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Allen Hunter releases a flock of homing pigeons early Thursd

raises and races the birds against competition nationwide.

—Homing pigeons go up, up and

By John Miller
Staff writer/photographer
All types of birds, from
parakeets to cockatiels,
have been valued as pets
for thousands of years.
But one Torrington resi-
dent has taken his fascina-
tion with homing pigeons
to a competitive level. -
“] was 14 when I flew
my firstrace,” Allen Hunter

ay morning just outside of Torrington. The local man

said in recollecting the start
of his racing career. “Years
ago, my dad raised pigeons
and we found some in a
building that was being
torn down, took the young
ones and hand-raised them.
After that I was kind of
hooked on ‘em.”
Hunter, who owns
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Up: Homing pige

From page Al

Heartland  Embroi-
dery with his wife
Deb, owns about 150
pigeons. He has been
training, caring for
and racing them com-
petitively for more
than 40 years. In 1986,
his birds placed first,
second, third, fifth
and seventh overall in
the nation.

He recently drove
a boxful of pigeons
to the lowa-Nebraska
state line for a work-
out, releasing them to
fly home 450 miles to
their loft in Torrington.

«[ left when they did.
It took me about eight
hours to drive home,”
Hunter said. “I was
home about 20 minutes
and here come the first
couple, droppin’ out of
the clouds. The fastest
race that I've clocked
mine at is about 1,400

feet per minute. And
they will go faster.”
Homing  pigeons
have been a staple of
military folklore dat-
ing back to before the
armies commandeered
by Attila the Hun, who
used them to transport
enemy positions back
to army strategists.
Hunter  attributes
their innate ability to
find their way home in
any weather conditions
to genetics and 5,000
years of breeding and
training, not to men-
tion a healthy dose of
survival instinct.
«’ve found if a
pigeon lives over 10
years it’s also one of
my very best racers,”
Hunter said. “Intelli-
gence and racing are
just survival. It’s got

to be intertwined in

them. Pigeons have
a tough life out there.
There are power lines,

hawks. There’s not
much roaming in Wyo-
ming that doesn’t eat
pigeon. So they have
to be smart.”

Racing pigeons are
much larger than regular
pigeons — about twice
the size. A 500-mile
flight takes a lot out of
the birds, and Hunter
said they generally lose
about one-third of their
body weight during a
race. It takes about two
days for them to recu-
perate and put their
weight back on.

Attaching a bar
coded or time stamped
sealed capsule to their
leg records the bird’s
race times. Once they
arrive at their destina-
tion they are coded
or stamped again and
secured in a locked
drop box. The drop
boxes are brought
to the bird owner’s
next meeting, and

ons go

the locked boxes are
unsealed and the bird’s
time calculated.

Hunter is just one
of many pigeon train-
ers across the country.
While be hauls 150
birds to a competition,
bigger clubs from cit-
ies like Chicago have
custom-made  semis
that haul two or three
thousand birds. He said
the most he’s ever seen
released at once Wwas
10,000 pigeons.

“It just darkens the
sky,” he said.

As a breeder,
Hunter is always
looking out for win-
ners among his brood.

“] do the same
things that the horse
breeders do: breed
your best to your best,”
Hunter said. “I look at
their race records, pair
‘em up. Certain birds
show a real tenacity for
flying in bad weather,

windy conditions, and
living in Wyoming that
kinda puts ‘em at the
top of the pay scale.”

But Hunter doesn’t
regard his hobby as 2
business. There is still
plenty of the wide-eyed
wonder he felt when he
had his first pigeons as
a child.

“I’ve clocked ‘em
on days that I had to
sit in the pickup, the
weather was soO bad,”
Hunter said. “It’s
rainy and windy and
cold and you’re sittin’
there thinkin’, ‘I'm not
gonna see a bird today,
they’re not gonna make
it home in this.” Then
pretty soon here comes
one droppin’ out of the
clouds, and to me¢ it’s
always been amazing
that they can do that.
Even after all these
years of watching ‘em
do it hundreds of times
it’s still exciting.”
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