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CHAPTER VI
PIGEONS—Cconttnued.

ON THE ABORIGINAL PARENT-STOCK OF THE SEVERAL DOMESTIC RACES—
HABIT8 OF LIFE—WILD RACES OF THE ROCK-PIGEON—DOVECOT-PIGEONS—
PROOFS OF THE DESCENT OF THE SEVERAL RACES FROM COLUMBA LIVIA
—FERTILITY OF THE RACES WHEN CROSSED—REVERSION TO THE PLUMAGE
OF THE WILD ROCK-PIGEON—CIRCUMSTANCES FAVOURABLE TO THE FOR-
MATION OF THE RACES—ANTIQUITY AND HISTORY OF THE PRINCIPAL
RACES—MANNER OF THEIR FORMATION—SELECTION—UNCONSCIOUS S8E-
LECTION—CARE TAKEN BY FANCIERS IN SELECTING THEIR BIRDS—
SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT STRAINS GRADUALLY CHANGE INTO WELL-MARKED
BREEDS—EXTINCTION OF INTERMEDIATE FORMS—CERTAIN BREEDS REMAIN
PERMANENT, WHILST OTHERS CHANGE—SUMMARY.

THE differences described in the last chapter between the
eleven chief domestic races and between individual birds of
the same race, would be of little significance, if they had not
all descended from a single wild stock. The question of their
origin is therefore of fundamental importance, and must be
discussed at considerable length. No one will think this
superfluous who considers the great amount of difference
between the races, who knows how ancient many of them
are, and how truly they breed at the present day. Fanciers
almost unanimously believe that the different races are
descended from several wild stocks, whereas most naturalists
believe that all are descended from the Columba livia or rock-
pigeon.

Temminck! has well observed, and Mr. Gould has made
the same remark to me, that the aboriginal parent must have
been a species which roosted and built its nest on rocks; and
I may add that it must have been a social bird. For all the
domestic races are highly social, and none are known to build
or habitually to roost on trees. The awkward manner in
which some pigeons, kept by me in a summer-house near an
old walnut-tree, occasionally alighted on the barer branches,

1 Temminck, ¢ Hist. Nat. Gen. des Pigeons,” &ec., tom. i p. 191,
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was evident.2 Nevertheless, Mr. R. Scot Skirving informs
me that he often saw crowds of pigeons in Upper Egypt
settling on low trees, but not on palms, in preference to
alighting on the mud hovels of the natives. In India Mr.
Blyth?3 has been assured that the wild C. livia, var. intermedia,
sometimes roosts in trees. I may here give a curious instance
of compulsion leading to changed habits: the banks of the
Nile above lat. 28° 30" are perpendicular for a long distance,
so that when the river is full the pigeons cannot alight on
the shore to drink, and Mr. Skirving repeatedly saw whole
flocks settle on the water, and drink whilst they floated down
the stream. These flocks seen from a distance resembled
flocks of gulls on the surface of the sea.

If any domestic race had descended from a species which
was not social, or which built its nest and roosted in trces,*
the sharp eyes of fanciers would assuredly have detected some
vestige of so different an aboriginal habit. For we have
reason to believe that aboriginal habits are long retained
under domestication. Thus with the common ass we see
signs of its original desert life in its strong dislike to cross
the smallest stream of water, and in its pleasure in rolling in
the dust. The same strong dislike to cross a stream is
common to the camel, which has been domesticated from a
very ancient period. Young pigs, though so tame, sometimes
squat when frightened, and thus try to conceal themselves
cven on an open and bare place. Young turkeys, and occa-
sionally even young fowls, when the hen gives the danger-
cry, run away and try to hide themselves, like young par-
tridges or pheasants, in order that their mother may take

2 ] have heard through Sir C. Lyell
from Miss Buckley, that some half-
bred Carriers kept during many years
near London regularly settled by day
on some adjoining trees, and, after
being disturbed in their loft by their
young being taken, roosted on them at
night.

3 ¢ Annals and Mag. of Nat. Hist.,’
2nd ser., vol. xx., 1857, p. 509 ; and
in a late volume of the Journal of the
Asiatic Society.

4 In works written on the pigeon
by fanciers I have sometimes observed
the mistaken belief expressed that
the species which naturalists called
ground-pigeons (in contradistinction
to arboreal pigeons) do not perch and
build on trees. In these same works
by fanciers wild species resembling
the chief domestic races are often said
to exist in various parts of the world,
but such species are quite unknown
to naturalists.
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flight, of which she has lost the power. The musk-duck
(Cairina moschata) in its native country often perches and
roosts on trees,5 and our domesticated musk-ducks, though
such sluggish birds, “are fond of perching on the tops of
barns, walls, &c., and, if allowed to spend the night in the
hen-house, the female will generally go to roost by the side
of the hens, but the drake is too heavy to mount thither with
ease.” ®* 'We know that the dog, however well and regularly
fed, often buries, like the fox, any superfluous food; and we
see him turning round and round on a carpet, as if to trample
down. grass to form a bed; we see him on bare pavements
seratching backwards as if to throw earth over his excrement,
although, as I believe, this is never effected even where there
is earth. In the delight with which lambs and kids crowd
together and frisk on the smallest hillock, we see a vestige of
their former alpine habits.

We have therefore good reason to believe that all the
domestic races of the pigeon are descended either from some
one or from several species which both roosted and built their
nests on rocks, and were social in disposition. As only five
or six wild species have these habits, and make any near
approach in structure to the domesticated pigeon, I will
enumerate them,

Firstly, the Columba leuconota resembles certain domestic varieties
in its plumage, with the one marked and never-failing difference of
a white band which crosses the tail at some distance from the
extremity, This species, moreover, inhabits the Himalaya, close to
the limit of perpetual snow; and therefore, as Mr. Blyth has re-
marked, is not likely to have been the parent of our domestic
breeds, which thrive in the hottest countries. Secondly, the C.
rupestris, of Central Asia, which is intermediate? between the C.
leuconota and livia ; but has nearly the same coloured tail as the
former species. Thirdly, the Columba littoralis builds and roosts,
according to Temminck, on rocks in the Malayan archipelago; it is
white, excepting parts of the wing and the tip of the tail, which are
black; its legs are livid-coloured, and this is a character not
observed in any adult domestic pigeon; but I need not have
mentioned this species or the closely-allied C. luctuosa, as they m

5 Sir R. Schomburgk, in ¢ Journal ¢ Rev. E. 8. Dixon, ‘Ornamental
R. Geograph. Soc., vol. xiii,, 1844, Poultry,” 1848, pp. 63, 66.
p. 32. 7 Proc. Zoolog. Soc., 1859, p. 400.
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fact belong to the genus Carpophaga. Fourthly, Columba guinea,
which ranges from Guinea® to the Cape of Good Hope, and roosts
either on trees or rocks, according to the nature of the country.
This species belongs to the genus Strictcenas of Reichenbach, but
is closely allied to Columba; it is to some extent coloured like
certain domestic races, and has been said to be domesticated in
Abyssinia; but Mr Mansfield Parkyns, who collected the birds of
that country and knows the species, informs me that this is a
mistake. Moreover, the C. guinea is characterized by the feathers
of the neck having peculiar notched tips,—a character not observed
in any domestic race. Fifthly, the Columba @nas of Europe, which
roosts on trees, and builds its nest in holes, either in trees or the
ground ; this species, as far as external characters go, might be the
parent of several domestic races; but, though it crosses readily
with the true rock-pigeon, the offspring, as we shall presently see,
are sterile hybrids, and of such sterility there is not a trace when
the domestic races are intercrossed. It should also be observed
that if we were to admit, against all probability, that any of the
foregoing five or six species were the parents of some of our
domestic pigeons, not the least light would be thrown on the
chief differences between the eleven most strongly-marked races.
‘We now come to the best known rock-pigeon, the Columba livia,
which is often designated in Europe pre-eminently as the Rock-
pigeon, and which naturalists believe to be the parent of all the
domesticated breeds. This bird agrees in every essential character
with the breeds which have been only slightly modified. It differs
from all other species in being of a slaty-blue colour, with two black
bars on the wings, and with the croup (or loins) white. Occasionally
birds are seen in Faroe and the Hebrides with the black bars
replaced by two or three black spots; this form has been named by
Brehm ? O. amalice, but this species has not been admitted as distinct
by other ornithologists. Graba® even found a difference in the bars
on the right and left wings of the same bird in Faroe. Another and
rather more distinet form is either truly wild or has become feral
on the cliffs of England and was doubtfully named by Mr. Blyth®
as C. affinis, but is now no longer considered by him as a distinct
species. C. affinis is rather smaller than the rock-pigeon of the
Scottish islands, and has a very different appearance owing to the
wing-coverts being chequered with black, with similar marks often
extending over the back., The chequering consists of a large black

$ Temminck, ¢ Hist. Nat. Gén. des
Pigeons,” tom. i. ; also ¢Les Pigeons,
par Mme. Knip and Temminck. Bona-
parte, however, in his ¢ Coup-d'eil,’
believes that two closely allied species
are confounded together under this
name. The C. leucocephala of the
West Indies is stated by Temminck to
be a rock-pigeon ; but I am informed

by Mr. Gosse that this is an error.

® ¢Handbuch der Naturgesch.
Viégel Deutschlands.”

10 ¢ Tagebuch, Reise nach Faro,’
1830, s. 62.

11 ¢ Annals and Mag. of Nat. Hist.’
vol. xix. 1847, p. 102, This excellent
paper on pigeons is well worth con-
sulting.




































































































































