Create a Breeding Plan Based on Hens
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If you don’t have a map or a destination in life or in any hobby, you’re just wandering. Trying to produce quality performing Birmingham Rollers without a breeding plan and your ideal in mind means you have totally surrendered to luck. Understanding the ideal is critical and will largely determine your success with any livestock breed. 


What about your breeding plan? There are many different versions that will work … if you stick to them. The key is to pick one suited to your situation and stick to it for at least two or three years or longer.


I received a phone call from a fancier last year in which he started to tell me all about his successive polygamous breeding program based on a cock getting a new hen every five days. He had apparently forgotten I had written a long article in the old American Pigeon Journal in December 1978 detailing exactly this method. In the "Build Your Breeding Team" chapter in True Spinning Rollers II, I offer many different breeding plans focused on getting the most from an outstanding proven producer. Although I mention featuring a top hen, most of the examples use cocks. So here's a simple plan with hens that’s based on Roller reality.


In a loft that can claim any good birds, there are greater numbers of tight, fast, deep and streamlined rolling hens than there are equally good cocks. Why? The simple answer is that hens are generally shorter in body, smaller overall and shorter in the wing with narrower primary flights and less feather overall than cocks from the same loft. About 15 years ago most cocks in the breed were bigger and longer in body and wider and fluffier in feather than all hens. However, intelligent fanciers have paid attention to the sage observation I once offered from Roller pioneer and legend Stan Plona … "The best rolling pigeons always look like they are lacking feather." In other words, today's top performance fanciers have come to the painful (for some) conclusion that "fluff kills." If you want "showy" cocks … big, long-winged and fluffy … you are making it physically impossible for them to roll with ultimate speed or a clean rolling outline. If these big birds have two essential physical features, they can be very good, but still second best; they're usually much worse. Especially in a very inbred family, keeping a few of these big boys around can be useful but don’t make them your ideal.


So how do you breed cocks that are short and small, yet strong with the right kind of feather? The simple answer is you select the tightest, fastest sons (regardless of depth) bred out of your smallest, shortest, strongest, tightest, fastest hens, then mate them back to other hens just like their mothers. In just the second generation you will start to get the right kind of cocks … higher quality, faster spinning … without wealthy feather. They will look a little "henny" compared to old show-corrupted standards pushed blatantly 20 years ago. 


For example, my cock that was chosen Best Bird in the Wisconsin club's 2001 YB Fly for his speed and cleanness in the roll had the required body depth in front and a short first arm bone … traits you can only discover by taking a bird in hand and evaluating with trained fingers. An observant performance fancier would instantly see he had the very desirable "glued-in-place" feathering. However, a "show" judge who still wanted to cling to his old standard of show beauty would have thrown him out for minimal neck feather and minimal back cover.


With all that in mind, here's a breeding plan that focuses on the reality it's easier to find or breed good hens. If you're a new flyer, all you've got to do now is find or buy two excellent performing hens to start your family. If you're an established fancier who has a lot of good pigeons but very few great ones, maybe it's time to reformulate a breeding plan that makes the most of your best hens. Squash the notion you have to breed from every bird or every "line" in the loft. In this case, more is less … the more average breeders you use, the fewer quality youngsters you typically end up with in the fall. Let's concentrate on working with our best birds and families. Use your "second best" as feeders where, by the way, they're still valuable and available as an "outcross" for specific traits if needed later.

What do you need to make a solid, intelligent start?


First of all, acquire two of the best hens you can get. Choose them carefully ... whether they're in your own loft or you've gone looking for them. You will be concentrating on them and virtually duplicating them. Ideally, they should roll fast for 15-30 feet, 2-3 times per minute, especially for today's competition demands.


Secondly, find three good performing cocks as mates. By definition, they may not be as good as the hens. Don't worry about that because the genetic "pull" will be to the hens. Really top fanciers know they don't have as many super performing cocks as they do hens and they're not as likely to let go of the outstanding few. Concentrate on getting three cocks that are as good as you can find, preferably solid performers for 20-25 feet that perform at least once or twice a minute. If you have to choose between frequency and depth with these first cocks, take frequency.


Each breeding pair needs a large individual breeding cage at least 2' x 4' x 13" high where they can also get at least one hour of direct sunlight daily to ensure fertility. If your breeders are in an open loft, you have no control of your breeding plan. You're putting your entire plan at risk. And your pedigrees are a joke or a fraud. That's because cocks in open lofts spend most of their day trying to mate with any hen they can. And they succeed more often than we think.


If you enjoy watching your cocks mate with several hens each day, then you should set up a feeder loft. It'll also speed up your plan. In this open loft each pair should have a private, roomy nest box where you can place two bowls. Mount waterers outside the loft, preferably at least one foot above floor height where they won't get dirty and dusty. Don't feed on the floor or you're just begging for sick, scrawny youngsters and a loft full of disease. Throw away scattered, dirty feed daily. Ideally, feed trays should also be mounted on the outside of the loft so birds can't even pick up scattered grains or pellets. I feed at least some pellets (16 percent protein) to breeders so all youngsters get the same nutrition, then switch them to grains when they are weaned and flying.


Year 1 … Mate each hen to the three cocks in turn, getting four youngsters from each mating. Train them to their new home using a wire settling cage. Be very, very patient. Don't do dumb things like flying in high wind, rain or fog. Don't let hawks eat them if you can help it. You should end up with a nice kit of 20+ youngsters to fly.


Year 2 … Select the best performing son out of each original hen and mate it to the other hen. Then select 3-4 of the deepest, fastest young hens to mate to their best half-brothers (same dam). Use compensatory matings where neither mate has the same faults. You are trying to magnify the influence of the two original hens as you build a core group of foundation breeders. Your 5-6 pairs of breeders this second year, if all your birds are healthy and you use feeders properly, should give you about 40 youngsters. If your two original hens were well chosen, you should have two very good kits by the end of this year. 


Retire the three original cocks to the feeder loft. If you’re breeding results in the 2nd or 3rd year show that one of the original cocks appears in the pedigrees of the best performers, he may deserve a serious test as the foundation of a third family. 


Year 3 … If one of the original hens has proven to be a better breeder than the other, keep mating her youngsters to each other in half-brother x half-sister pairings. Continue to mate this best original hen to as many good cocks as you can reasonably do each year to give yourself other half-brother x half-sister possibilities. Also mate her to her best son and get at least 6-8 youngsters with the intent of saving her genes in concentrated form should she die young or fly out the door. This mother x son mating should produce some excellent breeding prospects for future years. If the other hen proves just as potent as the first, do the same with her. If she is not as good, but you believe she is still worth breeding from, mate her this year to the best young cock produced from the other hen in year 2.


At the end of this third year, you will clearly have a family of pigeons that should generally reflect both the good and bad qualities of the original two hens (and the additional qualities of the cocks that have proven to be the best). If your mating choices have been good each year and you have selected the best youngsters from a given mating, you should have magnified the good qualities in your family. (Remember, if you breed ten youngsters from a pair, they will all have the same pedigree but selecting the two best ones as breeders rather than the two worst ones will make a significant difference in your family of birds in just two generations.) More than that, you have made a solid, intelligent start toward building a quality linebred family because you have followed a concrete plan.


Severe selection is critical for all traits … mental, physical or reproductive. At the end of year 3, and only then, take another hard look at the family you're building and decide if it has all the traits you need.  If you need more frequency or depth, for example, find two birds this fall that you can bring in to hopefully improve that area. They should also be as similar to your family as possible in all other positive ways. If they're hens, mate them each to the best son or sons of your best original hen; if they're cocks, mate them each to the best original hen in the fourth year or to her best spinning/producing daughter(s). Their offspring that show the most benefit of the cross can then be used to go back into your base family. 


There you have it … a simple plan for success that will keep you going forward for years if you choose the right birds and stick to the program. (Pick two of your super linebred hens in five years and repeat.) Remember these wise words from 60-year fancier Bill Schreiber … "You've got to breed from something you don't like to get something you like." Few fanciers breed perfect pigeons, certainly not in large numbers. Don't keep looking for salvation in everyone else's backyard. Have faith in your own birds and in your plan. You will start to produce ideal birds from parents that perhaps had slight (but offsetting) faults. Then you can make better matings by pairing ideal birds together.


Resist the urge to keep adding “breeders” from average lofts. Trying to blend 15 or 20 so-called "breeders" from several lofts is for young people with more money than brains.


In Rollers, the goal is uniformity for essential features. You want birds built alike that fly at the same speed and roll together. Patiently, persistently work this plan and you’ll get to your destination!
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