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What would you do in an emergency situation if you needed to contact a friend or loved one? Pick up the phone, right? Well, what if all the phone lines were down? Would you use a radio? What if radio communication was impossible?

That was the situation many Soldiers faced during World War I and World War II when heavy artillery barrages, cut phone lines or the necessity for radio silence left the trusty pigeon as their only means of communication. 

If you work here you probably know by now that this post was once the home of the Army’s Pigeon Breeding and Training Center (1919-1957). Pigeons have been used as message carriers for thousands of years. The first official documented use of pigeon missives was by the Roman General Julius Caesar during the Gallic Wars (58-51 B.C.). [image: image1.jpg]



But have you ever wondered what kind of messages our feathered friends were delivering? The following messages will give you some insight into the valuable and life saving role pigeons played and how they were also used in psychological operations to demoralize and unnerve our forces. 
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The following two messages were sent by the commander of the "Lost Battalion", 1st Battalion, 308th Infantry, 77th Division, Major Charles Whittlesey, from the Verdun front in France, 1918. His battalion had been cut off from other units and encircled by the Germans. His men, almost out of rations and reduced to eating leaves and shoots, were under constant machine gun fire for five nights. 

All the runners sent to get help had disappeared. The Germans sent a written proposition to the battalion asking for its surrender. But Whittlesey had been instructed not to give up any ground without written orders. If it sounds like things couldn’t get much worse, the battalion then came under attack by its own forces, who didn’t know they were there. Whittlesey had nine pigeons with him and began to send them out. 

“We are being shelled by German artillery.
Can we not have artillery support? This is coming from Northwest.”

And

“We are along road parallel 276.4 Our own artillery is dropping a barrage directly on us.
For heaven’s sake stop it!”

The last pigeon sent, a black check hen named Cher Ami, was responsible for delivering the latter message that saved the battalion from almost certain annihilation. When she was first dispatched, she flew directly into a tree and began to preen herself. A Soldier was forced to climb the tree and push her out. 

She flew 40 kilometers in 25 minutes while sustaining multiple injuries including a bullet through the breast bone. Her leg had also been shot off but miraculously, the message was still there, hanging by her tendon. 

Over 50 percent of the battalion had been killed or wounded by the time they were rescued. Cher Ami was nursed back to health and Gen. John J. Pershing personally saw her off on her voyage back to the United States. 

Pershing reportedly stroked her and ordered that she be kept in the Captain’s Cabin and given unlimited food. She returned here where she died in June 1919. She is now on display in the Smithsonian Institute. 

During World War II, many pigeons were regularly captured by the Germans and became prisoners of war unless they could be rescued, as some were. One pigeon, Miss Brooklyn, had to be rescued several times from behind enemy lines by Italian spies and British commandoes. 

On occasion, the Germans would use U.S. birds to send back misinformation or taunting messages as recorded by Gordon Hayes of the 209th Signal Pigeon Company in his book "The Pigeons that Went to War". 

Suspected messages were sent to the Photo Intelligence Department for verification. The following two messages were sent by German troops on the Italian front to the 36th Infantry Division. 

“Monday, January 24,1944
To the Americans 36th Division. Here is your pidgeon (sic) back. The German troops have enough meat to eat. By the way we are gladly looking forward to your next visit by your degenerate lice-infested comrades.

The German Troops


And

“To the American Commanders, 36th Division., Infantry
Herewith we return a pidgeon (sic) to you. Your officers are too stupid to destroy important documents before being captured. At the present moment your division in the southern sector is getting a good hitting. You poor fools.

The German Troops


Those messages, no doubt infuriating and demoralizing, were edited by Hayes who said he deleted some of the overly offensive language from the original wording as they were “too foul to appear in print.”

He described the conditions on the Italian front in which our pigeons were trying to get through, “It is difficult to describe the sheer guts our babies had, who, hazards not withstanding, made it to the lofts, sometimes cut to pieces by the enemy fire. We sewed and patched them up and they were back to work in a couple of weeks as fit as ever.” 

During the Cold War Era, a German pigeon, Leaping Lena, made a fantastic flight through the Iron Curtain from Pilsen, Czechoslovakia in 1954. Attached to her leg was an anti-communist message addressed to Radio Free Europe Headquarters in Munich. 

The message follows:

“We plead with you not to slow down in the fight against communism because communism must be destroyed. We beg for a speedy liberation from the power of the Kremlin and the establishment of a United States of Europe. We listen to your broadcasts. They present a completely true picture of life behind the Iron Curtain. We would like you to tell us how we can combat “bolshevism” and the tyrannical dictatorship existing here. We are taking every opportunity to work against the regime and do everything in our power to sabotage it.

Unbowed Pilsen

Leaping Lena was brought to the United States where she was greeted by four hero pigeons from Fort Monmouth. Pigeons released in her honor carried a copy of the message to President Dwight Eisenhower and Henry Ford II, President of the Crusade for Freedom. 

She then went on a press tour, helping to raise funds for Radio Free Europe. The dissolution of the Army’s Pigeon service here in 1957, due to advances in communication equipment, did not mean an end to their use in other capacities. 

Pigeons continued to be used to deliver messages right up through the 21st Century where they were used in remote parts of India to communicate messages about natural disasters. 

News Reports from 2003 also indicate that the Marine Corps used pigeons as rudimentary sensors to detect chemicals in the air as they prepared to enter Iraq. 

(Editors Note: second in an occasional series detailing Fort Monmouth’s 90th anniversary).
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