes that can do amazing things, 

if we think about it, and we don’t 

even ask then to do half of what they 

are capable.  



 

 

Although I have been in pigeons all 

my life through my father we were 

never competitive in sprint racing. 

Yes, we won the odd race and got 

other cards throughout the season 

but there seemed to be more interest 

for my dad in getting birds from the 

longer races and the Channel into 

Ireland. Maybe this is partly the 

reason I could not hack sprint racing. 

I definitely could not get the food 

balance right. I always thought my 

birds were very hungry. 

When I was growing up I remember 

our racing season started at a 

distance of about 120 miles to me, 

making the shorter flyers in the fed 

probably about 10 to 15 miles shorter 

depending on the race point. This 

was for both old and young birds. 

This is why I don’t understand why 

now our racing in Ireland starts at 

80ish miles and then moves on in 

stages. I’m sure in the U.K. it is similar. 

Again at this distance birds training 

around home are probably doing this 

daily and in essence there is little 

difficulty for such birds actually to fly 

the distance being asked of them. I 

think the only difficulties for these 

birds are the natural ones in nature, 

the greatest of such being the so 

unpredictable weather we have in 

Ireland. Birds could be liberated in 

one season and then before they 

reach home they encounter and have 

to go through others. The weather on 

some days is that bad and variable. 

Is it the fittest bird then that 

succeeds and wins a race for the 

dedicated fancier or is there an 

amount of luck involved? If it is down 

to luck or chance at what distances 

should we start racing programmes 

to take this part out, ensuring that 

the fittest bird wins? Some people, 

me included, have trained privately 

beyond the first race point. Does this 

make a difference to the birds? Do 

the birds come out and realise where 

they are and make a bee line for 

home? Are these the winners or is it 

the fitter bird that has that little luck 

and breaks with the first batch.  

I suppose in essence we will never 

know. Suffice to say that as with all 

things in life and pigeon racing there 

is no ‘one size fits all’. The variety in 

our sport for everyone is what holds 

its appeal. Some prefer sprint, sprint 

to middle, middle to long and so on. I 

look forward to the continued 

diversification of sport with a view to 

more inclusivity and less exclusivity 

where only the usual suspects are 

seen on the podiums. I will always 

strive in my way to be one of those 

on the podium. To be successful at 

doing something I love to do from the 

bottom of my being. 
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