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While sifting through Fort Monmouth’s historical archives, I often uncover curious tidbits and mysteries that have been lost to history. 

One such puzzle recently surfaced in the form of a press release sent to the New York Times by the Signal Corps at Fort Monmouth in August 1941. 

This release notified the Times that the Corps had begun training a falcon draftee named Thunderbolt, a peregrine falcon who had been caught in the Hudson River Palisades. 
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Thunderbolt, a falcon at the Signal Corps station at Fort Mon-
mouth, N. J., that will be trained to attack enemy carrier pigeons and
the “wings” of parachute soldiers. New York Times





The Corps hoped to train Thunderbolt and other falcons to blitz enemy pigeons and parachute Soldiers with some sort of secret weapon. 

Though I thought this sounded strange, it didn’t seem all that inconceivable. After all, if the DoD can train bees and hornets to locate improvised explosive devices today in Iraq, why not a crack team of falcons that could demolish enemy birds and parachutes?

Both the Allied and Axis powers made extensive use of pigeons to carry secret messages to and from the front lines during World War II. 

That method of communication was considered reliable as it was difficult to intercept. Many pigeons earned war hero status for their deft ability to deliver messages under the most difficult of circumstances, which often included being shot at and sustaining multiple injuries. 

The Signal Corps, in 1941, devised a plan to use falcons to intercept German pigeon messages. 

The Corps believed they had an edge over other countries in the use of falcons. Everyone knew that a falcon’s natural prey was the pigeon, and no one wanted to see their own pigeons attacked. 

Britain so revered pigeons that the birds were protected by a Defense of the Realm regulation which threatened six months in prison or a 100 pound fine to anyone caught harming a pigeon. 

The regulation proclaimed that pigeons were conducting “valuable work for the government.” Falcons, which can fly at speeds of up to 100 miles per hour and descend at speeds over 200 miles per hour, were regularly shot in Britain during World War II over fears that they would attack pigeons on “government assignment.” 

To counteract the natural instinct of the falcon, the Signal Corps here developed homing pigeons that could fly at night.  

The New York Times reported that Fort Monmouth planned to experiment with 200 to 300 falcons. 

Lt. Thomas MacClure, head of the falcon program, explained that the falcons would be donated by falconers from all over the country and would also be caught locally in Manhattan. 

MacClure, described in some accounts as a noted ornithologist, consistently declined to answer questions about the bird’s secret weapons. 

However, one report later stated that the falcons would have steel blades attached to their bodies. An article from September 1941 described the falcon’s role as “rendering enemy carrier pigeons hors de combat.” 

The Times reported that the falcons were trained using the hunger method: always at the same place and time so they would return to their trainer. 

MacClure would reportedly spot falcons over Central Park and follow them back to their nesting places, where they were trapped and taken to Fort Monmouth. 

As a result of the newspaper publicity of the new program, the Staten Island Zoo offered to donate five birds of prey to the new Falcon Squadron in August 1941. 

Three members of the Fort Monmouth Falcon program were sent to Staten Island to inspect the birds being offered.  

One Prairie Hawk and two Sparrow Hawks were selected. 

The Fort Monmouth Falcons, dubbed “the First Pursuit Squadron,” were put on display in Times Square along with homing pigeons in August 1941 in support of the American Flying Services Foundation, which helped cadets to become pilots. 

One local falcon fancier, Jacques Suzanne, expressed doubts over the Signal Corps’ goal to train falcons to attack enemy troops and birds. 

Suzanne said he was sure falcons “cannot be trained successfully to harm parachutists. A falcon holds fast with his talons the victim he strikes properly. I have seen some ospreys drown when getting hold of a fish too big to lift off the water.” 

The program was also vehemently protested by falconers and conservationists, according to Kent Carnie, curator emeritus at the Archives of Falconry.  

Of particular concern was MacClure’s proposal to use the falcons to suicide attack enemy planes. MacClure said, “if they could be taught to dive into a propeller, that would cripple the plane. I’d hate to lose the birds, but it might be worth it.” 

Dr. Robert Stabler, a professor of Zoology at the University of Pennsylvania at the time, called the program “silly.” 

The U.S. wasn’t the only country that was training falcons for intended enemy pigeon interception during World War II. 

British Secret Security Service (MI5) documents declassified in 1999 revealed that Nazi pigeons were a key component in Hitler’s plans to invade Britain. 

Heinrich Himmler, commander of the German Schutzstaffel, was also president of the German National Pigeon Society. 

He had ordered the use of pigeons by the Gestapo for their secret communications.  MI5’s secret plan to thwart this attack was the lethal falcon. 

The British Broadcasting Corporation reported that MI5’s Falcon Service patrolled the Cornish coast and successfully captured two Nazi pigeons who became “prisoners of war.” 

Falconry, by some accounts, dates back to the first century before the common era in the Middle East. 

According to the International Association of Falconry (IAF), both Iran and Mongolia claim rights as the cradle of falconry.

Falconry was a sport of the nobility up through the Middle Ages and was considered an important part of a gentleman’s education in Europe. A falcon was also a popular diplomatic gift in the 17th century. 

Hungary is perhaps the most famous country for its lengthy history of producing decorative falcon accoutrements to include hoods, satchels and gloves. 

The sport continues in many countries today, including the United States. 

The IAF says falcons traditionally have done more than acquire food and fur; they have been used in military campaigns and for legal, diplomatic and land colonization for thousands of years. 

The first account of falconry in the New World came from the 1622 writings of a Thomas Morton in New England. According to the IAF, the Kremlin’s Security Service, the KGB, also used falcons to scare off crows from the gold covered cupolas that adorned the Kremlin during the Soviet era. 

The decline of falconry coincided with the development of firearms. The IAF says the last royal hunt with falcons occurred in Denmark in 1803. 

Today, according to the IAF, 50 percent of the world’s falconers reside in the Middle East.

The mystery of what happened to the falcon squadron here led me to the Archives of Falconry in Boise, Idaho. 

Carnie, familiar with the Signal Corps foray into training birds of prey, described the program as interesting but ill conceived. 

He said a New York Herald Tribune article in January 1942 described the cause of the programs’ downfall: a U.S. Army pilot and falcon enthusiast who returned from overseas assignment got wind of the program and convinced the powers that be in Washington that it was wholly impractical.  

The scuttling of the Army’s foray into falcon training, however, was not wholly lost to history. 

The falcon’s legendary war service was recently resurrected in the Walt Disney film “Valiant.” The role of the falcons in attacking enemy pigeons was highlighted, as the plucky hero pigeon Valiant fought desperately to dodge a squadron of the menacing looking falcons when he was trapped behind enemy lines. 

Although it seems that Fort Monmouth’s falcon program was ultimately unsuccessful, it nevertheless contributes to the post’s storied and colorful history. 

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