
The Novice or New Starter 

by Michael Feeney 

I started this article with the intention of doing the next part of My Barcelona Dream. In fact it has not 

worked out like that. I have been reading a lot about how people have problems with birds 

producing infertile eggs or deserting nests, the desertion usually with yearlings on their first nest. I 

thought I would give a few of my insights on how and why this happens. Again I must stress these 

are my opinions and although I am relatively young at 38 I have been around pigeons all my life. I 

have not been a successful competitor yet, I am working on this at present with the Barcelona 

challenge, but I do know how to care for my birds and get them into condition for breeding and have 

not usually encountered problems. 

Where to go from here? For me this is my first year to breed what may, or may not, in the long run 

compete at the Barcelona International and for this to happen the young will have to be something 

special. For me I feel like I am starting all over again which is where this article has sprung from. I 

will not advertise specific people in this article but I have to mention those who have helped me out 

with advice and birds. I have changed tack from sprint racing which is the norm here in Ireland to 

trying to crack the ultimate in clocking in race time from the Barcelona International.  

First Birds 

So let’s say we have decided on the kind of racing you want to compete at. It can be whatever you 

want - the process is the same. For me this is the international scene from here on out. So for me 

the important thing was to find birds that would be capable of flying not only the paltry 850+ miles to 

Dublin from Barcelona but also that would have the stamina and intelligence to carry on alone. Birds 

flying to Ireland will have to do this if competing from Barcelona. 

So my research started with the international race results and finding out what birds successful 

individuals in these races were flying and what the origin of these birds were. What I say now is not 

absolute fact but is my opinion. In general a great many of the birds doing well in long distance and 

marathon racing at present have some smattering of Jan Aarden in their lineage at some point and 

have been developed by individuals over successive generations into cultivated families with 

intentional crosses over the years to be then given different strain names, which is fitting. A man in 

my view that has successfully cultivated his family of birds has every right, if successful, to give 

them his name. A dream I have. However it is usually other fanciers that do this for him. I have 

mentioned Jan Aarden here, he is another individual of his time to do exactly as I have stated. He 

cultivated a successful, inbred family that others called Jan Aarden. And as such these birds 

originating from his loft after years of cultivation were named. From the time of his death there have 

been lots who have used his bloodlines in order to improve their own stock and in doing so there is 

this influence around still now from his family. I myself am at the beginning of cultivating a family 

that in themselves have a big Jan Aarden base as a starting block.  



 

After research and I did about 6 months’ work on this, I picked the stud, in my case, to get my birds 

from. People can have the same success going direct to a fancier they feel will fulfil their needs. 

With the birds from the stud in house and in continued research I came across an individual man, 

who still holds a record for clocking from Barcelona International with the BICC, and eventually 

made contact. Through this several birds have come to me at nominal fee and carriage or 

completely FOC and pay carriage. I am extremely grateful to these individuals (you know who you 

are), and so from here with birds acquired and in the loft the fun starts. 

Settling Birds First 

Generally I put the hens in the breeding section for 1 to 2 weeks. The reason for this is that when it 

comes to breeding time the hens will know the breeding section and will not make strange. They are 

then removed to another section and the cocks are put in the section to settle and pick their own 

boxes. 

For me this is one of the most important parts of the breeding season, ensuring that the cocks to 

breed are settled in their section and have picked their own box in the section. If I have 10 boxes 

and 5 cocks I still only open 5 boxes for them to choose from. If too many boxes are open it means 

the cocks will not settle on 1 but will hop between many. This can cause no end of problems later 

when trying to settle them on eggs. In general my cocks are in this breeding section the whole year 

round. This section is 4ftx8ft approx. with 10 boxes at the 4ft end and are 2ftx2ft in size. It had an 

aviary which was removed but which will now be put on again. This to allow baths and access to the 

weather. So the cocks are in their section for at least a month before mating and settled to their own 

boxes and you know which box each has picked. Write it down if need be. I always make a small 

drawing of the boxes and mark in where each cock is. And I also check this periodically every few 

days to make sure it doesn’t change. This means going to the loft when it’s dark and checking 

where each cock is perched. 

So with gusto I start the mating procedures. I am not going to go into preventative treatments or 

vaccinations as I believe we all do these to some degree or another. Here the focus is solely on 

bringing the birds into breeding condition and making sure that the eggs are fertile 

Light 

I cannot stress the importance of light enough when it comes to breeding. Light for all animals in 

nature governs when reproduction starts. I know some will read this and will never have had a 

problem mating birds in December and getting a full hatch without problems getting birds to lay. 

Again this is about my experience and observations nothing else. Before I used light I found birds 

did mate and did lay but there could be anything up to 3 weeks or more between the first eggs laid 

and last to be laid.  Light is the giver of life. The weather is irrelevant. Yes eggs can get a chill and 

die but it is the fancier’s job to ensure this does not happen. So let’s start the process.  

Seen here is some of the stock that I have started again with. All the birds I have selected to start with again have either parents or 

grandparents on both sides of the pedigree that have completed the task I have for the young from these 



First thing I do is turn on the lights to give 14 to 16 hours of light a day, as it would be in summer. 

This is easy for me because I have electricity in the loft with bulbs in each section all on plugs. The 

plug is put on timers and the timer set for the required time. I know this is not always possible for 

some but I know people who use extension leads and temporary lighting to get this effect. I think we 

can all do it; it just may take a bit of ingenuity for some to make it happen. On the 4th January 2015 I 

have had the lights on for three weeks in the loft. The reason for this is to activate the sex organs of 

the birds. In the case of our birds it is most important to activate the sex organ of the cock. The hens 

will lay eventually but if the cock’s testicle is not active enough this can be a cause of infertile eggs. 

The testicle of the cock swells with the increase of light, increasing the activity of making sperm. The 

more produced the better the chances of fertile eggs. If mating is going as normal, the hen lays the 

eggs at around day 9 to 12 after mating. Then from here there should be calm until the eggs hatch 

and the young start growing strong. Again I have paired my birds on the 4th January so all going well 

eggs will be laid by the 15th, giving 11 days for the hens to lay. In previous years I get eggs spot on 

the 8th day after mating as long as birds are in the correct condition right up to this 11th day. (Today 

writing this it is the 13th January and my first egg arrived last night on the 12th meaning 8 days from 

day of mating). This does not always happen. Now as long as all other hens, there are 10 

altogether, lay in the next 3 to 4 days I will have a nice team of young all the same age within a 

week of each other. I feel a nice team of youngsters to be around 15 up to 30. In watching them out 

over the years I feel this number encourages those more timid to get up quickly but also encourages 

competition within the kit to be up with the more eager.  And so the fun begins. 

Weather 

I do not believe that the weather affects fertility. In nature and that is all we have to go by and must 

copy and emulate, it is light that depicts the breeding season not the weather. In areas that are far 

north and far south where we would consider the weather to be extreme the animals of these areas 

still breed no matter the temperature. In continental Europe where breeding pigeons in winter has 

been widely practiced for decades now, birds could be bred in the middle of a snowy weather with 

no ill effects. Here light is used as well. I have an open stock loft with a wire front and snow and rain 

has often gotten in and I have never had problems as long as there is light extended hours. I know 

some people who use the light to get birds in condition and then when all have laid they turn off the 

lights. I do not do this as I believe then when there are youngsters in the nest the extra lighting 

hours ensure they feed continuously. To understand this think about it this way, if there are 16 hours 

of light the young can be fed for 16 hours and rest for only 8 as it should be and do not end up over 

hungry. If it is the opposite and the light is off once the birds have laid, when hatching occurs and 

youngsters are growing they may become over hungry because it will be, as it is now in January 

with 9 hours light and 15 hours dark. This in my opinion could adversely affect the youngsters and 

seriously hamper their constitution as they grow with not enough feeding hours. So remember light 

is the giver of life and is to be followed. 

Problem with Laying 

It is not always positive in my loft either and I am not saying it is. An example of things going wrong 

is something that happened a few years back. This happened before I started to artificially light the 

loft. I had all hens laid on time, meaning all were in the right condition. However when I checked 

after 1 week to see if the eggs were filled I had a problem. I had 28 eggs and only 8 filled. In this 

case I had a decision to make and so I separated the birds for 1 week and removed all the eggs and 

let them start again. Things then went as they should and then there was a full team laid together 

with filled eggs. A fancier’s dream is to have a good kit together. Myself I hate all youngsters of a 

team to have a big age gap. This will only cause problems when it comes to training in the first 

stages if you want to train together. At a young age there is a big difference in the bird’s ability, I feel 

however after about 4 months old all are on equal footing. The problem with a kit not of the same 



age is that while some are 12 weeks and you want to train, others are only 8 or 9 weeks and this I 

feel is too young, but when these birds are 12 weeks the older ones may now be 16 or 17 weeks 

and sometimes this can have its own problems. This is why I aim for a full kit of young within a week 

in age difference to each other. 

Unsettled pairings 

My pairing procedure is simple. I hate to see hens being capped by aggressive cocks. This only 

happens because she is seen as an invader in his territory not as a mate. All my cocks have spent 2 

months settling into the breeding loft, picking their own boxes according to their own ranking 

system. When all are settled and mates chosen the hens are locked in the boxes first thing in the 

morning that I choose to pair up. The cocks because they have their own box do not go elsewhere, 

even if a mate they had before is in the section, and so call to the hen in their respective boxes. 

Things are left like this for 2 full days with the hen being fed and watered in the boxes. In this way I 

ensure that all mates are settled and 

the cocks see the hens as a mate 

and not an invader. On the 3rd 

morning all cocks are let into the 

boxes with their hens and the nest 

bowls are added. I usually see a little 

over excitedness for a few minutes 

and a little aggression but then this 

settles to the cock sitting on the bowl 

calling to his hen. Once this has 

happened I know all the pairs have 

accepted each other. Now it’s about 

ensuring parentage. 

 

Guaranteeing Parentage 

I know of only one way to do this and that is to only allow 1 pair out of their boxes at a time. For me 

that means that each pair has the freedom of the section for half a day. When the eggs start to 

arrive each pair is let out as the lay their first egg. I know the second egg arrives 2 days later but this 

is nothing to worry about. In pigeons fertilizing of the egg takes place between days 3 to 6 after 

mating so after laying the first egg both eggs are either fertilised or not. The hope of course is that 

they are. We will know this within a few days. I tend to see if eggs are blind or not 7 days after laying 

the second egg. This is just my way. 

Introducing New Pairs 

I never just place a pair in a box and expect them to take to it unless they are a pair added after 

breeding has started. In this case care is taken to allow this couple free time in the section while all 

others are locked in their boxes. I would do this 3 or 4 times before the new pair lay so that the only 

box they can go to is the one allocated to them. If they are just placed in and released in the section 

with other birds there will no doubt be mayhem. They could each find themselves in different boxes 

and fighting with the birds that own those boxes. Where there may be eggs or young in these boxes 

there is a big chance that these will be lost or killed or destroyed because of the fighting. This is to 

say nothing of the damage that the birds can do to each other. Care in this regard is necessarily the 

responsibility of the fancier.  

Weaning the Youngsters 

Seen here is a cock with his hen on the inside of the box where he 

can tread but not mate. This is what I mean by accepting a mate 

before being allowed together. 



I do this at about 23 to 28 days. In some instances I place all young on the floor of the breeding 

section at about 14 days old. At this point all parents will feed all youngsters.  This encourages them 

to eat quickly by copying the parents and also allows them to see where water can be found. This is 

a learned response and the young do not automatically know where it is. In other instances I have 

simply left the young till 28 days old in the box. Some find their own way to the floor others do not. 

These at 28 days are then removed to the young bird section for a life of independence. They are 

fed heavily and allowed daily access to leave the loft from about 4 days after weaning. In my case I 

have a corridor and trap and I put all youngsters in the trap every day after weaning for about 3 

hours. They can themselves leave the trap and land in the corridor where there is a full wire door 

and they can see out. Alternatively they can go back to their section as the door to this will also be 

open. Around the 4th day after weaning I open the trap landing board after the birds are placed in 

the trap and they can go out onto the top of the trap themselves when ready. Then the real fun 

begins. 

Michael Feeney 

Mifeeney634@gmail.com if there are any queries. 
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