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MOURXIFG fiOV3S DON'T TRAVEL FAR 
OR FAST, MIGRATIOti S'TUDI~S SHOW . 

Mourning doves, among the more popular game birds of the southern States, 

contrary to prevailing opinion do not travel more than 20 miles a day during 

migration or at a rate of speed exceediq 35 miles an hour, it mas recently 

shown by migration studies made by the Alabama Cooperative Wildlife Research 

Unit. Tho unit is sponsored by the Amerrcan Wildlife Institute, the Alaba-;la 

Department of Conservation, the Alabama Polytechnic Institute and the Bureau 

of Biological Survey, United States Department of the Interior. 

Since 1936, members of the research tiit, which is headed by Dr. Allen ISI. 

Pearson, have banded more than 2,400 mourning doves in their efforts to study 

the birdIs flight habits. The popular misconception that doves travel far and 

fast is probably due, it was said3 to the fact that when hunted the birds fly 

with amazing speed. During migration, however, the doves do not cxort them- 

selves. 

Like most other migratory birds in North America, mourning doves travel 

northward in spring and return southward in fall. The Alabama research unit 

noted that the migratory tendency apparently is present in doves before they 

reach complete maturity. Nestlings that wore banded in Lee County, Alabama, 

in summer mere retaken near Thomasville, Georgia, and Dothan, Alabama, in 

December of the same year. 



Interest in the status aad habits of the mourning dove has been iptensi- 

fied during the past few years because the dove is a popular game bird. A 1 

fern years ago, many individuals became alarmed when it was discovered that 

doves mere hunted during the latter part of the breeding season, Some obi 

servers ventured the opinion t-hat unless measures mere 

birds, the doves might suffer the same fate as the nox 

to which the mourning dove is ralat ed. 

The Alabama research unit sponsored the migration 

taken to protect the 

extinct passenger pigeon, 

and other studies which 

shoved that the resident birds, those that remain in Alabama and notiby States 

to nest, actually &ere on the down-grade and were being depleted by hunters* 

As a result of these investigations, the Biological Survey last year recommended 

that the hunting season in certain areas of the 6outh be opened 2 weeks later 

than previously so as to give the birds time to complete the nesting season u13r. 

disturbed. The birds were still. on the nests in September, investigators found. 

The regulations were c*hangeC as a conservation measure to help build up , 

the breeding stock in the South. Some further c‘hanges may still be necessary, 

it ma8 indicated, to give the dove additional protection. Whether the 1940 , 

regulations will include such alterations in the dove hunting season, hOweVer 

will not be determined until I3iological Survey migration and nesting investigai 

tors make their final reports on the results of recent studies. 
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( E D ITO R S : T E E  F O L L O W IX G  IS  A  IL O R E  D E I'A IL X D  A C C O lW 0 3  T H E  lJ:O X R N ING  D O V E  F O R  

T E O S E  V Z IO  W IS :<  A  L O N G E R  S T O R Y )  
- - - - - -_ I_  - - - -  

S ince  th e  B io log ica l  Swvey  b e g a n  b a n d i n  g  m igratory  b i rds  in  1 9 2 0 , m o r e  

th a n  2 7 ,0 0 0  m o u r n i n g  doves  h a v e  b e e n  b a n d e d . A m o n g  th e  pr inc ipa l  b a n d e r s  o f 

th is  spec ies  a r e  Dr. A l len  M . P e a r s o n , l e a d e r  o f th e  A l a b a m a  C o o p e r a tive  n i la-  . 

life  Resea rch  Unit;.V. W . Demcrit t ,  o f K e y  V e s t, F lor ida:  8 . B . T a b e r , Jr., 

of  K a n s a s , Illinois;  O l iver L . A !lstin , o f C a .p e  C o d , M a s s a c h u s e tts: a n d  Car los  

id. S ta n n a r d , o f P h o e n i x , A r i zona . O f socc 2 1 ,7 0 0  m o u r n i n g ,doves  b a n d e d  u p  

to  1 9 3 8 , th e  Rio log ica l  Su rvey  h a s  r o tu r n  records  o f 1 ,5 0 0 ; 

In  m igrat ion,  th e  records  indicate,  th e  m o u r n i n g  doves  u s e  th e  fo p  m a jor  

N o r th  A m e r i c a :1  f lyway- , -- the A tla n tic, M ississip#, C e n tral, a n d  Pacif ic. T h e  

major i ty  o f th e  b i rds  usual ly  stay  in  th e  f lyway in  wh ich  th e y  a r e  r e a r e d . 

M o s t doves  leave  th e  s o u th e r n  S ta tes  in  sp r ing  a n d  m a y  m igra te  as  fa r  n o r th  as  

s o u th e r n  C a n a d a . 

X o u r n i n g  doves  b e l o n g  to  th e  fa m ily C o l u m b i d a e , wh ich  inc ludes  2 1  spec ies  

a n d  subspoc ics  o f b i rds  o f th e  Un i ted  S ta tes, a m o n g  th e m  such  g a m e  b i rds  as  th e  

wh i t e& inged  d o v e , b a n d - ta i led  p i g e o n , a n d  th e  extinct p a s s e n g e r  p i g e o n . 

C o m m o r l y  ca l led  th e  tu r tle  d o v e , th e  m o u r n i n  g  d o v e  is a  p i g e o n A l i & e  b i rd  

a b o u t a  fo o t l o n g , wi th a  r a th e r  s lender  neck  a n d  a  l o n g , p o i n te d  tail. 

Gene ra l l y  its p l u m a g e  is b roTn ish  gray,  b lu ish  gray,  o r  purp l i sh  gray*  It is 

difficult to  d is t inguish th e  m a le  f rom th e  fe m a le  o n  sight, A m a teu rs  s o m e tim e s  

m ista k e  th e  e a s te r n  q r o u n d  d o v e  o &  * th e  s o u th e r n  S ta tes  fo r  th e  m o u r n i n g  d o v e , 

b u t th e  g r o u n d  d o v e  c a n  b e  recogn i zed  by  its stu m p y  tail, a  fla s h  o f b r i gh t co lor  

u n d e r  th e  n i n g , a n d  its smal le r  s izer 
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In the East the mourning dove usuallp lives in more or less open country 

and apparently is not fond of the deep woods. In the West it lives both on 

plaips and mountains =and is seen at altitudes ranging from sea level to ‘7,000 

feet. It is commonly, seen in trees and bushes, but does practically all of its 

feeding on the ground. 

The food of the mowning dove is almost all vegetable, but the specie does 

little harm to domestic crops ) according to Biologiwl Survey investigators. 

Tnough. fond of buckwheat , rye, nhoat8 and corn, the do-Je usually gets only naste 

grains. Economi tally, it is a boncficial. bird because it consumes large qua.ni 

tities of,weed seeds at all seasons of th,e yea:‘. Investigators have found as 

many as 9,100 meed sesds in a single. stomach. The bird also eats other seeds, 

berries, small acorns, and bee&nuts. 

The mourninEf dove’s m&hod of feeding the young has aroused considerable 

popular int erost ; The nestlings are fed a milk&kc substance corn-osed of 

partiellg digested seeds and a secretion of the bird’s crop t-hat is regurgitated 

by both the male and female. This habit, shared by all pigeons and doves, gave 

rise to the expression “pigeon’s milk.ll 

The breeding season is long. In the Middle States mourning doves can be 

soon nesting from early in May throu&h Au.~:s”u and, rarely, to early Scpt ember. 

It is quite common for doves to rear two broods + year. The cati% season is 

preceded by the male’s attempt to win the female. 

In courtship, the male will fly to a height of 100 feet or more and then 

glide earthward in one or more s-,veeping curves to ali@xt rrithin a few feet of . 

the female. This may be repeated several times at intervals of 2 or 3 minutes. 

On the ground , the male oft en struts about with nodding head and wings spread 

. 
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in a graceful manner. Sometimes he perches in front of the female and puffs 

out his feathers as thoug?~ calling attention to himself. The intrusion of an- 

other male upon the scene often results in a fight, whereupon the female disap- 

peas. 

Once mated, the pair remain together through the Sreeding season. The pair 

is affectionate and often utters the “coo, coo” sound commonly associated with 

these birds, The male invariably stands still when he coos, even in courtship. 

The female seldom coos, and then not so loudly as the male. Al though mourning 

doves spend a large p.art of the year in f] ocks, in spring they scatter in pairs 

over the country to ni?s t . Some scienti.sts believe that the present status of the 

bird, and perhaps even its existence, is due to Tunis habit of scattering. If the 

dove bred in co!.onios, as tho passenger pigeon did, it probably would have been 

subjected to the same wholesale slaughter that exterminated that bird. 

Vests are usually placed in loin trees and bushes, though sometimes they may 

be on the ground or in a tree ctlvity. Ordinarily, the nest is not more than 20 

feet above the ground and is made of sticks and lined with finer twigs. The 

female lays a set of two pure wh: fs eggs at least twice a season, and three and 

four sets a year are not uncommon. Both the male and female take turns sitting 

on the eggs or caring for the young, the male more often sitting from.about 8 in 

the morning until 5 at night and the female throughout the night. 

Vlithin 1s days, the eggs are hatched. The nestlings are helpless at birth 

and remain in the nest for 2 we&s. Vhen frightened from the nest at this time, 

the female of ten drops to the ground and attempts to lure the intruder away from 

the young by feigning i injury. The young squab is fat, unattractive, and covered 
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with short, white down through which the yellov!ish skin shows. -ring the first 

2 neeks , the young are fed by regurgitation, but gradually solid foods like those 

of the adults are substituted. 

Vithin a month, the nestlings can cze for themselves, and by July begin to 

assume the gregarious habits of the species. Common roosting sites are selected, 

and many hundreds of doves often come to a single place at night. During the 

summer season, it is not uncommon at sunset to see entire flocks of x0urnir.g doves 

going to mater to drink. 

The mourning dove is among the more popular game birds throughout the 

southern United States. I t is sought by Lun tcrs both for food and sport. Vhen 

akrmed, the bird leaves the grour,d very quickly, gaining speed rapidly nith 

strong, sweeping wing beats. As it flies, its wings make a whistling zound that 

suggests the winnowing flight of the goldeneye duck. 

Wile doves are found in many parts of the United States, the major hunting 

areas are in Kentuclxy, Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, 

Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, &kansas, OkMnona, Texas, Arizona, 

New Kexi co, and California. Being migratory game birds, mourning doves come 

within the juris&iction of the zureau of Biological Survey, which annually recm- 

mends hunting regulations on the basis of studies conducted during the previous 

summer and spring. 

In the past the hunting regulations have varied aith conditions prevailing 

in different areas. Each area may have a different seasor! but the seasons in 

recent years have been held between September 1 a-ad January 31. Of the arrests 
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made for violations of mou-ming dove remlations, the greatest number in recent 

years have been made for hunting over bait, In 1931, an antibaiting re@l.ation 

went into effect and has been continued each year since then. Other important 

violat.ions involve hunters who shoot doves befor e OP after the open season or 

after sundown. 
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