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Several years ago, while doing research for a story that was to be about the adventures of two little doves, I became inspired by the true story of Cher Ami, the carrier pigeon that saved a lost battalion in World War I. Documents obtained from the U.S. National Archives revealed that many birds distinguished themselves in the American Army on the front, an excerpt of which is provided at the end of the story.

World War I, the war that was to end all wars, killed over nine million soldiers, collapsed four dynasties, and transformed the boundaries of central and western Europe. Perhaps this story will inspire readers to review world history, as it may provide a better understanding of modern wars.

The terms pigeons and doves are used interchangeably, and are the same species. They were domesticated hundreds of years ago for their intelligence services. They mate for life, so it is not surprising that in ancient times, some trainers would hold families in the lofts to insure the message carriers would return. During the Great War, the use of wireless transmitters, telegraph services, and telephone equipment often proved unreliable, leaving thousands of troops stranded with no hope. As a result, the legend of the carrier pigeons lives on with the maxim – when all else failed.

It was a pleasure to write the story of Doveland, and perhaps it will reunite the kindred spirit of readers with the invisible bond that exists between man and animals. It is a privilege to help preserve the historical legacy of the intelligence services of the carrier pigeons, and to support all dedicated bird advocates in their efforts to secure a protective environment for these wonderful birds.

-M Moore


THE GREAT WAR

Long ago in the land of Bosnia, a band of young men, along with a nineteen-year-old student named Gavrilo Princip, gathered to discuss their resentment of the upcoming visit of Archduke Ferdinand to Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia. Unresolved conflicts arising out of hatred, humiliation, and revenge had led to political unrest in the land of the Balkans. Austro-Hungary had invaded Bosnia years earlier and as heir to its throne, his assassination would send a message loud and clear to the Austro-Hungarian Empire that Bosnia wanted its independence. On June 28, 1914, as the Archduke’s car traveled from the railroad station to the Town Hall in Sarajevo, Serbian Nationalist Gavrilo Princip fatally wounded Archduke Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie.

Allegations that the assassin was aided by members of the Serbian Society, Austro-Hungary gave Serbia an ultimatum on July 3, 1914: That their own officials would be permitted to enter their country to capture and punish those involved in the assassination, and they wanted a reply within forty-eight hours. Serbia perceived this demand as a threat to their independence. Just two minutes away from the forty-eight-hour timeframe, Serbia sent a reply that it would accept all demands except one. Officials from Austro-Hungary would not be permitted to come into their country. The Foreign Minister of Austro-Hungary stated that the reply was unsatisfactory, and declared war on Serbia.

In the early part of the twentieth century, there were peace conferences held in The Hague (International Court of Justice/Netherlands), but there never was an organization set up to handle disputes between countries, so fearful countries would form alliances with other countries, but they had only maintained bitter peace. Austro-Hungary, Germany and Italy formed an Alliance, and France, Russia and Great Britain had previously formed a Triple Entente. As a patron of the Balkan nationalist movement, Russia began mobilizing its army against the advice of both Germany and Great Britain. They suggested Russia allow the two countries to come to a peaceful resolution, but it was too late. In those days, mobilization was almost the same as declaring war.

Germany then declared war on Russia and France; France and Great Britain declared war on Germany and Austro-Hungary. With Italy remaining neutral, Germany and Austro-Hungary became known as the Central Powers. Belgium’s neutrality was guaranteed in 1839 by the Treaty of London. However, Germany demanded the right to passage, and invaded Belgium on August 4, 1914.

And so, declarations of The Great War would echo in Europe, Asia and throughout the world, known today as World War I.


 

Doves have long been known for their role as message

carriers, but their distinguishable service in World War I

will mark the end of an era gone by as they carry

their legacy into the twentieth century.

CHAPTER 1

In the Kingdom of Belgium out of the Valley of the Ardennes, there lives a legend among the doves. His name was Clovis.

The story begins with his family, the Skybirds, one morning in May, 1914, just weeks before Clovis hatched. Along with the one hundred migrating pigeons, doves, and grouse, his family gathered for their long awaited journey from the southwest region of France to the little country of Belgium.

There were several leaders among their regimented flight. The families of Skybird, Flanders, Rock Dove, and Ghent lined up first in formation. Next were the Grouse families of Bruges, Willow, and Norder, followed by the Dove Roufous, Woodpigeon, and Laughing Dove families.

Visions of their homeland filled their heads as the birds followed their leaders into the blue meadows of the sky, where whispers in the wind did not carry voices from the minds of men. For they will find themselves in a land where the war of wars will begin, a place that will become their final destination ~ Doveland.

Sea billows swell in their splendor before bursting along the Atlantic coastline, while clouds paint a spectacular band of white woven ribbons across the sky like an endless reflection of the sea below connecting its frothy whitecaps along one global shore. The westerly winds shuffled the fair-weather clouds, scattering them about like mounds of cotton candy, saturated with melting crystals that lightly brushed across their dancing wings.

Their journey was long and peaceful. Sometime in the afternoon, the flock began their traditional descent as they approached the border of Belgium. The pigeons and doves believed that the shadows in the water beneath them were reflections of the spirits of their forefathers traveling with them to their beloved homeland. With outstretched wings, they glided above the Meuse River toward the confluence of the Semois River, a tributary that flows down the mountains from the east. Maintaining their tradition, the flock followed the whimsical path of the Semois River toward the Belgium province of Luxembourg. The rugged green forests of the Valley of the Ardennes heightened their anticipation for arrival with the familiar sweet scent of white heather and hyacinth flowers that filled the air.

The pigeons and doves thrived on the large oak trees with plentiful smooth non-bristle-tipped leaves that mature with little acorns full of sweet tasting seeds. The bountiful beech trees made a sturdy place for their nestlings with their sprouting limbs enhanced by shrub-like blue-green leaves that turn a glowing copper color in autumn.

On its journey downstream from Arlon Springs, the Semois River enters a plateau in the valley where a portion of the river makes a short detour around a perennial forest garden known as the trees of Doveland. This enchanted island provided the bird community with an abundance of food and shelter during their mating season that would help insure the survival of their young.

The flock announced its arrival with a joyful rush of wing flapping as they landed among the trees around the ground center of the threshold. This formation provided a circular spiral to create a stronghold against their most formidable predator – the hawks.

For across the stream in the deep dark forests around them lurked the fiercest hunter in the valley. His ample dark feathers embraced his large body, and his head quite distinctive with a broad mustache that stood out against his white throat, cheeks, and breast. The birds called him Smokejack because he would emerge out of the smoky haze that lingered above the river in the early morning twilight and strike without warning. Their powerful strength as hunters invoked such paralyzing fear among the pigeons and doves that they had become easy prey.

The ground center of the threshold was reserved for social activities where they gathered to visit, and for special occasions like the upcoming courtship ceremony. The coniferous evergreen skyscrapers of the forest endowed the ground center with a sheltering canopy, cones with nutlike seeds, and pine needles that provided ground cover for drainage during the rainfall season.

The pigeons and doves immediately began building their new nests among the numerous trees, while the grouse families prepared their nests with large sticks and strong twigs among the rough grasses on the forest floor. Some families shared in the duties of gathering the materials while others constructed the nests. To prepare for the upcoming ceremony, each family would also assist in the decoration of the ground center, and provide food for the sumptuous feast.

Because pigeons and doves mate for life, the upcoming celebration was a major event. Although the pigeons and doves were at liberty to pick and choose their own mates, parents sometimes encouraged their sons and daughters to mate with certain families. While Skybird, and his son, Antwerp, were gathering fountains of ferns, they discussed the upcoming ceremony. He urged his son to choose Tawney as his mate, insisting she was the most beautiful and regal bird in the community. 

“No, father,” he replied hastily, “I have already chosen my mate. Her name is Ringdove.”

“You do not wish to please me and your mother, and mate with Tawney, the daughter of my best friend, Ghent?”

“Would you and mother not wish to please me and allow me to mate with my best friend?” retorted Antwerp, as he departed from his father and returned to the ground center alone. As with all sons, Antwerp wanted his father to be proud of him. The upcoming celebration was supposed to be a joyful one, but he felt an unfair sting of obligation to his father. Arriving at the ground center, Antwerp dropped the ferns to the ground and remained there for a few moments, motionless.

Meanwhile, the plot between the two fathers continued. Ghent had taken his daughter, Tawney into the woods where they made several trips layering the leafy bed of the ground center with twigs of berries. Ghent began to praise his friend’s son.

“I hope you have noticed that Antwerp would be your best choice for a mate.”

“Father, you know I love Hunter. Nothing you say is going to change my mind.”

“Mating with the future leader means you move up in a family tree.”

“I’m not mating with a branch, father.”

“Please daughter, it has already been arranged!”

Tawney broke away from her father with a twig of berries for the celebration. Tawney’s plumage was a soft pearl gray with a white fluffy covert, and a radiant pink color circled her sparkling eyes. If a beauty contest was held, she would certainly win. But her eyes were not sparkling when she arrived at the ground center near Antwerp, where unspoken words were exchanged between them through the same empty gaze.

Meanwhile, more food began arriving from the forest for the celebration. Grouse Bruges and his mate, Combs, favored the fruits of the whortleberries and blueberries, which they found in the woods on low lying shrubs with rosy flowers tinged with green. The family of Flanders gathered fountains of rolling vines and summer sweet azaleas to cover the woody trellis provided by the families of Norder and Willow. This shared endeavor will form an archway through which each pair of birds must pass during the mating ritual.

The family of woodpigeon gathered cascades of heart-shaped leaves with droppings of catkins full of seeds from the poplar trees, and short stems of caspia.

As preparations for the mating ritual continued, some of the soon-to-be mates came together. Hunter found Tawney perched alone near the shore.

“Hello, beautiful!”

He had overheard the conversation with her father and whistled her a cheerful tune. Tawney let him know she was pleased to become his mate with her cooish smile, as she listened to his serenade. Hunter had a pale gray covert and conspicuously patterned black and white wings and tail. They planned to join the other doves in the upcoming ceremony devoting their lives to each other.

By late afternoon, the merriment gradually subsided as the community waited for their leader, Skybird, to speak from the ground center of the threshold. His soft brown plumage was dominated by dark brown spots on his outer wing coverts. A true descendant of the old world turtle doves, he regarded himself as a master of great strength.

“Let’s feast on these morsels as we celebrate our homecoming, and congratulate those among us who will this day proclaim their lifelong mates.”

While the birds enjoyed the bountiful feast, they chatted and cooed about the new courtships and the anticipated new arrivals that would follow. Soon Antwerp began pecking morsels around the ground center toward Ringdove, whom he had chosen for his mate. His turtle dove feathers were dark brownish-gray with white on the tip of his tail, and black and white stripes on each side of his neck. Ringdove was from the family of Flanders. She boasted shiny chestnut brown feathers with a silky white ring around her neck that Antwerp admired. Anticipating acceptance at the ceremony, Antwerp whispered to Ringdove. “I’ve found us a strong bough where we will build our new home.” Ringdove cooed happily.

Meanwhile, Tulip found Hawthorn’s giggles quite humorous as they exchanged glances from a short distance. Her father, Rock Dove saw the pair communicating their affection and sought to intervene. He did not want his daughter to mate with the strange family of Laughing Dove. As Rock Dove approached Tulip, he sheltered his voice behind his outstretched wings and whispered. “Do you really think I’m going to allow my little flower to hatch a bunch of red-winged hecklers?”

“Oh, father, we don’t care what color their wings are!” Rock Dove bobbed his head in disappointment as he returned to his mate, Robin. “It’s no use.” However, Rock Dove and Robin did approve of the match between their son, Dipper, to Duchess from the family of Woodpigeon.

The leaders and their mates took their respective places on the front line surrounding the ground center. Present were the following leaders with their mates. Skybird and Lady Fern; Flanders and Chestnut; Rock Dove and Robin; Ghent and Plumy; Bruges and Combs; Willow and Clover, Norder and Goosefoot; Dove Roufous and Mulberry; Woodpigeon and Leaflet; and lastly, Laughing Dove and Mossy.

Perched in the woody mezzanine, a chorus choir provided by the wild birds of the valley chirped in harmony with the pigeons and doves as they warbled the traditional mating tune. Meanwhile, Skybird and Ghent made passing glances at each other as the future of the community now rested with the offspring of their descendants.

The first courtship ritual was performed by Antwerp and Ringdove. They entered the threshold of the flowery archway where they continued down a short path to a circle mound decorated with short stems of caspia, a symbol of welcomed cheerfulness. Antwerp began his courtship dance around Ringdove as she paused gracefully. Her mother, Chestnut, beamed with pride as she watched her daughter’s mating performance. Antwerp flapped his wings high over his back, then stood humbly before her and waited for her acceptance. She moved toward him and pressed her head against his chest while making cooing sounds. He opened his beak and she reciprocated by placing her beak inside, completing the mating ritual. Together they leaped away to build their new home and begin a family of their own.

Continuing the ceremony, Hawthorn and Tulip moved forward through the archway. As they stepped down the path, Hawthorn became excited and began to involuntarily perseverate. “Pe-poo-oo, pup-oo.” His syllables rose and fell while the crowd’s chanting ceased momentarily as he tried desperately to compose himself. Tulip became annoyed by her father’s embarrassment, but she soon found comfort in Hawthorn’s father, Laughing Dove, who was proudly amused by his son’s inherited traits. Hawthorn’s reddish-brown plumage fluttered from the back of his neck down to his tail. Finally, he composed himself and flapped his wings while circling Tulip. She proudly pressed her head against his trembling chest as he opened his quivering beak, and she accepted him. Together they departed to build their new home.

Duney and Heather were next in line. They were from the grouse families of Norder and Willow. In contrast to the mating rituals of the pigeons and doves, Grouse Duney strutted as he hiked up his tail feathers with Heather following behind him. They continued the ritual by performing their mating dance down the path, across the circle mound, and into the woods where they will construct their new home on the ground.

Next, Dipper and Duchess stepped into the threshold of the archway. They were from the families of Rock Dove and Woodpigeon. After a short pause, Duchess posed gracefully as Dipper strutted around her, flapping his wings and standing before her, waiting for acceptance. She moved toward him cooing and pushing her head against his chest. He opened his beak and she reciprocated. They leaped from the ceremony to build their new home together.

Hunter and Tawney stood inside the archway. They were from the families of Dove Roufous and Ghent. They strolled down the path to the circle mound where Hunter began the mating dance around Tawney. While he flapped his wings over his back, she paused gracefully before pressing her head against his chest. He opened his beak and she reciprocated. Together they leaped away to build their new home.

The celebration of the homecoming and mating ritual was over, and it was time for the birds to return to their new nests.

Meanwhile, back in the forest, standing upright over a stump with his flexible neck moving about, Wimpy weasel had been watching the activities at the ground center. His reddish-brown long slender body was about fourteen inches long, the same length of his bushy tail. He liked to eat mice, frogs, and …bird eggs. When Wimpy’s mother emerged from their underground burrow, she found him watching the celebration.

“We do not bother the birds!” she said firmly, bursting his hungry dream bubble with a hard slap on the head. His mother returned home leaving Wimpy to hunt for food.

Darkness fell upon the quiet valley as serenades of nature swept across the river to the trees of Doveland. Warm spring breezes strummed through the pines like the lingering chords from the stroke of a harp, sending vibrations from the woodwinds of the forest to the rhythm of the tambourine, performed by the aspens’ tremulous leaves, quaking, clinging. Moonlit waters dressed in frills of white lace waltzed to an endless rhapsody around the shores of the island, as the bird community rested for the night.


CHAPTER 2

Unseen by the birds, there were other animals that shared the comfort and safety of the isolated forest garden. Thriving under cover of darkness, these nocturnal animals gathered at the ground center of the threshold and began foraging on leftovers. Browsers and seed eaters, red squirrels, and chipmunks joined in the late night feast, even munching on the archway, slowly pulling it to the ground.

Wimpy weasel began to eat like a scavenger. Soon, his old archenemy, Hognose, appeared. The popular badger claimed to be the best underground burrower on the island, providing the best dry routes, for a bartered price of course. Hognose stood about two feet high and about thirty inches long with black and white facial stripes, in contrast to his solid grayish coat. He was considered rich by rodent standards, but he disliked Wimpy because he refused to work for his food. Hognose was an omnivore. He preferred frogs and small rodents, but he also enjoyed a variety of berries, nuts, and seeds.

Soon after his arrival, Hognose became annoyed with Wimpy’s presence and decided to get rid of him by releasing a foul scent into the air. Before long, Wimpy became nauseated by the odor and spit out the remaining food in his mouth. Hognose laughed out loud as he watched Wimpy the weasel run away.

Wimpy would now have to hunt for food, and that meant work. Unfortunately, poor little Wimpy didn’t find solace at home. His mother admonished him when he returned home with no food for the table. She sent him back out into the dark night, and this time she wanted him to return with at least three mice. She needed to pay Hognose to build an extra burrow for her expanding family. Besides, she wasn’t getting any help at home from Wimpy.

He obeyed his mother’s orders and set out into the night to find three mice. “Maybe I can find one tonight, one tomorrow night and one the next night!” he muttered as he nosed through the leaves in search of mice holes. “After all, whoever heard of working so hard you had to catch three mice in one night?” He complained as Hognose came to mind. “I bet that ugly badger could, I just bet he could!” Wimpy was up to no good. He ran back to the ground center to see if Hognose was still there. He was. He dashed off to the largest underground burrow on the island. Slithering inside the well-kept burrow, he found three mice tucked inside a root ledge. He convinced himself that Hognose would never miss them, and scurried home.

Standing at the entrance of his home, his mother greeted him. Looking like quite the trapper, Wimpy stood tall clutching the three mice she had requested. She kissed him on the head three times, one for each mouse.

Later that evening there was a loud thump outside Wimpy’s home. “Where’s my mice?” roared Hognose. Wimpy’s mother appeared at the door with the stolen mice. Hognose yanked them away from her in anger and left the burrow. Mother weasel turned around to find Wimpy hiding behind her. She was very disappointed and began smacking him all the way out the door.

“Ouch, ouch, ouch!” he shrieked.

“Get out and stay out!” she yelled as she threw him out to fend for himself. Still dazed at what just happened, he rubbed his sore head and walked away from the only home he had ever known. Tired of being pushed around, he climbed into a hollow log and fell asleep.

A radiant sun pillar flickered through the trees the first day following their arrival. Morning greetings increased as the birds awakened and gathered around the ground center of the threshold to visit. Some began their early morning exercise routine of jumping up and down while flexing their wings. However, some new mates had other ideas about how to spend their morning as they made their way to a secluded part of the island.

Antwerp and Ringdove perched in a flowery rowan tree near the misty bank of the east shore, and talked about their future together.

“I hope to become a great leader like my father,” declared Antwerp.

“Our future son will be well prepared to follow you as leader. The Flanders side of the family are well known for their strong leadership and racing abilities.”

Meanwhile on the south shore, Hunter and Tawney perched on the limb overlooking the valley. A thick mist slow to expire hovered over the trickling waters beneath them. Tawney looked skyward.

“I would love to see our home from the sky, Hunter.”

Leaving the island would have never entered Hunter’s mind. Realizing she was more adventurous, he felt the need to rise to her expectations.

“Okay,” thinking it would be a short harmless trip. No one would ever have to know, he thought. Hunter looked around to be certain no one in the community would see them leave, and they leaped away from the safety of their island home. Upward they flew, high into the sky above the forest and began to circle above their homeland. Tawney marveled at the spectacular view of the hills and valleys, and the white mist that surrounded the trees of Doveland.

“Look at all the trees!” she exclaimed, overwhelmed by the endless pastoral hills and vales. Hunter found his contentment merely in her happiness.

“You must promise me one day we will bring our children up here.”

Hunter promised. As they headed back to the south shore, he cautioned her to fly close behind him to remain unseen. Hunter glided swiftly above the misty river toward the south shore. Suddenly, Tawney screeched and Hunter looked behind him. A large hawk had leaped out of the thick mist below, now hanging in an updraft and hovering over his mate. The hawk wrapped his large talons firmly around Tawney, and flew back toward the deep dark woods.

“Hunter, help me!” her frightful voice faded with distance. It all happened so fast that Hunter lost track of them at the edge of the woods.

Hunter entered the empty dark forest, leaping from tree to tree in a desperate search for his mate. There were no more cries to follow, and no sign of his mate. He flew in the direction of subtle crackling sounds, and perched nearby. His worst fear was confirmed. Tawney was being held down by the talons of a large hawk, ripping her apart with his strong beak. Hunter quivered in horror as he watched his mate die from the worst possible death ~ being eaten alive. With her head dangling, he knew she was no longer in pain. “My beautiful Tawney,” he cried. “I’m so sorry.” He watched as the hawk devoured all of her, leaving only blood soaked feathers on the branch as he flew away. Hunter remained in the forest that morning, incapacitated and inconsolable.

When he did return, he relayed the bad news to Tawney’s father, Ghent, but did not divulge the tragic details of her death.

“You left the island?” He shouted. “You know the rules!”

Ghent notified Skybird who immediately called for a community gathering. Among the leaders who took their places as members of council were Ghent, the grieving father, and Dove Roufous, who felt his son, Hunter, had brought shame to the family.

And so, Hunter stood alone before the committee of leaders, waiting to hear his fate. After Skybird announced the sad news involving the death of Tawney, he spoke for the community in offering condolences to the family of his friend, Ghent. Skybird was aware that when rules are broken, the leaders can better assess its strengths and weaknesses.

“Each member of the community is responsible for protecting his own family, and you must stay vigilant at all times.”

Hunter displayed a true sense of remorse, looking somewhat lifeless as he stood alone with his head humbly bowed. Skybird used his wisdom to bring the community together following this terrible tragedy.

“It is my judgment, Hunter, that further punishment would be no greater than the loss you have already suffered.”

Ghent was disappointed. He felt Hunter was responsible for his daughter’s death, and should be ousted and exposed to the same fate! Although he did not agree with the judgment of Skybird, he remained silent and supported his leadership.

Hunter was released and returned to the nest that he and his mate were going to share. The memories of her plea for help would haunt him day and night. “Hunter, help me!” and then… visions of her dangling head.

As he sat motionless in his nest, another dove appeared and perched in the shadows of the branches behind him each day at the same time, waiting and watching over him.

Another day went by and whispers of the tragic event began to wane as daily activities resumed. Hunter could hear the conversation among the doves gathered around the ground center of the threshold. They spoke of their excitement about the new chicks that would soon be hatched. In another area, pigeons offered singing lessons, while male doves taught mating rituals. Still others had fun imitating bird calls coming from the other side of the river.

Hunter tried to overcome his grief by envisioning a different outcome… He would respond to Tawney’s adventurous request by letting her know that his first responsibility as her mate was to protect her, and the two of them would return safely to their nest. Oh, if he had only followed the rules!

On the third day following the tragic death of his mate, Hunter quietly left his nest and returned to the south shore where the nightmare began. Looking toward the sky, he recaptured the memories of that fateful flight. Tawney’s fearless smile as her free-spirited wings folded in and out so gracefully, which brought great joy to him. But, she had found herself with a preserver who would not be capable of saving her life, he thought. He felt he could not return to the nest without her.

By late afternoon, another dove would discover Hunter’s lifeless body being shuffled about by the waves against the shoreline. Hunter’s father, Dove Roufous, was quickly summoned. Word spread that a dove may have drowned himself.

As the flock gathered around the south shore, a lone dove appeared in their midst ~ the one that had perched in the shadows of the branches, waiting and watching over him, his mother, Mulberry.

“Not my Hunter!” she cried.

The flock stood back as she ran toward Hunter, embracing him with open wings, and gently rubbing his wet feathers as she whispered. “Son, I want to tell you how sorry I am that you lost your mate, and that it wasn’t your fault.”

Dove Roufous prepared a small furrow in the soil to bury his son, then glanced in Ghent’s direction to share a moment of mutual compassion. As part of the burial ritual, Dove Roufous held the first stone to be dropped into the furrow, as was the custom. He felt he had abandoned his son in time of need, and was unable to release the pebble. Mulberry did not share her mate’s belief that Hunter had shamed the family, but she forgave him by humbly removing the pebble from his beak, and dropping it into the furrow. Together, Dove Roufous and Mulberry sadly departed. The community completed the burial ritual by covering the grave with pebbles.

Meanwhile, Ghent approached Skybird and murmured respectfully.

“You knew this would happen, didn’t you?”

“It wasn’t the river that killed him, my friend.”


CHAPTER 3

Following the tragic deaths of Hunter and Tawney, the birds turned their attention to the little snow white eggs that began to appear in the clutches. Soon-to-be parents took turns guarding the nests. There was little other activity among the doves during this special time.

Within two to three weeks, yellow fuzzy chicks began to break open their shells. Skybird and Lady Fern were summoned by Antwerp to witness the birth of their grandchildren, along with the family of Flanders. Antwerp and Ringdove watched their clutch closely to see their first young appear. A chick pecked her way out, and began to beg for food.

“I will call her Posie,” said Ringdove proudly as she huddled over her young and let her chick drink milk from her beak.

Antwerp hoped for a son and watched diligently as the second egg showed signs of crackling. The little chick pecked its way out of the shell making Antwerp quite honored to be a parent.

“My son will be called Clovis,” he announced, hoping his birth would make amends between him and his father. Skybird nodded with approval and remained nearby through mealtime.

Meanwhile the grouse families of Norder and Willow gathered at the ground nest of Duney and Heather to watch more cheepers emerge from the speckled eggs. The first son to hatch was named Homer. Later, the family would welcome Greyhen, Wabbler, Needles, and Wormwood. There was some feather drumming as five birds competed for space in the nest, and the parents were becoming a little overwhelmed and frustrated trying to feed them all. Soon, spats began to erupt between Duney and Heather regarding the newborns. Some chicks would be favored above others. Beginning with the first born, Heather picked on Homer.

“Look at those large feet! He must be from the chicken side of your family.” Homer looked down at his feet which didn’t see much larger than Greyhen’s. Then Duney complained.

“Your little Greyhen reminds me of a wild pheasant with all those tiny colored patches!”

“Why she’s as beautiful as a peacock!” retorted Heather.

The grandparents returned to their homes as the new parents continued arguing. When Homer leaves his parent’s clutch, he will survive his parent’s quarreling, but not the substance of their conversations.

Up in the Rock Dove tree, new members of the family were being welcomed by Hawthorn and Tulip. Also perched nearby was the family of Laughing Dove. Rock Dove appeared and made amends with the family of Laughing Dove believing this was a special time for both families. He wanted to meet the newest members of his family tree. Tulip told her father that she had already named the first chick, Squeaker. She was concerned her father may make fun of the other cheeper, but Rock Dove adored the cute fellow with the little flat beak.

“Would you let me call him Puppyduck?” he asked, as he slightly touched the little fellow with the tip of his wing, bringing on a faint giggle.

“Yes, father, and thank you for wanting to name him,” she said with tears of joy.

Rock Dove also visited the new members of Dipper and Duchess: Little Dip and Hazy. These were the most joyous days for the community as it involved all the families.

But, soon their celebration would be halted by another attack that would fill the community with more fear and grief. Smokejack had arrived from across the river and quietly perched in the shadows of darkness above them, sharpening his talons in a tree in anticipation of his next meal. He waited for the right moment to seize his prey.

One of the chicks born to Dipper and Duchess was about to become the camp’s next victim. Unsuspecting, Dipper left the nest prematurely to exchange places with Duchess, who was approaching the tree where her young were raising their heads in anticipation of being fed. Without warning, the hawk appeared with the familiar cackling sounds, “Kek-kek-kek,” as he made a sudden forward dash toward the nest. Duchess witnessed in horror as she watched the hawk pass over her nest and continue his flight back across the river with Little Dip clutched in his talons. The community cringed in silence until the attacker left the campsite. Feeling much sadness over her loss, Duchess placed her wings over her remaining chick, Hazy, and wept.

Skybird visited the grieving family. He did not call a meeting because the camp had been cautioned many times about the danger of hawks hiding in the trees. Everyone throughout the camp knew they must remain alert at all times and be responsible for their own family. Standing guard over their young became a way of life, but their awareness would not keep the fearless hawks away.

Several days passed, and the yellow fuzz on the wings of Antwerp’s baby chicks were replaced with shiny brown feathers. Clovis and his sister, Posie, began flexing their wings and bouncing around the nest. Clovis became curious about a white starry flower.

“Mother, why is there a flower on the side of our nest?”

“For good luck, son,” she answered, while anticipating the arrival of Antwerp from the woods.

Finally, Antwerp returned. It was Ringdove’s turn to forage for food. Posie lay asleep while Antwerp gave Clovis flying lessons by gliding around the tree and back.

“Do it again, Papa!” said Clovis excitedly, flapping his wings up and down as he watched. It looked like so much fun. Smokejack was lurking from high above, looking for his next easy prey. When Antwerp leaped away from the nest a second time, the hawk dashed toward his prey with his usual attack call, “kek-kek-kek.” Clovis looked up and saw a gigantic monster lunging toward him and cringed with fright. Antwerp recognized the cackling sounds and rushed toward the nest just before the hawk arrived, redirecting its flight back out of the forest and across the river. Antwerp had been courageous in saving his son’s life, and remained protectively on the side of the nest, trembling, fluttering.

And so, fear of their formidable predator was passed down to the next generation ~ something Clovis would never forget.

To pass the time, Homer began to play hide and seek with his siblings, Greyhen, Wabbler, Needles and Wormwood. Homer ran around the trees on the ground until he found Greyhen. She giggled and helped him find the others.

Several weeks had already passed and many fledglings began to leave their nests. Clovis grew eager to begin a new life on his own. His soft brown plumage was dominated with dark brown outer wing coverts like that of his grandfather, Skybird. Antwerp watched anxiously as Clovis balanced on the side of the nest. Clovis soon caught the attention of a baby grouse on the ground.

“Don’t be afraid, just flap your wings!”

“Okay, watch me!” he yelled daringly as he jumped out of the tree, paddling his little wings all the way to the ground. As soon as he landed, Clovis was anxious to make friends.

“What’s your name?”

“Homer, from the family of Grouse Norder.”

“I’m Clovis, from the family tree of Skybird.”

Grouse are larger than the doves, and in contrast, their feathers cover their legs. Homer had glossy black plumage with a small lyre-shaped tail.

“Father says you tree nesters take longer to leave the nest,” remarked Homer sheepishly.

“Where’s your home?”

“Over there,” replied Homer, directing his attention toward a medley of loose twigs, and scattered dried leaves on the ground. Parents sometimes shepherd their fledglings after they leave home.

“Homer!” yelled his father, Duney. “I told you to build a stronger nest, like your sister, Greyhen.”

“But I hate building nests!” grimaced Homer.

Greyhen smirked at her brother, as she stood proudly next to her deep nest, layered geometrically with leaves and moss between twigs and sticks.

“Okay, okay,” retorted Homer, then turning to Clovis. “It took her a long time to build that stupid looking thing!”

Clovis and Homer snickered and laughed, and from that day forward they became best friends. Clovis watched out for his sister, Posie, as she floated down from the nest. Posie had brown feathers and light markings around her neck like her mother, Ringdove. All the fledglings became acquainted with each other. Also joining them were Squeaker and Hazy. In the distance, Rock Dove was swinging Puppyduck back and forth on a loop of woody vine. The little combs over Homer’s eyes elevated with jealousy, wondering why such an ugly bird was getting so much attention. Soon Puppyduck joined them.

“I know, let’s play a game!” he giggled.

“Let’s play a game,” mocked Homer.

“Follow me and we’ll explore the woods,” said Clovis as he barely leaped above the ground to lead them into the forest. With the birds following him in a single line, Clovis flew in and around trees and over shrubs, up and down and all around, and on the outskirts of the island, finally landing on the north side. This part of the island was open and grassy. A perfect place to play a game, thought Puppyduck. “I know, let’s play hide and seek.” After going over the rules, which included no flying, Homer asked who wanted to be ‘it’ first.

“Me! me!” insisted Puppyduck.

The birds quickly scattered to hide in the woods while Puppyduck looked toward the river before beginning his search. As he crept into the woods looking for them, Squeaker flew from a nearby bush and returned to base without being caught.

“No fair flying,” declared Puppyduck.

“I was only this high off the ground,” replied Squeaker as she fluttered her wings to demonstrate.

Puppyduck ignored his sister and started toward the woods again to find someone else.

“I see you!” he yelled at Posie, as she raced him to the shoreline.

“You saw who? You are supposed to call my name, so I’m safe!”

With Posie frowning, and Sqeaker pouting, Puppyduck walked toward the woods once again. The other fledglings had conspired to gather in one place, and rush toward the base together without being seen. Jumping up and down while cheering over their victory, made Puppyduck a very unhappy camper.

“It’s not fair. I don’t want to be ‘it’ anymore!”

The sky darkened, followed by a misty rain. The fledglings agreed to let Puppyduck lead them back to the ground center. He flew up to a low lying branch, and they followed, perching in a straight line. Then, they followed him back down to the ground, then back up to the branch again. After about three times, the downpour increased and they quickly returned to camp. When the rain subsided, some of the fledglings began building their own nests.

One late afternoon while the fledglings were playing in the forest, Clovis became distracted by Wimpy. Being nocturnal creatures, weasels are usually active at night, but Wimpy was still awake at dawn motivated by hunger. While sniffing along the ground hunting for mice, he was being observed by Clovis.

“Want some berries?” asked Clovis, as he shook one of the bushes.

“They just don’t fill me up. What I really want is a mouse,” he complained. Trying to help the poor hungry weasel, Clovis looked around the ground and spotted one.

“Over there, running toward that log,” whispered Clovis.

Wimpy quickly dashed over the leaves. “Uhmm-good,” said Wimpy as he began devouring the mouse.

When Puppyduck saw Clovis talking to Wimpy, he whispered a secret to Clovis.

Clovis turned to Wimpy. “This little fellow would like to take a ride around the island perched on your back. Will you let him?”

Wimpy didn’t like the idea, but Clovis might help him to find more mice, so he reluctantly agreed.

“That’s one spoiled little heckler, Clovis!” sneered Homer.

“I know, maybe this will teach him a lesson,” chuckled Clovis, thinking the little bird would have a hard time hanging on.

Wimpy was in a hurry to get this little trip over with so he took off almost before Puppyduck was situated on his back. But, Puppyduck wasn’t about to fall. He buried his beak firmly inside Wimpy’s fur and held on. When they returned, he let go of his stronghold and jumped to the ground. The fledglings began to laugh at the bald spot left on Wimpy’s back. Homer grimaced at Puppyduck as Wimpy ran off into the woods.

“Now, look what you’ve done!”

Puppyduck ignored Homer’s remark, because he did not have time to thank the little weasel.

“Why did he leave in such a hurry?” he asked with loose pieces of fur hanging from his beak.


CHAPTER 4

One morning, Clovis and Homer met at the ground center and decided to plan their own day. Nearby, Puppyduck and his little friends were playing follow-the-leader again. Up to the tree, back down again, up to the tree, back down again.

Clovis and Homer began to feel more mature than the other fledglings. “Let’s get away from those boring squabs!” sneered Homer.

“Yeah, and we don’t want to be followed either!” remarked Clovis childishly, as they sneaked away from the ground center.

The two friends wandered to the south shore and began pecking at pebbles, which would become their favorite pastime. Homer flew up into a large oak tree and perched on a long branch that stretched out over the water overlooking the valley. Clovis soon joined him.

Violet blue spikes with heart-shaped leaves sprouted sporadically along the velvety moss clinging to the sculptured rocks on the bank. At the foot of the tree, clusters of small yellow flowers with branching stems had pushed their way out of creepers like the upward stroke of an artist’s paint brush. Homer immediately bonded with this isolated part of the woodlands.

“Let’s make this place our secret hideout, okay Clovis?”

“Okay, what should we call it?”

Homer glanced around the shoreline and noticed brown soaked pine needles floating back and forth against the bank, caught between the cross currents, forming a fortress-like wall along the shore.

“Little Sticks,” he shouted with a burst of excitement.

“But, we won’t tell the others, okay?”

Homer agreed. “Just look, our very own secret hideout!”

The branch of that mighty oak tree provided them with an overwhelming sense of lasting security. Pyramidal-shaped evergreens clothed with glossy green needles hummed their tune in the soft winds that calmly ruffled their feathers. Mesmerized by the warm sunlit waters, they watched the stream trickle to the crest of the embankment where it continued downstream.

Later in the day, a burst of energy made them eager for other activities. They flew inside the woods where Clovis broke off a small stem from a silver poplar tree and dropped it from his perch. Homer swooped down from another branch and successfully retrieved it before it hit the ground. Soon they made it a frequent game. It wasn’t long before they began to act like brothers, as they competed with each other while racing around the outskirts of the island.

“I can beat you in this game, because I am the oldest,” bragged Homer.

“Uh, uh, I’m smaller so I can fly faster!”

Homer was slower to take off, but would easily pass Clovis to the finish line, time after time.

“I’m from the grouse family,” remarked Homer.

One day as Clovis and Homer were flying leapfrog around the island, dark clouds began to form and soon it began to rain. They retreated to the south shore where they waited inside a thick mass of underbrush next to the riverbank, and watched the rain drops pelt the river.

When the rain subsided, the sun came out and they returned to the bank to bathe in the fresh watering holes. Suddenly they spotted a hawk flying around the outskirts of the island.

“Smokejack!” shrieked Homer. “Run!” There was not enough time to leap away.

Using his striking visual acuity, the hawk continued gliding slowly along the bank of the river, as Clovis and Homer hid on the ground behind a long drooping branch of an old spruce tree.

“That was close,” whispered Clovis. “But, don’t tell Papa because he won’t let us play here anymore.”

“Okay,” Homer whispered back.

Later on, everyone gathered to plan for a social event at the ground center of the threshold in honor of all the new members of the community. They all happily gathered morsels and placed them at the ground center. Clovis and Homer plucked twigs of wild blueberries and huckleberries.

Puppyduck felt that Clovis and Homer had been avoiding him because he giggled too much.

“Why don’t you play with me anymore?” asked Puppyduck of Clovis.

Clovis and Homer felt guilty because they knew they had ignored him.

“We’re still your friends, aren’t we Homer?” nodding their heads at Puppyduck.

“I thought you didn’t like me because I was different.”

“Who told you that you were different?” asked Clovis.

“Well, some of my friends make fun of me.”

“But, they still play with you, right?” asked Homer.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

After the feast was consumed, some of the group began to sing and dance around the ground center. It was another joyous busy day for all. As darkness grew, the birds returned to their nests to rest from their carefree activities.

The next morning, Doveland had its first visitors. On their way to the Netherlands, the French Pouter, an old acquaintance of Skybird, stopped by to visit with two of his friends, the Tumbler, and Old Dutch Highflyer. The Tumbler was probably a couple of years older than Clovis and Homer. They liked him right away and offered to show him around their homeland. They led him to the south shore, with the Tumbler occasionally performing a backward somersault. With a white head and muffs, the Tumbler’s bluish-black feathers covered his short body structure that boasted a wide chest and long legs. His tail was shaped like a pyramid, with black and white pointy-shaped wing tips that gathered over his tail.

They landed on the embankment of the south shore and randomly began to peck pebbles.

“How did you learn to fly like that?” asked Homer.

“I come from a family of rollers.”

Clovis and Homer directed him up to their special tree and perched on each side of the Tumbler. Homer was about to ask the Tumbler what he thought about their great hideout, but Clovis was anxious to question their traveling friend.

“Have you seen many places in Belgium?”

The Tumbler was articulate and well traveled. He looked out over the valley.

“Beyond those hills are endless fields and meadows. The open landscape of Kempen is full of seedy grasslands, and the forested highlands of Wallonia, with its many acres of pastureland, is where wheat, sugar beets, and oats are harvested.”

He told them of the rolling hills of fruit orchards in the Hesbaye area, and the wide open meadowlands of West Flanders. From the border city of Liege in the east, to the fishing ports of the coastal waters of the North Sea, he had seen all of Belgium.

The Tumbler flew down to the ground and proceeded to drink from a watering hole. Clovis and Homer joined him, waiting to hear more, like little children listening to a fairy tale.

“Well, there’s the King’s House in Grand Square in the Capital of Brussels, where people gather around and throw bread crumbs to the birds.”

Homer’s eyes lit up. “I bet those bread crumbs are good!”

Meanwhile, Clovis envisioned a life full of adventure.

“Maybe we can go with you?”

The Tumbler looked down at the two fledglings.

“Maybe someday when you’ve sprouted your wings,” he chuckled.

They soon observed a group of swan firmly lodged in the water near the shore in a full circle, seemingly unaffected by the moving waters. They decided to have some fun and break up the peaceful waders. Flying across the stream, they swooped down in unison toward the flock, in spite of their impressive hissing, and scattered the birds in all directions. “Oop-oop!” The swan desperately scrambled to avoid the inevitable ~ floating downstream, one by one.

Clovis, Homer and the Tumbler stopped short of the ground center. Clovis liked the Tumbler, and invited him to stay at Doveland. Although the Tumbler felt welcomed, he declined.

“I will always be a traveler, not much for staying in any one place for very long.”

When it came time to bid farewell to his old friends, Skybird wished them a good journey. While the visitors waited for the Tumbler to rejoin them, the Pouter became impatient to leave.

“Will you stop that whining?” asked Old Dutch Highflyer.

“Your friends don’t seem to get along, Tumbler,” said Clovis.

“Do they argue all the time?” asked Homer.

“No, because we are on the move most of the time.”

Clovis and Homer stood on the shore and bid farewell to the Tumbler as he flew away with his friends. Clovis watched the visitors until they were out of sight. And, for the moment, wished he could go with them.

Unknown to Clovis, Antwerp had been watching from a distance, and became concerned that their traveling friends may have been a negative influence on his son. He wasted no time summoning him to the east shore, where Clovis perched quietly by his father and waited for him to speak. Antwerp spoke in a firm tone while maintaining a fixed gaze across the river.

“Don’t ever leave the flock, son.”

“Yes, Papa.”

“As a future leader, you must know our old world customs.” His father told him about their long awaited journey from the southwest region of France, and how the flock returns each spring in formal tradition. He told him of his greatest dream, that one day they would be able to declare the trees of Doveland their permanent homeland. Clovis listened with respect, but all that responsibility seemed too far off in the future for him to worry about right now.

“Yes, Papa.” He rolled his eyes.

The following day, Skybird called a meeting with the heads of families to discuss the growing danger of hawks observed roaming around the island. On occasion, more than one hawk had been reported inside the forest. For the safety of the community, Skybird convinced the leaders to return to France as early as the next day.

It was the morning of August 4, 1914, and the community was preoccupied by their imminent departure, and ignored the distant sounds of thunder in the north. Random puffs of dark smoke floated through the forest, pushed by the winds like harmless fog.

As they prepared for their return, they gathered for the last time at the ground center of the threshold. Leaving their beloved homeland, once again, was not a happy time for the birds which is reflected in the words of their song.

“Doveland, oh Doveland, we love our happy home,

We sing and dance and laugh and play beneath

your evergreen dome;

Doveland, oh Doveland, our merry hearts will stay,

as we gather our young and fly away…”

Meanwhile, Clovis and Homer made their last visit to their secret hideout, Little Sticks, and perched on their favorite branch.

“I wish we could stay here forever,” lamented Homer.

“Me, too, but I promised Papa I would never leave the flock.”

Like speechless spectators, they were soon captivated by sounds of thunder followed by smoke rising above the hills in the east. Pine needles floated over the embankment beneath them, like the aftermath of a hard rain.

Suddenly, there was an unfamiliar hissing sound followed by a strong ground tremor in the center of the island, the impact of which violently catapulted Clovis and Homer into the water. The two fledglings rescued themselves by perching on a drifting evergreen branch.

Missiles flew over them, some exploding on the island, lighting up the smoke-filled forest, toppling trees, and sending forest debris through the air. Clovis became traumatized by the sight of the bird feathers floating in the air as thick as rain, and shouted a long suffering shrill that seemed to echo throughout the valley, “Pa-Pa!”

“Help, help” added Homer while hiding his head beneath a clump of foliage.

As they drifted further away from home, Clovis took one last glimpse of Doveland before they reached the crest in the river. Flying missiles hissed and erupted in explosions that rocked the ground on both sides of the Semois River, uprooting trees and sending clumps of underbrush into the air. Clovis alerted Homer, and they leaped away from the river gauntlet, flying northeast toward the Botrange Mountains. Higher and higher they flew.

When The Great War began, the central powers consisted of Germany and Austro-Hungary. France, Great Britain, and Belgium were regarded as the allies.

Germany’s fourth army regiment roared their way across the Belgian frontier toward France. The invasion of Belgium would become, according to the central powers, ‘a race for the sea.’ (North Sea) The French armies were hardy and determined, and would become the major challenger in that endeavor.

The German invaders must have thought that their grand display of valor and firepower would invoke paralyzing fear and stifle any resistance on the part of France as they marched from the east.

Marching gallantly from the west, the French troops must have believed that the sun’s reflection on their long-spiked bayonets towering above their heads, would immediately halt further invasion. But their swords and guns would be no match for Germany’s heavy gun artillery.

Neither side would retreat. Known as the Battle of the Ardennes, the two armies collided in the middle of the rugged forest.

Finally reaching a safe destination, Clovis and Homer landed on a scarp overlooking the Valley of the Ardennes from the hilly plateau of Hautes Fagnes, the highest point in all of Belgium.

Wailings of prevailing doom permeated the air as the two homeless fledglings huddled together and watched the smoke spiral into the sky from their beloved homeland.

“Our families are gone now,” cried Clovis.

“And we don’t have a home anymore,” sobbed Homer.

Trapped by the ravages of war, Clovis and Homer would continue to dwell in the ancient moorland, nesting around windswept trees, and foraging in the pale grasses. Sounds of heavy gun artillery continued to echo throughout the valley. They did not know what to do or where to go.


CHAPTER 5

Germany’s second and third armies advanced south across the Sambre-Meuse Valley toward France. Located near the border of Germany, Liege was the first Belgian stronghold to fall to the central powers, which was still under siege.

The mighty resistance of the Belgian army, under the command of King Albert I, had severely delayed the time frame of Germany’s invasion across the border into Liege. A German howitzer had battered the impenetrable steel fort at Liege into surrender. Because the Belgian army did not have the manpower or weapons to continue their fight against the heavy gun artillery of Germany and Austro-Hungary, King Albert led his defeated army north to Antwerp. Subsequently, Belgium headquarters would be located on the west coast.

The loud bombardment had decreased. After spending many days in the bleak landscape of the Botrange Mountains, Clovis and Homer followed the subtle sounds of gunfire to the nearby town of Liege. Hiding on the roadside inside patches of undergrowth, they watched motionless as hundreds of German soldiers marched by in unison from the east. Carrying mouser rifles over their shoulders, they wore leather helmets with distinctive brass spikes, similar to those they had witnessed in the valley.

“Where are they going in such a hurry?” whispered Homer.

“Don’t know, looks like they’re taking over the town.”

Clovis and Homer stood in awe as they remained hidden in the shadow of the oncoming giant cannon known as Big Bertha. The convoy continued as regiments commandeered the howitzer on a slow moving motor plough, digging its loud clanging steel mat wheels into the road.

Behind the cannon, another line of trucks appeared. The convoy halted as troops temporarily abandoned their vehicles to pursue fleeing refugees.

Bird coos came from a nearby truck. Clovis and Homer investigated. Partially covered with a tarpaulin, they leaped up on the tailgate. More ‘coor-rr’ sounds lured them further inside the truck. Clovis carefully approached a caged feral pigeon.

“Have you been captured too?” he asked in a naïve tone.

“No, stupid! These are our military bird quarters.” He shouted with spittle dripping from his wide beak.

Clovis stepped back and ruffled his dampened feathers. “What do birds do in the army?” asked Clovis inquisitively.

The feral pigeon was proud of his background.

“We have been trained to deliver messages of high importance between field camps,” he claimed while standing at attention.

Suddenly their conversation was interrupted by the rattle of a chain. Clovis and Homer looked up at the largest pigeon they had ever seen. His thick plumage of long blue-black feathers fluttered with anger as he clinched the perch with his hawk-like talons. His piercing eyes glowed in the dark, as he silently opened and closed his large beak to demonstrate his agitation at the site of unknown visitors. A red scarf draped his wide neck as a clear mark of distinction. Clovis broke the silence.

“Who are you?”

“Kommandant Vogelzar, ruler of the bird empire! What are you doing here?”

“Belgium is our country,” replied Clovis with innocent pride.

“Not for long because the central powers will soon be the super power of Europe!” he said with an intimidating laugh.

Clovis believed that could never happen. “That’s not true!”

“I will not allow a wimpy dove to call me a liar. Rausmit! (Get out of here), and take that prairie chicken with you.”

Homer became insulted and stepped out from behind Clovis. “I’m not a chicken, I’m a grouse!”

Vogelzar lunged at Homer, exhibiting his huge wing span, and tried to reach him with his sharp talons. Homer was saved by the short length of the bird’s chain. He became so frightened that he stumbled up over the tailgate and escaped into the air, with Clovis not far behind. They did not land until they were on the west side of the Meuse River. Homer was hysterical.

“That’s the biggest hawk I have ever seen!”

“He’s just a big overgrown pigeon, Homer.”

“Uh uhh, only Smokejack had talons like that!” The little combs over his eyes quivered.

“Come on, Homer, old bird Woodpigeon was larger than him, and besides, I’ll bet you and me together could overpower him.”

“I’m bigger than you, and I wouldn’t dare!”

“That Vogelzar is not going to rule our bird kingdom!” insisted Clovis.

“Kommandant Vogelzar, remember?”

“Would you would like to go back up to that spooky mountain full of crawling trees with twisted limbs, where it rains nearly every day?”

“No, Clovis, I can’t eat any more wet seeds.”

And so the two fledglings continued to argue about what course to follow: one was characterized by fear, and the other motivated by strength and determination. That combination would form an alliance that would unite two powerful forces which would enhance their efforts to change the course of the war.

Clovis convinced the reluctant Homer to join him, and they embarked on a northern course to explore the region of Wallonia. With cannon explosions clearing the way, the central powers continued their swift march across Belgium. Abandoned farms with green landscapes were quickly becoming muddy fields. Continuing their journey high above the smoke-filled countryside, they proceeded directly to Brussels, and perched on the ledge of the Town Hall building overlooking Grand Square. The last civilian refugees were leaving Brussels away from the advancing enemy in a line that stretched for miles outside the city.

“I don’t like it, I just don’t like it!” gasped Homer as he listened to the distant bombardment of heavy gun artillery coming from the east. “They just keep coming and coming,” added Homer as he marched back and forth, mimicking the German soldiers marching in Liege.

Before leaving Brussels, they decided to browse in a nearby treed area. It was not long before they became distracted by heavy sounds of bird coos and chirping among the trees. Soon, a friendly pigeon greeted them on the ground.

“Are you here to join us?”

“No,” replied Clovis.

“We are gathering birds together that want to seek refuge in southern France.”

“We lost our family when our homeland was destroyed.”

“And we are all alone,” added Homer sheepishly.

“What’s your name?” asked Clovis.

“Fantail,” he replied before motioning for several other leaders to join them on the ground. Like his name, he possessed a fan-shaped tail with dark olive brown coloring. Formerly a trainer of racing pigeons, he had joined other leaders to help summon birds to safety.

“You are welcome to join us.”

“Why do we have to leave Belgium?” asked Clovis.

“Some of us are domestic birds who depend on townsfolk for food, but now it is not safe to live in the city anymore.”

“Yeah, signs are being put up forbidding townsfolk to feed birds,” said another leader.

“Next thing you know, we’ll be rounded up by the kiekefretters (chicken eaters),” remarked another.

Then, a feral pigeon known as the Tailbearer returned from the east where he had been sent to look for stranded birds.

“Where’s little Auk?” asked Fantail.

“On our journey, we got caught up in gunfire, and Little Auk disappeared in the smoke,” he answered.

Orphaned as a fledgling, Fantail had raised Little Auk and mourned his loss.

“My Little Auk, gone,” he lamented.

Clovis couldn’t suppress his silence any longer.

“We found out that the enemy uses pigeons to carry messages between their camps, don’t they Homer?”

Homer reluctantly nodded his head.

The Tailbearer reported directly to Fantail.

“What he says is true. There is even a written decree by the enemy with orders for troops to destroy all pigeons and doves that may render assistance to the allies.”

Clovis and Homer turned to one another, wondering if their homeland had been directly targeted by the enemy.

That comment, along with the distant sounds of artillery advancing toward Brussels, brought on louder chirping among hundreds of birds waiting in the trees to follow their leaders to safety.

“Let me speak,” directing his voice to Clovis and Homer. “My name is Count Van Coo from Romania, and it is not safe for me and my family to return home. If you are smart, you will follow us.”

Fantail looked down at the two fledglings. “Come with us, and we will take care of you.”

What a dream come true, thought Homer. Now they could escape all the danger and have a home once again. But, Clovis was not looking for refuge.

“We are going to stay!”

Homer cringed in silence, because he would not leave without his best friend.

“Very well,” replied Fantail, aware he could no long delay their departure.

The summoned flocks followed their leaders into the radiant sunset where blended shades of ocher dominated the sky to seek refuge in southern France, while Clovis and Homer remained behind and watched the last flock of wild birds leave Belgium.


CHAPTER 6

While the British Expeditionary Forces were defending Belgium in Mons against Germany’s first and second armies, the French armies were defending France from Germany’s third and fourth armies. Nicknamed the Tommies by their homeland, the British Expeditionary Forces wore Brodie hats, and green khaki uniforms, whereas the French uniform consisted of a blue kepi, blue coat, and red trousers. Their red trousers would subsequently be replaced by a dark, less conspicuous color, and their cloth hats would be replaced with helmets.

It was late in the day, and sounds of heavy gun artillery and rattling of machine guns had already decreased on the battlefield. The naïve fledglings continued their flight into the woodlands to dwell on the sidelines of the allied troops, anxious to settle in their new homes, unaware of the magnitude of The Great War.

Homer piled leaves and other fallen tree debris loosely in a circle on the ground and carefully settled in. Clovis gathered small twigs, leaves, and moss, and constructed a strong nest on the branch above. Homer watched him fly back and forth into the woods, wondering why he was spending so much time on a silly nest. Soon, they rested for the night.

At the crack of dawn, heavy gun artillery commenced with ground-shaking tremors, as explosions erupted on the battleground. Homer’s nest collapsed beneath him, and he rolled over onto the ground. “Help, help!” he screeched.

Alarmed, Clovis flew down to rescue him. Although Homer had calmed down, he was not impressed with the loud sounds coming from the battlefield. “This is a war!” Clovis reminded him.

“I can’t hear you!”

“Follow me,” motioning to Homer.

They flew to a tree and watched the sun rise over the smoky battlefield. The British troops were engaged in heated warfare. Flying missiles bounced back and forth like speeding lights, with pieces of shrapnel bursting in the air short of impact. Adjusting to the loud sounds of artillery, and the groans of the fallen soldiers would not be an easy task for the birds to endure. At certain intervals, the medical teams on both sides were allowed to rescue their wounded soldiers. Medical trucks would then transport them to field hospitals.

Meanwhile, Clovis noticed a white carrier pigeon being released from behind the enemy’s line of fire.

“Look over there, let’s follow him.”

“Why? He is not on our side,” responded Homer

“That’s just it, Homer, he might be carrying one of those messages that the Spitter talked about, remember?”

“I just want to go home,” he whined.

“Rise above it, Homer! The peaceful life we once knew is over.”

“Okay, but we don’t know anything about the messages either.”

“I could never live in a cage, Homer.”

“I know.”

“But, maybe we can still help our country.”

They agreed that if they were going to survive the war, they would have to forget that fateful day when their homeland was destroyed. Clovis and Homer made an official pact that they would never mention Doveland again.

It was time to take action. Keeping out of sight, they flew quietly through the woods below the canopy until they caught up with the enemy carrier pigeon. Clovis and Homer attacked the carrier and forced him to the ground. Puzzled by the sudden attack, the enemy carrier became frightened. Homer held him down firmly.

“You are too slow, we will take over from here.”

Removing the canister was too difficult. Finally, Clovis released the clip with his beak and slowly pulled out the piece of paper while Homer distracted him.

“What’s your name?”

“Flying Cloud,” he answered reluctantly.

They released the carrier and shoved the piece of paper beneath the ground leaves while the carrier continued his journey across the Meuse River to enemy headquarters in Liege.

Clovis and Homer hid along the bank of the river and waited to see what would happen next. It wasn’t long before the enemy carrier flew back toward the enemy camp. They waited until Flying Cloud returned with yet another message, and they detained him once again.

“Now listen, boys, they told me at if I lost another one, they would shoot me,” he quivered.

“Then don’t return,” suggested Homer, as Clovis emptied the canister once again.

Once Flying Cloud was released, he ignored Homer’s warning and continued his journey over the river. Several moments later, they heard a single gunshot. Homer quickly absolved himself of any guilt.

“You heard me warn him, Clovis.”

Their role in the war would become unchanged as they vowed to help the allies win the war.

Later in the day, they returned to the sidelines to find the allied troops had been forced to retreat further south into France. The British regulars were known for their marksmanship, but their skills were no match for the heavy gun artillery of the central powers.

Homer became disgruntled at having to build another nest.

“Now, I guess we can be called border birds!”

The next morning would mark a new post lookout next to the sidelines of the battlefield. They soon followed yet another enemy carrier. As the carrier flew over the forest, he paused briefly as if he were attempting to move the canister away from his feathers. Clovis and Homer perched nearby.

“Oh, no, it’s the Spitter!” whispered Clovis.

Soon they made their way and perched one on each side of the carrier. The Spitter grumbled, “I demand to know what is going on!”

“You seem to be having trouble with that canister, and we might be of some help,” said Clovis.

“As a high ranking army official of the central powers, I demand my release at once!” he said as the spittle reached Clovis.

Clovis then pretended to loosen the clamp as he pulled the paper out of the canister, letting it fall to the ground unnoticed, while Homer distracted him.

“Where are you going?”

The Spitter became suspicious.

“You two look familiar.”

“Don’t think so,” replied Clovis. “We’re too scared to leave the woods with all that gunfire.”

“You patriots are in a lot of trouble for detaining me,” he grimaced as he flew away.

“What’s a patriot?” asked Homer.

“Don’t know. We’re just defending our country.”

They flew to the nearest watering hole where Clovis flapped his wings to wash the spittle from his little feathers. Homer began to laugh.

“It’s not funny, Homer. I don’t like that bird!”

After another long day, the patriots traveled back to their lookout to find the troops had once again retreated. Smoldering tree stumps and abandoned field artillery lay on the battlefield. They entered the woods alongside the allied troops once again. Homer grumbled while putting together yet another nest.

“Are we losing the war, Clovis?”

“We’re going to help win the war, you’ll see.”

Because some of the troops were moving away from camp under cover of darkness, Clovis and Homer discussed the necessity for keeping vigil at night. Clovis would stand guard the first half of the night.


CHAPTER 7

The British and French armies were forced to retreat once again deeper into France. For several days, the withdrawals continued as far south as the Marne River. Instead of retreating again, the allies fought oppressively instead of defensively, and pushed the troops of the central powers back as far north as the Aisne River. To firmly hold their position, Germany’s armies began to build trenches. Likewise, the allied troops began to build trenches to halt any further invasion. This action would mark a turning point in The Great War that would begin a new kind of warfare ~ stalemate.

After building their new homes, Clovis and Homer watched the soldiers form the trenches, each dug several feet deep, with duckboards placed at the bottom. The trenches were shaped in zigzag form to avoid total bombardment. Along the top of the trenches were endless rolls of barbed wire to halt intruders, open at certain intervals for the allied troops to exit. Separate trenches along the sidelines were reserved for the grenadier guards.

The troops had followed their leaders off to war waving their banners of glory, with promises that the war would end by Christmas. But life in the trenches would tell a different story.

The next morning, they flew to the sidelines and found a good place for their lookout. Machine guns rattled incessantly, as one of the grenadiers went over the top, throwing hand grenades across no man’s land to clear the way for his rifle-bearing comrades. A whistleblower stood at the end of the trench line. On the third whistle, he ordered the Tommies over the top to halt the oncoming enemy.

“Get them before they come and get you!” he commanded over and over. Clovis wondered why the soldiers were forced to leave the safety of the trenches.

“Why can’t the allied soldiers fight from the trenches, instead of going over the top?”

“Don’t know, looks like some kind of game to me,” replied Homer.

In the beginning, the troops were full of patriotic spirit as they ran over the top like a storm that hits with its mighty force to conquer all who challenges its inevitable wrath, but most of them would never return. The trench lines had produced a deadly gauntlet that would become known as no man’s land ~ the battlefield between the guns of the allies, and the guns of the central powers. Sometimes the wounded were able to crawl to safety in newly shelled holes where they waited for rescue by the medics.

Clovis and Homer liked watching the grenadier. Running over the top, he stopped short, leaned back with one arm forward, pulled the magic pin and threw the grenade far out into no man’s land. Homer watched with anticipation as each grenade exploded on impact.

“Boom!” he yelled each time.

As the trees near the sidelines were destroyed by heavy gun artillery, Clovis and Homer were forced to move further into the forest.

When gunfire decreased on the battlefield, some of the soldiers would take a short break from the front lines. One day Clovis and Homer followed the grenadier to a quiet location in the woods. To their surprise, he sat beneath a tree and pulled out a folded piece of paper from his coat pocket. He began to silently read a letter from home. His eyes clouded with tears that soon streamed down his face. He squeezed the letter tightly against his chest, and began to cry aloud, as though he would never see his family again.

“What’s this bloody war about, anyway?” he couldn’t help but wonder aloud.

After a few moments, he composed himself as he acknowledged the presence of two wild birds standing before him with sooty beaks and grimy feathers. Their tame approach reminded him of the roaming pigeons back home, and he compassionately pulled out a crumbling piece of bread from his pocket. His spirit was lifted with the essence of freedom given to birds living in the wild.

“Here, my feathered friends,” throwing the crumbs on the ground before them. It was the first time they had seen him smile.

“Tur-rr,” responded Clovis, and Homer followed with a short whistle.

While they were feasting on the delicious crumbs, the grenadier was summoned back to his post.

“Well, cheerio!”

“Yum, yum,” exclaimed Homer. “When the war is over, I am going into the big city and beg for bread crumbs all day.”

“Yes, Homer, when the war is over,” said Clovis as he watched the grenadier return to his post on the battlefield.

Germany had led its strongest units to invade France, using passage through Belgium, as the British second division continued to defend its position against the enemy. As casualties increased, new recruits arrived daily from Great Britain proudly displaying their flag exhibiting the same patriotic spirit as the troops before them.

Gunfire decreased on both sides to handle another enemy – inclement weather. With heavy downpours, the troops used every means, including their helmets, to scoop the water out of the trenches. The narrow furrows formed between the trench lines for drainage were overflowing.

The weather began to turn cool. One night, a blast of cold air swept across Clovis’ nest. His night shift would end soon and he flew down and snuggled into Homer’s warm nest inside a low-lying shrub. Homer was asleep under a large dried up oak leaf, which Clovis pulled over himself to keep warm. Homer stirred a bit and pulled the leaf back, thinking it was a gust of wind. Clovis tugged at the leaf, which awakened Homer. Back and forth they pulled the leaf between them until Homer stood up.

“I don’t mind sharing my nest with you, Clovis, but quit taking my warm cover!”

“It’s your turn to keep watch!”

“Does the guard on duty have to leave his post?” argued Homer.

“Yes!”

“That’s it, get out!”

“You’re a selfish grouse, Homer. Get out there and do your duty!”

“You want me to crush that little head of yours?”

As they began to wrestle, a strong gust of wind imploded the underbrush around them, and they found themselves in the open cold air. Realizing that pressure of the war was putting a strain on their friendship, they shared shelter in another shrub where they both rested until daybreak.

“We’re supposed to be patriots, Homer.”

“It’s just that for the first time, I really spent a lot of time making a real nest, and then here you come to spoil it.”

“I’m sorry, Homer.”

“Me, too.”

“What are you going to do after the war?” asked Homer

“I want to return to Belgium. What about you?”

“I hope someday to have a son as brave as you, Clovis.”

“I’m not brave.”

“Well, Clovis, I was too big of a coward to tell you, but remember when Fantail asked us to join his flock?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I wanted to join them instead of staying in Belgium.”

“Why didn’t you go?”

“Because I knew you would stay.”

“That was a brave decision, wasn’t it Homer?”

“But, I don’t feel so brave.”

“Neither do I.”


CHAPTER 8

The sting of winter entered no man’s land and the Tommies draped their sleeping blankets over their thick woolen tunics to keep warm. A cold wet drizzle fell over the battlefield as sounds of gunfire decreased in no man’s land. Both sides huddled inside trenches to avoid the bitter cold winds.

While Clovis and Homer were foraging in the woods that day, they found a new home in a hollow tree with a big round open notch. High above the deep snow, they claimed it for their shelter for the winter. They lined their new home with warm layers of foliage. Homer urged Clovis to help him gather all the seed leaves they could find and place them inside their new home.

Later that day, they returned to the sidelines to find the intensity of warfare gradually decreasing once again. Both sides of the battlefield huddled deep inside the trenches to shield themselves as the bitter cold winds continued. Clovis and Homer returned to their warm home.

In celebration of Christmas, an unofficial cease-fire began during the day on December 24. As the artillery smoke dissipated, the medic teams from both sides began removing their wounded to the sidelines.

When all was quiet, the truce began, and soldiers began singing Silent Night, Holy Night. The tune could be heard up and down the trenches throughout no man’s land. That evening, Clovis and Homer flew down to the trench lines where the grenadier and three of his comrades were making a small clearing in the snow to erect a makeshift tent. Large pieces of wood gathered from the forest were buried in the ground to support the tent covered with blankets. A branch from an evergreen was propped up inside the tent and decorated as a Christmas tree. They decorated the little branches as they sang Christmas songs.

They decorated the top with a candle for light. In the spirit of the holiday, trinkets such as key chains, watches, and photographs of their families were hung on the branches. Some removed holiday cards from their haversacks and placed them at the foot of the little Christmas tree.

As four soldiers gathered inside, Clovis and Homer approached the door.

“Meet my feathered friends,” smiled the grenadier, as he pulled a small piece of bread from his pocket and crumbled it on the ground. He rejoined his friends as they huddled in a circle for a game of cards. Clovis and Homer ate the pieces of bread and began to watch the game with great interest.

Before the game began, another comrade appeared in the entrance and handed the grenadier a bottle of spirits.

“Cheers!” the soldier said in passing, indicating he had lifted the bottles from one of the German supply trucks. He bid them Merry Christmas. The grenadier took the time to remove the top on the bottle, and spoke in a solemn tone.

“Well, my friends, we were told the war would be over by Christmas, and that didn’t happen.”

“I didn’t believe it anyway,” said another.

Clovis and Homer looked at each other with great disappointment.

“Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, my friends!” said the grenadier, filling their mugs. “Here’s to an end to this bloody war!” They toasted one another.

The soldiers gathered in a circle, and began placing their bets. Items such as combs, coins, keys, and pencils. The game continued as Clovis stood by the grenadier and watched him play his hand, while Homer watched from the other side.

As the night went on, the soldiers fell asleep one by one. Clovis and Homer decided to have some fun. They took two cards each, mimicking the soldiers.

“Ante up, Homer.”

Clovis pushed a comb toward Homer, and Homer flipped over one of his cards. Homer pushed a shiny coin toward Clovis, and Clovis turned over one of his cards. As the bets continued, Clovis declared a win with one ace and a six. But, Homer said he won with the king and queen.

“You’re a sore loser, my friend.”

“I don’t know, Clovis, these look like important people to me!”

Homer became distracted by the liquid left in the bottom of a mug clutched in the hand of a sleeping soldier. He slowly sipped the bitter liquid.

“Yuck! But it sure feels warm.” he said as he sipped a little more.

Then Clovis sipped some of the liquid in another cup which made his feathers ruffle.

“Bitter,” he said, pausing between sips.

“You’re right, it feels warm.” Homer looked around the tent at the sleeping soldiers.

“Do you think they will be okay?”

The last candle burned out, and Clovis and Homer, feeling a bit more confident about the inclement weather, set out into the cold night to find some carefree adventure. The small irrigation furrow was frozen all the way across the battlefield, and they took advantage of the holiday. The trail seemed endless as they skated down its narrow path, occasionally playing leapfrog. Then, with wings entwined, they skated joyfully into the snowy night. They were so drunk, they did not know where they were, and did not feel the cold brisk air. Around midnight, they became separated.

The next morning, Clovis was awakened by a barking dog. Each bark was followed by a faint call for help. Clovis found himself in an abandoned squirrel’s nest with his wings hanging over the side. Clovis recognized Homer’s voice. He flew closer to investigate. Homer had landed in a thicket upside down, and was being held at bay by a stray Belgian sheepdog.

“Get me out of here!” he yelled.

Clovis distracted the dog by flying close to the ground until he led him far enough away; then returned to rescue his friend.

“Did you get rid of that loud yapper?”

“Don’t worry about him anymore, Homer. How am I going to get you out of here?”

Homer slipped further down as Clovis loosened the twigs.

“Ouch!”

Clovis pulled twigs from one area until there was an opening. Homer finally began to slide out. The ground began to rumble.

“What’s that noise?” asked Homer.

Clovis turned to see enemy tanks out on maneuver rolling toward them. Homer felt doomed.

“It’s the mashers, isn’t it?”

“Well. . .”

“Get me out of here, hurry!”

The ground began to shake as the tanks rolled closer, and Homer finally broke free. As they leaped away, the tank crushed the underbrush. They perched in a tree overlooking the near disaster.

“Where have you been all night, Clovis?”

“How long have you been stuck in the thicket, Homer?”

“I don’t know”

“Same answer.”

Homer began to preen his plumage.

“Why are your eyes bulging?”

“Your eyes would be bulging too if you were upside down all night.”

“What happened last night anyway?”

“Don’t know,” shrugged Homer. “But we’ll never win the war if the allies keep drinking that skunk water!”

Aware that they were in enemy territory, Clovis and Homer returned to their perch on the sidelines for the remainder of Christmas day, and watched the troops play football.

The next morning, Clovis and Homer returned to the sidelines to find total silence in no man’s land. Homer looked back and forth between the trench lines.

“Do you think the war is over?”

“Don’t know.”

They waited and watched until the middle of the morning when a German field marshal stood on the parapet of the enemy’s trench line and waved a white flag. Across the battlefield, the allies responded by raising a white flag. Then, the German field marshal fired three gunshots into the air, thus ending the holiday cease-fire. Ground warfare resumed once again in no man’s land.


CHAPTER 9

The French army had offered the British army several carrier pigeons for use in the field with the onset of the war. However, the British army preferred to rely on modern technology. There would be many reports of interception by the enemy with the use of telegraph and wireless transmitters. Telephone equipment proved too heavy to carry through the muddy terrain. By the Spring of 1915, the British Royal Engineers Signal Service supplied their units with truck lofts of carrier pigeons. When all else failed, pigeon post would become indispensable.

One day, Homer alerted Clovis that he saw an allied carrier pigeon go down on the battlefield. They flew to the rescue. The carrier was spinning on the ground, sort of disoriented. There was blood on her neck.

“Are you okay?” asked Homer.

The carrier rose to her feet.

“I’m okay, the missile just grazed me.”

“What’s your name?” asked Clovis.

“BEF206,” she replied as she proudly raised her left wing to show off the tiny numbers embedded into her feathers. “You can call me Somerset.”

“Where are you going?” they inquired.

“Field headquarters,” she replied. “Who are you?”

Clovis and Homer identified themselves as birds living in the wild who saw her go down.

“Thanks for coming to my rescue, but if I don’t get back to work, they will send another carrier.”

“Good luck, Somerset!”

They watched until she disappeared over the tree line.

“It’s good to see an allied carrier for a change.” said Clovis.

Because of previous breakdown in communication, the central powers began to employ other means of delivering messages, which included motor bikes. Eventually, they proved unsuccessful, not only because of the bumpy terrain, but there were reports that wild birds had been seen pecking at the riders’ helmets, causing vehicles to overturn. For Clovis and Homer, it was business as usual.

One afternoon, they were returning to the sidelines when they spotted a bird lying in the mud on the forest floor. Taking a closer look, they couldn’t identify any characteristics except a wing with the bloody numbers BEF206. It was evident that Somerset had been attacked and pecked to death. Homer became angry.

“What a horrible way to die, Clovis.”

“Plain murder.”

“They didn’t have to kill her.”

They dug a small hole to place her remains.

“If we had known she was in danger, we would have guarded her.” lamented Clovis. “From now on, it will be our duty to protect all allied carrier pigeons so that they can safely deliver their messages.”

Homer agreed. The death of Somerset came as a warning to Clovis and Homer, because it was a direct consequence of their ongoing exploits which ultimately had mobilized a war among the birds.

The next day, another allied carrier pigeon was liberated. As he flew over the deep woods toward allied headquarters, the patriots secretly followed him to insure his safety. As the allied carrier flew out into the open sky, two enemy carrier pigeons leaped out of the forest on his trail.

“There they are, Homer!”

Homer was angry and set out to avenge the death of Somerset. He placed his claws firmly into one of the bird’s neck while putting his weight on the carrier pigeon’s back, holding his wings closed, and they slowly descended.

“Where do you think you are going bird slayer?”

The other carrier pigeon was also taken by surprise when Clovis wrestled him down to the ground before releasing him.

Clovis insisted Homer let the pigeon go unharmed, and the bird flew hastily back into the forest.

Homer was frustrated with Clovis. “Why are we just letting them go after what they did to Somerset?”

“We have done what we came here to do, Homer. Mission completed!”

“You are so stubborn, Clovis.”

The bird empire was ruled by Vogelzar, and he had officially declared war on the patriots, as well as the allied carrier pigeons. Clovis knew that one day they may be compelled to use deadly force.

One morning as daylight barely peeked through the forest, rapid thumping sounds awakened Clovis. Homer was pecking at every morsel on the ground without pausing. After joining Homer on the ground, Clovis watched him for a moment.

“What are you doing, Homer?”

“If this forest is destroyed, there won’t be any trees, and if there aren’t any trees, then there won’t be any seeds, and if there aren’t any seeds, there won’t be any food.”

“Rise above it Homer. We will always be able to find food.”

“And look,” leading Clovis to his nest. “I’m losing my feathers!”

“You are molting, Homer, all birds do.”

“You mean it isn’t because I’m not getting enough food?”

“No, didn’t your father teach you about that?”

“We were never close. He said that I wouldn’t listen to him anyway.”

For a moment, something about Clovis distracted Homer.

“I never noticed those marks on the side of your neck before.”

“Are they like the ones my Papa had?” asked Clovis proudly, turning his head side to side, recognizing it as a sign of maturity.

“Yes, I remember.”

“And Homer, I’ve noticed that you have grown much faster than me, and the combs over your eyes are a brighter red.”

“I got that from the pheasant side of my family.”

Clovis and Homer thrived in their maturity, and began to form a bond that would surpass their childhood rivalry. They shared a brotherly love that would last a lifetime.

Their conversation was suddenly interrupted by rustling sounds coming from the battlefield. Trench raiding was not uncommon on the battlefield. They flew to their lookout to investigate. In the pre-dawn morning, they could see the enemy crawling on their bellies toward the allied trench lines, quietly dragging their rifle bayonets for a surprise attack. With their weapons still clinched in their arms, the unsuspecting allies were fast asleep, leaning against the parapets. Aware of the impending danger, Homer stretched out his neck.

“Where’s the whistleblower?”

Clovis realized they had to warn the troops, and turned to Homer. “I’m looking at him!”

“Me?”

“You want to build another nest?”

With that comment, Homer let out a shrill that echoed throughout no man’s land. The warning alerted the allied troops who responded so quickly that the enemy almost crawled backward in their hasty retreat.

“Good work, Homer!”

Later that day, they would discover a new kind of invention when they spotted an enemy carrier crossing the allied trench line over the smoke- filled battlefield undetected. They followed him into the forest and brought him down. Each standing on one wing with the carrier lying on his back, Clovis and Homer stared at the funny looking box strapped on his chest. Click! Click! The box opened and closed at specified intervals.

“What kind of canister is this?” asked Homer.

“It’s not a canister, stupid; it’s a camera that take pictures. Now, let me go.”

“First, tell us what a camera is before we let you go,” replied Clovis.

“It takes pictures of the number of soldiers in the trenches and where they are located,” he confessed.

“He’s spying on the troops, Clovis.”

“What is your name?” asked Clovis.

“Der Tourist.”

“I don’t know how to open this one, Homer, Let’s keep all of it.”

“You are thieves,” yelled the carrier as they removed the equipment.

“No,” chuckled Homer. “You said they were our pictures, right?”

Der Tourist was finally released.

Homer suggested that the allies should know about the camera. But, they soon agreed that bringing it to their attention might jeopardize their own safety. They buried it deep in the woods.

After returning to their homes that evening, Homer thought about the early morning sneak attack.

“Are you awake, Clovis?”

“Why?”

“I’m tired, but I can’t sleep.”

“Why keep me awake?”

“Well, I keep having the same dream – that we’ll wake up in enemy territory . . .or something.”

Clovis thought for a moment and realized they had been neglecting their night vigils.

“Okay, back to guard duty.”

“You get the first watch, remember?” reminded Homer.

The following day, as they perched on the branch of their lookout once again, Clovis felt weary and longed for peace. Looking for a brief escape, he bowed his head for a few moments and let his mind drift to a more peaceful time. The constant rattling of machine guns and loud ground artillery slowly faded in the distance as he dreamed about the tranquil sounds of Doveland: The gentle flow of sunlit waters; the twitter of wild birds; soft breezes shuffling through the pines, and the simple sound of an acorn falling on the ground… Suddenly, he felt startled.

“Clovis!” Homer kept repeating. “Can you hear me?”

Clovis remembered the pact they had made to never mention Doveland again.

“Yeah, I guess I fell asleep for a moment.”


CHAPTER 10

The sting of winter was once again upon no man’s land, as the Tommies draped their sleeping blankets over their thick woolen tunics to keep warm. A cold windy drizzle hung over the battlefield as sounds of gunfire decreased in no man’s land. Both sides huddled inside the trenches to avoid the bitter cold winds. Clovis and Homer watched from their lookout as the cold rain dripped through the tree foliage above them, saturating their feathers. With the lack of role models, they sometimes emulated the behavior of the troops to survive the elements.

“I have a good idea!” announced Homer.

“What?” Clovis asked while shivering.

“Why don’t we dig our own trench in the ground like the allies to keep warm?”

“Okay, do you think it will work?”

“S-s-sure, I’m freezing.”

Into the woods they went to find a perfect location. The cold drizzle turned to sleet as they hurriedly began to dig into the frozen mud. They turned around, back to back, only to backlash each other. When that didn’t work, they stood side by side and began working their claws into the frozen mud. They worked together until they prepared a small furrow at an angle they could exit.

“This will be better than a tree nest. You’ll see!” bragged Homer.

When it was large enough for both of them to slide down, Homer pulled an evergreen twig over their opening as they slid down inside. Soon, they began to relax in their warm environment, protected from the north winds.

“You are one smart grouse, Homer!”

“A partridge, Clovis, did I tell you I come from a smart line of partridges?”

“How can you be related to so many birds?”

When Clovis heard no answer, he knew Homer had fallen asleep in a warm comfortable environment.

The next morning, ground artillery commenced at dawn, awakening the birds.

Overnight, several inches of snow had fallen above them.

“If it’s already daylight, how come it is so dark in here?” asked Clovis.

“Are my eyes open?” Is it still night? First, my hearing goes, now I can’t see!” shrieked Homer.

“Calm down, Homer, it is too dark in here to see.”

“We’re buried alive?”

“Rise above it, Homer, and help loosen the branch.”

Clovis tried to peck at the hard pieces of ice glued to the pieces of evergreen.

“My beak is numb,” slurred Homer.

They finally pecked a small hole through the ice and soft snow crumbled in.

“I can breathe again!” sighed Homer.

Finally, they emerged out of the small hole, one at a time, and flapped the snow off their wings. Clovis began to criticize Homer.

“If it had been rain, I suppose the smart partridge side of your family would have drowned us!”

“Rise above it, Clovis!” he retorted.

Clovis began to laugh at Homer.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing really, it’s just that those squishy combs over your eyes are frozen stiff.”

“Well, the feathers on your head would be frozen if you had any.”

They both began to laugh at each other with cold numb beaks, glad to be alive.

Later that day, they returned to the sidelines to find the intensity of warfare gradually decreasing once again. Both sides of the battlefield were huddled deep inside the trenches to shield themselves from the bitter cold winds. Clovis and Homer found a warm lookout in a nearby underbrush.

It was the second Christmas into the war, which meant another holiday truce. The grenadier and his friends gathered around a small fire to keep warm, while Clovis and Homer chose to remain in their warm underbrush and stay out of trouble this holiday.

As the weather grew warmer and spring was approaching once again, Clovis and Homer set out in search of enemy carrier pigeons delivering messages. While they were taking the message out of the canister, they noticed another flyer overhead. There was a change in the pattern of communication. Enemy carriers were being liberated in pairs. Their strategy had to change. They would work alone, and meet back at the lookout, unless something went wrong. This strategy worked for weeks. One day Homer didn’t show up and Clovis flew around looking for him. Finally, he found him wandering around on the floor of the forest, disoriented.

“What happened?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out!”

“Are you okay?”

“All I know is I took down this crazy red hen, and when we hit the ground, she started pecking the daylights out of me. I tried to explain that I wasn’t a roving bird looking for a mate, but it was too late. Then she flew away.”

“It’s okay, Homer.”

Homer looked up at Clovis. His head was bloody, and one of the combs over his eyes was torn, with a tiny piece of fleshy skin over his eye.

“Can you see okay, Homer?”

“I guess so, but from now on, we’ll leave the hens to you!”

“Okay.”

One afternoon, as Clovis and Homer perched on the sidelines, an enemy carrier pigeon entered their side of the forest just a few yards down. The strange behavior seemed intentional. Homer waited while Clovis investigated.

Clovis hid among the trees as he quietly scanned the forest for the mysterious flyer. To his alarming surprise, the bird had rejoined an army of enemy carrier pigeons. There were more than a dozen lined along the branches, possibly ready to launch a deadly attack on Clovis and Homer. His fear was confirmed when he spotted the Spitter among them.

Clovis returned to Homer.

“What did you find out?”

“One is all they wanted us to see.”

“They, who are they, Clovis?”

“The Spitter is among them.”

“More than four?”

“I didn’t count them.”

Homer began to quiver with visions of being attacked and pecked to death, like Somerset.

Clovis had a plan that might work, but first he would have to convince Homer to go along.

“We can always desert the troops and join the birds in southern France.” suggested Clovis.

“Why not? We’re doomed if we stay!”

“Of course,” Clovis continued, “If we choose to flee, it would mean victory for Vogelzar, and he would become ruler of the bird empire!”

Homer grimaced, as he could see that Clovis had no intention of letting that happen.

“How can the two of us win a fight against an army of birds, huh?”

“I have a plan that may work. We need some boom.”

“You mean the grenadier’s boom?”

Clovis began to explain how they would place a grenade in the middle of the forest. Homer would wait with the pin intact, while Clovis led the flock close to the floor of the forest. Clovis would timely signal Homer to release the pin from the grenade, and both of them would escape the explosion. The crimson combs over Homer’s eyes began to rise.

“You want me to sit on a grenade that goes boom?”

When Clovis did not answer, Homer grimaced.

“Well, you can forget it, Clovis!” He began moving down to the end of the branch.

Clovis paced Homer’s steps, and spoke to him in a grim tone.

“It’s our turn to go over the top, my friend.”

Like the Tommies in the trenches, they were outnumbered, and would be unable to defend themselves against an attack. Homer finally agreed, and they proceeded as planned.

The grenadier always set two grenades on the parapet. While he was opening another box, they quickly selected one of the grenades and began rolling it quickly toward the woods. The grenadier emerged to find one missing. Looking all around, he spotted the two birds wrestling with it a short distance away. His first instinct was to retrieve it, but leaving his post may compromise the safety of his fellow comrades.

They stopped in the middle of the woods and Homer carefully positioned his claw inside the pin. He was more afraid than he had ever been in his life, ever. Clovis warned Homer that timing was everything. He must wait for his whistle before pulling the pin.

Clovis flew into the forest straight toward the waiting band of enemy carrier pigeons. As soon as Clovis was sure the enemy carriers saw him, he made a startling turnabout performance. Leaping up and away from the oncoming band of enemy carriers, he kept the flock at a safe distance close to the ground, navigating around trees and shrubs. The moment Homer heard Clovis whistle, he pulled the pin and quickly fled into the forest followed by Clovis who passed over the ticking grenade at ground-breaking speed, dodging trees in his path.

The explosion sent forest debris high into the air. When Clovis and Homer met up, they were overwhelmed by the success of their actions.

Meanwhile, the grenadier noticed bird feathers floating in the air among the forest debris in the distance, and felt responsible.

“Those poor birds,” he uttered. “I should have looked after them.”

Clovis and Homer were safe for the moment. But, they were aware of the growing dangers of continuing their exploits. Their mission had ended on the sidelines for now. They decided to fly north to the Netherlands, a neutral country.


CHAPTER 11

Clovis and Homer landed in the marshy region of the Netherlands and began foraging for food.

“No more adventures, Clovis, okay?”

Before Clovis could reply, they heard a voice in the background.

“Hier, vogeltje, vogeltje” (Here, birdie, birdie), repeated in a higher pitch.

They followed the voice to a nearby village where they watched an old woman, clinching her apron full of bread crumbs, and tossing them to the ground.

“Look, bread crumbs, my dream come true!” Homer rejoiced.

Clovis suggested that Homer wait before rushing to join the tiny birds. Among the summer visitors were sandpipers, plovers, and a few larks. Chirping sounds increased when a large vagrant grouse landed among them, and began devouring all the delicious morsels. The old lady warned Homer, and began to shoo the large bird, but he paid her no mind until she unexpectedly steamed toward him with a brickbat in her hand. Homer dodged the flying missile which barely nipped his tail in his efforts to escape. Panting with fear, he returned to find Clovis amused at the whole incident.

“It’s not funny, Clovis. She would have killed me!”

“You are not a birdie, Homer.”

“A bird is a bird, is a bird!” he grimaced as he watched the bread crumbs on the ground disappear one by one.

They returned to the marshy grassland and began browsing for grass seeds. Soon, they noticed a large pigeon flying from the east, and they wasted no time hiding in the underbrush as its large shadow swept over them. The familiar red scarf sent chills over Homer.

“It’s Vogelzar, remember him?” asked Clovis.

“Kommandant Vogelzar, without his chain!”

“This could be an important mission, Homer.”

“No, Clovis, we’re no match for him.”

It was too late. Clovis leaped up into the air to follow Vogelzar, and the reluctant Homer soon joined him. Staying a safe distance behind, they followed Vogelzar as he continued his flight across the Netherlands and out over the North Sea. Vogelzar landed aboard a light cruiser of the German Imperial Navy. Part of the northbound German fleet, it was already steaming out to sea near the coast of Jutland, the largest province in Denmark. Clovis and Homer landed on the rear deck of the ship where they waited and watched. The stern moved up and down in the high seas, tossing, pitching. Homer became seasick.

“I don’t like this, Clovis. Let’s get out of here!”

“Not yet, Homer, wait!”

A portable pigeon pen in the middle of the deck was just a short distance away. It was partially draped at the top. Clovis carefully moved in closer to investigate, and hid behind the tarp.

“Lookout!” shrieked Homer. But, it was too late.

Thinking the bird had escaped from the cage, a seaman grabbed a fishing net and captured Clovis.

“Taube! kommher zu mir!” (Dove, come here)

Homer panicked, and flew around the ship where he could see his friend, and remain undetected. The cage held about ten other carrier pigeons, and unknown to Clovis, his archenemy Vogelzar. Clovis became fearful when Vogelzar began shoving his way toward him.

“Did you plan to intercept my message too? I sent an army of birds to destroy you, but you destroyed my army, didn’t you, wimpy dove?” Homer witnessed Vogelzar’s wrath as he began to tighten his talons around Clovis. Clovis tried to rise above his fears.

“If you hurt me, your sea commander will think you are a bird killer, and you will lose your job, Kommandant Vogelzar.”

As much as Vogelzar wanted to destroy Clovis, he knew the dove was right, and released his grip. His large beak opened and closed silently to demonstrate his frustration.

“Very well,” he whispered, as he looked outside the cage where sailors were walking about. “But, I will see that you starve to death!” Vogelzar returned to the door to stand guard with his notorious intimidating laugh.

After watching the confrontation, Homer left the ship under cover of darkness. He planned to fly to the coast of Denmark, and return later with food for Clovis. He landed inside a forest and rested in the grasses for the night. Homer rose at dawn and found himself near a little pond. After browsing for food, he gathered some food for Clovis. Someone was watching him.

“Hello.”

“Who are you?”

“Grouse Breda, I live here with my father.”

“I’m Homer.”

Grouse Breda was reddish brown with a black tail, and white legs. He told the friendly grouse about his dilemma, and she offered to help him gather seeds and dried berries. They placed them inside a leaf that he could transport back to the ship.

Meanwhile, Clovis felt doomed as he remained in the back corner of the cage, afraid he would starve to death. He was already hungry. The leading edge of the sun began to rise over the horizon as Homer arrived with food. He quietly pushed the leaf through the bars; then returned to Denmark before daybreak. Hiding in the shadow of another dove, Clovis placed the leaf under his wing, consuming one morsel at a time. When he was finished, he pushed the empty leaf behind him.

The cage door opened at daybreak and a long rectangular pan filled with fine grain mixed with seed was laid in the middle of the cage. Smirking at Clovis, Vogelzar began to eat, and allowed all the other pigeons and doves to gather around the tray. The other birds were too afraid of their Kommandant to help the newcomer.

Each morning, Homer provided fresh food for Clovis, and each morning, he consumed the food in the shadow of the same dove. She was white with pink markings, and decided to turn around and introduce herself.

“I’m Fraulein Seabird.”

“My name is Clovis.”

“I don’t think it’s fair for that big beak to keep food from a stranger.”

“Do you carry many messages from the ship?”

“Yes, but if it is not delivered successfully, you get no food.”

“Why don’t you escape next time?”

“Is that what you tried to do?”

“No.”

“I plan to fly far, far away.” she whispered.

On his return to land on the third day, Homer stood on the seawall, watching the light cruiser out on the high seas, and wondered how he was going to help his friend escape. Remembering their first encounter with Vogelzar made him feel incapable of ever saving his friend. Feeling anxious, he wondered what Clovis would do. He always focused on the task, never the obstacles, which Homer had always thought was a little irresponsible. Now, he must focus on the task. After all, he thought, Clovis told him he was good at making brave decisions. Committed to saving his friend, he went back to the ship, unaware that a British destroyer was about to sink the cruiser.

When Homer returned, it wasn’t long before the German cruiser was attacked by the allied British Royal Navy. Explosions aboard the cruiser were followed by emergency alarms, and its seamen prepared to abandon ship. The pigeon pen began to slide as the ship tilted and water spilled over the deck. Vogelzar leaned against the door, waiting for one of his comrades to free the scowling bird, but no one was paying any attention to him. Homer told Clovis to distract Vogelzar while he released the chain pin on the door. Incoming water made it difficult for Clovis to make his way to the door.

“Hurry, Clovis,” urged Homer, “There’s not much time!”

While Clovis was making his way toward Vogelzar, Seabird stopped him.

“Please take me with you!”

“Sure, but stay close behind me!”

As Clovis approached Vogelzar, he put on a near-death performance. “Please give Taube food.”

Vogelzar looked down at Clovis and wondered how the dove could be thinking about food at a time like this.

“Sie dummer idiot!”

Homer successfully released the chain pin. Clovis knew that if Vogelzar was the first to escape, he would leave the birds trapped inside. Clovis quickly made his escape as soon as the door was unlocked. Unfortunately, Vogelzar pushed Seabird back inside the cage in pursuit of Clovis. During his flight, Clovis looked back in the smoky waters for Seabird, and was shocked to see Vogelzar hot on his trail. Flying just above the surface of the water, Clovis raced toward the coast, in fear for his life.

Homer was fearful for Clovis as he flew at high speed behind Vogelzar, unaware how he was going to save his friend from his deadly clutches. Focusing on the task, Homer saw an opportunity to stop Vogelzar. Like a hawk ready to attack his prey, Homer gained speed at record level to catch up with Vogelzar. With seconds away from landfall, Homer lifted his legs forward and glided above his huge wing span. With one swift downward thrust, he slammed Vogelzar into the seawall at high speed, breaking his neck. Crashing sounds from the deadly impact brought Clovis back to the site, where he was surprised to find Vogelzar had been destroyed. Homer couldn’t resist looking over the seawall below at the lifeless wingspan banging up against the wall in the rough seas.

“I knew I could outfly that old buzzard!”

Meanwhile, Clovis was preoccupied with the fate of the sinking German cruiser.

“Goodbye Fraulein Seabird, goodbye,” said Clovis, having failed to save her.

“Who is Seabird?”

“A friend who wanted to escape with me.”

Homer was anxious to show Clovis around Denmark, and convinced him to forget about the war. They joined Breda at the eating ground, near the pond. Clovis thanked Breda for helping Homer provide food for him, and was proud to tell the story of Homer’s courageous triumph over Vogelzar. Breda watched Homer’s combs rise with pride, as Clovis praised his best friend.

Soon, Breda introduced her new friends to her father, Oost Clodhopper. He bowed silently to the right, and then bowed to the left. Breda told them that her mother left one day to forage for food and never returned, and when he couldn’t find her, he never spoke again.

Breda wanted to take Clovis and Homer to a special place. When they arrived, she tried to impress Homer by telling an old folktale.

“This very island was supposedly created by some goddess who tricked a King by taking a piece of his land, and then she transported it here to Denmark.”

“And this is stolen land?” asked Clovis inquisitively.

“That’s how the story goes.”

Homer rolled his skeptical eyes.

The three of them spent several weeks in the woody landscape, where Homer and Breda spent a lot of time together. The weather began to change, and the air turned cool. Clovis and Homer agreed it was time to return to Belgium. Before departing, they thanked Breda for their pleasant visit.

“I didn’t think you wanted to leave Breda behind,” chided Clovis.

“Grouse aren’t clingers like you doves,” he mused. “Let’s play leapfrog.”

They played leapfrog across the sea until they reached the Netherlands. There was a peaceful frontier between Belgium and Holland. At the onset of the war, the enemy had erected an electric fence line to separate the two countries, and to discourage fugitives from trying to escape. Clovis and Homer were unaware of the danger that lied ahead.

Unsuspecting Homer made a sudden downward swoop and perched on the deadly fence. As he fell to the ground, Clovis landed next to him, thinking Homer was pretending to be injured.

“That’s not funny, Homer,” nudging him to one side. When blood trickled from his beak, Clovis looked down the fence line in horror. A man lying on the ground with one arm entangled in the wire. A killer fence, he thought.

All too sudden and without warning, Homer was gone. Clovis felt responsible for his death. If they had not followed Vogelzar, Homer would still be alive, he thought. Expectations that they would both survive the war had been shattered. He rested next to Homer’s body, and wept.

“You are the only friend I have.”

Sometime in the afternoon, Clovis prepared a final resting place for Homer, and paused for a moment. “You were the brave one, Homer.” Clovis stood proudly on his grave and whistled a tune in tribute to a war hero for all of Belgium to hear.

He leaped from the gravesite, with the faint echo of his lonely wing beats. Flying over no man’s land, Clovis stopped by one last time at the post of the grenadier, to visit the kind soldier who had befriended them. Much of the forest near the trenches had been toppled by heavy gun artillery. Clovis perched in a sparsely treed area in the distance overlooking the raging battlefield. Charging troops continued to move over the top toward the enemy; their flags, once carried with songs of victory, lay crumpled in the mud. In the wake of desolation and sorrow that engulfed him, Clovis remembered the encounter with the wise old bird in Brussels. “Maybe that old Fantail was right. What can birds do anyway?” he muttered.

Suddenly, he sensed a signal from one of the soldiers lying out on the battlefield. Maybe someone he knew. He paused on the ground and plucked an ornamental weed stem. Soon, he lightly perched on the chest of the grenadier, next to his hand clutching the letter he had read so many times. Clovis dropped the stem across his smoke-charred face, and bid farewell to the brave soldier.

Disillusioned by the war, Clovis flew away from the trenches, and away from the raging battlefield. Higher and higher he flew, toward the west coast of Belgium.

During his flight, he recalled the fondest memories of his dear friend, Homer: How they had perched everyday on their lookout to help the allied troops; a foolish struggle over a leaf cover on a cold winter night, followed by their first serious conversation; when Homer led Clovis to his nest where he was losing his feathers, then discovering noticeable changes with their coming of age; and most of all, helping him escape from a sinking ship. How grateful he was when he found out that the hero that saved him from Vogelzar, was Homer. As he approached his destination, the last memory of his dear friend faded into the clouds.

Clovis arrived on a deserted shore off the west coast of Flanders, amid dunes with scattered plumps of sea grass. In the far distance, the fleet of the British Royal Navy lined the horizon to reinforce its command of the high seas, while guarding the coast.

The bold patriotic spirit that had sustained Clovis was replaced with bitterness and resentment. He stood firm against the spontaneous gusts of the North Sea winds, and resolved that he would never become involved in the war again.

Like the pact he made with Homer to forget their beloved homeland, he would again leave the painful past behind, including the loss of his best friend, Homer. As the sun began to set over the North Sea, Clovis leaped away into a future of uncertainty, wondering why he, alone, was left to survive.


CHAPTER 12

Determined to remain in Belgium, Clovis flew to the town of Veurne, yet untouched by war. Landing on the belfry of an ancient cathedral in the town square, he rested for the night.

At daybreak, he proceeded to prepare for winter, and constructed a nest close to the spire of the steeple, a task that took most of the day. He found nestling materials in small shrubs, and twigs in the underbrush. He stored food deep inside his nest, a trick he had learned from Homer. Still haunted by the ravages of war, he left a small opening in the side of the nest that would allow him to keep vigil.

Clovis paused at the edge of the tower as hundreds of new troops were being transported over the muddy flatlands toward the battlefield of Ypres (Leper), singing songs of their homeland. The City Hall in Veurne was used for Belgian headquarters, and a military hospital had been set up nearby for wounded soldiers. Other countries had joined the allies, carrying flags from far away countries as Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Africa to support their mother country of England. Army trucks were making runs back and forth across the battlefield, taking new recruits, and returning with wounded soldiers. While Clovis was focusing on the western front, two doves appeared. They had been watching him fly back and forth from the grasslands.

“G’day mate! We’re the Diamond Doves from Australia,” said both doves in unison.

To win his friendship and trust, they began to perform their rendition of one of their country’s songs, Waltzing Matilda. They promptly introduced themselves as brothers, Banjo and Mookie. Although Banjo was a little larger than Mookie, their markings were identical. Their bodies were brown and gray, their heads and necks, light blue-gray, and their beaks an even darker gray. Their eyes were a striking orange with red eye rings.

Clovis recognized the familiar canisters attached to their legs. They explained that their commander, Jolly, was enlisted in the Army Signal Corps, and had trained them to be release doves. They would be carrying important messages on the battlefield. Even though Clovis had lost his patriotic spirit, he was inspired by their allegiance to Australia.

His new friends wanted to show him their temporary bird quarters. Clovis followed them through a barred window that led them down to the floor of a storage room. Nearby were stacked bales of hay used for the horse stable next door. In one corner were several burlap bags of grain for the birds. Empty pigeon baskets were stacked against one wall, including some with straps, designed to be carried as a backpack. Against the wall stood a couple of bicycles with attached pigeon baskets.

On the other side of the room were occupied pigeon baskets, each holding two to four carrier pigeons, ready for duty. The demand for pigeon coalition had grown, and Clovis was proud of all of them. Banjo and Mookie pointed out their own basket. Divided into two separate compartments, it was identified with a tag marked, ‘Australia.’

Before the Diamond Doves could introduce Clovis to other carriers, footsteps were heard. Waiting to be fed, the birds gathered on the floor, where grain was scattered. On his way out, the soldier lifted four baskets of carriers located next to the door.

“You see, Clovis, whenever baskets are placed near the door, it means they are next to be loaded on the trucks for duty,” said Mookie.

It was the last two weeks of December of 1916, and the weather was a wintry mix. Clovis was spending everyday having his meals in the warm storage room with his two friends, sometimes trading stories about their respective homelands. Clovis told his friends about the loss of his family, and how his homeland in the big valley was destroyed. He did not tell them about his war experiences, but he enjoyed hearing the wonderful stories about the kangaroos that carried their young in their pouches. Other carrier pigeons gathered around the room clicking their canisters together to provide a rhythm to the beat of the kangaroo song performed by Banjo and Mookie. Together, they all hopped around the room, mimicking the kangaroos jumping in the countryside of Australia.

It was the middle of January, and things were about to change. Clovis visited his friends once again, and was disappointed to learn that the basket marked ‘Australia’ had been placed by the door. Banjo and Mookie confirmed they were next to be transported to the western front.

Wanting to leave Clovis with food provisions, they stuffed some grain and seeds in little remnants of torn burlap. The three of them transported the food to Clovis’ nest. Hopefully, it would be enough to last him the remainder of the winter. Banjo and Mookie turned to say goodbye before leaving the belfry. Clovis tried to warn them about the dangers of the war, but his intentions would be misinterpreted.

“Do you ever think about staying out of the war?”

“Oh, we could never leave our Jolly!” exclaimed Banjo.

“No, we love our Jolly. He takes good care of us!” added Mookie.

Clovis did not mean to question their patriotism. Meanwhile, Banjo thought Clovis was jelly kneed.

“You don’t like the war do you, Clovis?”

“I want to see my country at peace again.”

“But, peace is what we’re here fighting for, mate!” replied Mookie, finally settling the argy-bargy.

Clovis wanted to part on good terms.

“Good luck to you, my friends, and watch out for those flying missiles!”

“Oh, we’ll speed like bities on a dingo!” said Mookie.

“Yep, we’re the best winged diggers in the bush!” added Banjo.

“Like waltzing matildas across the sky,” exclaimed Clovis in an effort to show his support for their patriotic spirit. It was time to say goodbye. Banjo and Mookie broke the long silence.

“Well, hoo-roo mate!” said the doves bidding ado in unison.

Parting company, the Diamond Doves disappeared under the cover of darkness. Clovis remained on the belfry, feeling cold, and utterly alone.

Flickering lights lit up the sky over Ypres as muffled sounds of gunfire continued into the night as the allies vigorously defended the last ramparts of Belgium.

Early the next morning, military trucks rolled out of Veurne, over the snowy flatlands. Clovis approached the edge of the tower in time to watch the last truck ramble its way toward the western front. His friends, Banjo and Mookie were leaving the safety of the city. They would probably not survive the horrible war, he thought as he sadly uttered, “Goodbye, my friends.”

There was a deadlock on the western front; the battlefields would once again be challenged with a new kind of stalemate ~ winter. But, the frigid weather would not keep new recruits from moving over the snowy flatlands toward the blazing battlefield. The low lying shrubs began sinking under the snow like quicksand with branches springing upward for a rescue that would not come. Clovis left his nest occasionally to observe the battlefield from the icy surface of the tower. At times, freezing rain pelted the belfry, bouncing back and forth, up and down, chiming, pinging. Clovis rested safely inside his warm nest, located next to the pitch of the spire, and waited for one of the harshest winters of Belgium to come to an end.

It was spring, 1917, and Clovis was anxious to leave his winter home. A warm westerly breeze swept over the belfry. The sunlit snow on the ground below appeared to be melting. He leaped off, once again, into a future of uncertainty. Although Clovis did not know it, he was about to embark on a quest that would change his life forever.

Remaining in West Flanders, Clovis flew aimlessly around the outskirts of Veurne. Many villages and farmhouses had been abandoned with the onset of the war, but the overgrowth of hedgerows and untended gardens did not keep Clovis from noticing someone standing inside a courtyard feeding birds like himself. He cautiously perched high in a birch tree on the side of the road, overlooking the compound.

A colorful tapestry of evergreens, mixed with red berries, and bushes of yew and beech, formed the hedgerow around the compound. Cup-shaped tulips of different varieties shaped the walkway to the entry gate, leading to the road. Broken flower pots left untended rested against the cottage garden wall, and containers full of purple lavender lined the porch. Creeping tendrils of clematis, interwoven with sweet orange Jessamine, climbed the side wall of the old stone farmhouse. A medley of tree debris was strewn about the weathered tiles that covered the pitched roof.

Clovis cautiously flew to the hedge for a closer look. He did not go unnoticed. The farmer threw some bread crumbs on the ground in his direction.

“Welkom.” he smiled.

Clovis happily joined the other pigeons and doves on the ground and began eating the tasty morsels.

An old couple lived at the farmhouse. The birds knew the couple as the farmer and the farmer’s wife. The farmer’s wife wore a thin sweater over her arms, and kept an old apron on the back porch she would wear in the garden. The farmer’s baggy blue trousers were typical in Belgium, and his old wool waistcoat was rugged from years of wear. He removed his muddy clogs before entering the house.

Meanwhile, the sudden appearance of a mysterious stranger among the birds took the community by surprise as they watched Clovis quickly consume the bread crumbs.

“What’s your name?” asked a friendly voice.

“Clovis,” he answered, as he looked up at the most beautiful turtle dove he had ever seen. Her plumage was a warm brown with a silky white ring around her neck that reminded him of his mother.

“Who are you?” he asked with a sudden lift in his spirit.

“The farmer calls me Dove Lillian, but you can call me Lille.”

The conversation was interrupted by a pigeon named Brushcutter, who deliberately stepped in between them when he saw the sparkle in Dove Lillian’s eyes. His silent motive was to inform the newcomer that he had already chosen Dove Lillian for his mate. Dove Lillian introduced her friend to Clovis. Brushcutter’s favorite pastime was strutting around the courtyard flexing his florescent feathers with striking green and purple hues.

Clovis turned his attention toward the east side of the courtyard to a strange-looking hexagonal structure. The five-foot post led up to a weather-worn dovecote which had six upper and lower entry holes, staggered around each turn, each with its own perching ledge. Constructed of plain sawn wood, the dovecote was painted white and crowned with a black slate roof. Shrubs of lilac, with their captivating fragrance, provided ground cover for the roots of the climbing plants of morning glory, and clematis. The clinging vines had wrapped their way around the dwelling to the top of its pitched roof, forming a natural topiary.

Dove Lillian noticed Clovis’ curiosity.

“The farmer built a bird house to protect us from bad weather.”

“I’ve never seen one before.”

She then introduced Clovis to other residents of the farmhouse yard. She and Honey Dove were the first permanent residents, followed by newcomers Lady Dove, and Brushcutter. Honey Dove boasted gray and white feathers, and Lady Dove had a goose downlike white covert with soft gray feathers.

Soon, the social gathering was interrupted by a familiar voice.

“Clovis, is that you?”

It was the Tumbler, whom Clovis was pleased to see again. It felt good to see someone he knew. The Tumbler explained that he and his journey friends became separated with the onset of the war, and he found refuge here at Misty Meadows. “Why are you here?”

“Our homeland was destroyed by an explosion, and I lost my family.”

In sympathy for his loss, the Tumbler offered Clovis a home. “The lower loft on the south side was abandoned weeks ago. Why don’t you stay here with us, my friend?”

Clovis anxiously accepted the offer. Later, he stood on the perching ledge of his new home and looked inside. Soon, he began the rigorous task of cleaning out the old debris, before constructing a new nest. As always, he left an open notch in the side of his nest near to the entry to keep vigil. That evening, he let the distant sounds of heavy gun artillery fade from his thoughts as he focused up at the stars in the sky, glittering ever so brightly. Only in his dreams would he have imagined finding such a wonderful home, and belong to a community once again.

In the days that followed, the farmer and his wife began working in their garden on the south wall. They planted small amounts of oats, wheat, sugar beets, and potatoes. They harvested the herbs of lavender for its many uses, including cleaning oil.

The farmer and his wife had refused to abandon their home, and believed that the Belgian army and its allies would win the war, and their farmland would be spared. . The couple were past middle age and chores were becoming a challenge. Reoccurring rains sometimes flooded their little garden, and left puddles around the courtyard. There was plenty of drinking water for the birds and small pools of standing water where they could bathe. There were rules. The birds were not allowed on the porch, and were prohibited from eating any seedlings from the gardens.

Clovis and the Tumbler became close friends. They often flew into the forest exploring along the French border, sometimes perching along the coastline. Returning to the seashore where Clovis had once visited, all was quiet as the British fleet still commanded the high seas amidst a beautiful sunset.

As the tumbler looked out over the vast sea, he spoke of his dreams. “When the war is over, I want to take a long journey to see the world.”

“What about mating?”

“I will always be a traveler, not much for staying in any one place for very long.”

“But I can tell Honey Dove wants you to be her mate.”

“We will always be friends. Have you thought about Dove Lillian for your mate?”

“I like her very much, but she has been chosen by someone else.”

“Are you talking about that loggerhead, Brushcutter?”

“I think he believes she is going to accept him.”

“A bird like Dove Lillian will wait for the right mate.”

“Do you think she likes me?”

“Only time will tell, Clovis. Only time will tell.”

“Doesn’t matter anyway. I don’t want to start a family until the war is over.”

Clovis and the Tumbler returned home that evening. The roller shades of the farmhouse were pulled by nightfall, as was the custom in wartime. Clovis paused alone on the hedgerow, where he watched the far distant lights flicker in the sky over Ypres, and listened to the endless rattle of machine guns on the battlefield. He returned to his home, and dreamed of a time when the war would be over, and he could begin a family of his own.

One summer day, Clovis took Dove Lillian on a short excursion flight and they landed in a treed area a couple of miles away from the western front. Heavy gun artillery had devastated the countryside of Ypres and left the land barren as the Belgian army and its allies successfully held their position. Meanwhile Clovis became distracted by a suspicious greenish-yellow cloud hovering over Ypres. The enemy had begun to utilize chemical warfare to weaken the allied forces. Clovis sensed danger and suggested they return home.

That same week, Clovis and the Tumbler explored the woodlands. From a distance, they witnessed wounded soldiers boarding trucks to be transported to the field hospital. Injured by the use of chemical weapons, the blindfolded soldiers marched slowly in single file, placing one hand on the shoulder of the soldier ahead of him. The Tumbler witnessed his first glimpse of the tragic consequences of war. This tragedy saddened Clovis. Already embittered by the war, he uttered the only words that would be spoken between them.

“Where’s the victory?”


CHAPTER 13

One late summer day, the farmer began chopping wood for the upcoming winter. The farmer’s wife was busy harvesting the last of the sugar beets and potatoes from the small garden. Most of the birds went outside the compound to browse in the meadow. The colorful landscape was clothed with crimson clover, dandelions, and flowery trees of holly and rowan. Clovis browsed alone. While Dove Lillian wished to join Clovis, she chose to ignore him to avoid any confrontation with his nearby rival, Brushcutter.

The onset of cold weather was soon followed by snow, and the doves remained inside their little houses, except at mealtime. One particular afternoon, Clovis was alerted by a shrill from Dove Lillian. Her loft was located on the lower north side of the dovecote. Others heard her plea for help, but were too fearful to come to her rescue. Clovis investigated and saw a large raptor dangling from her perching ledge. After gaining momentum in the air, Clovis attacked the raptor by knocking him off the perch, and down to the snow-covered ground. Clovis returned to her perch and watched the startled raptor quickly recover and leap away.

Still hysterical, Dove Lillian explained that she went outside for just a moment and the raptor suddenly appeared, and that she was barely able to escape. Clovis was relieved that she was safe, and tried to comfort her. “The raptor was too big to get inside your loft, anyway.”

“That’s right,” interrupted Brushcutter from his perching ledge on the upper level. “I wasn’t worried because I knew he couldn’t get inside.”

“But Clovis is the only one who came to my rescue!” she retorted.

One day following the incident, while the birds were browsing in the courtyard, Lady Dove approached Clovis.

“Hello, brave boy.” she said rather coo-ish. “You are the kind of mate a dove like me needs to have around.”

“You are quite a glamorous bird, Lady Dove, but I’m not ready to start a family in the middle of a war.”

“That’s okay, I can wait,” she said wistfully, as she waddled away.

Unknown to Clovis, Dove Lillian had given Brushcutter the same excuse.

Dove Lillian was concerned about Lady Dove’s pursuit of Clovis. Meanwhile, Clovis was concerned about Brushcutter.

Clovis had heard Christmas time was very special at Misty Meadows. The farmer had an audience as he cut a small evergreen branch from a courtyard tree. Every Christmas, the farmer’s wife decorated the branches with spices and bits of homemade bread, berries, sprouting buds, along with their favorite seed balls with molasses. Excited, she carried the little tree out the front door into the front yard and propped it firmly in the snow for her feathered friends.

As a tradition, the farmer’s wife rang the Christmas bell and everyone gathered for the celebration. The farmer and his wife shared their tradition. “Vrolijke beste kerstmis,” (Merry Christmas, Dear) said the farmer as they each took a sip of warm tea from the same cup. Smiling at each other with arms entwined, they began to sing “Stille nacht, heilige nacht.” (Silent Night, Holy Night)

The tune was all too familiar to Clovis. No man’s land. He sighed.

“What’s the matter, Clovis?” asked Dove Lillian.

“It’s nothing, Lille.”

“I love this holiday!” exclaimed the Tumbler as he gulped down a berry.

There was little food left on the tree as the snow continued to fall around them. Suddenly, a gust of cold arctic wind whirled through the yard, blowing the little tree to the ground. The farmer and his wife hurried inside the farmhouse, and the birds scurried to their homes.

It was 1918. The snow had finally begun to melt, and soon, spring was in the air. The perennials were blooming around the farmhouse and along the road, where the Tumbler was browsing. The farmer once again began tilling the ground for their spring garden. Dove Lillian was busy pruning the invading vines around her door. Clovis became restless, and set out to explore the countryside. Named after German Field Marshall, Von Hindenburg, the Hindenburg trench line was constructed in 1916-1917 and stretched from the west coast of Belgium through northern France all the way to Switzerland.

Clovis flew away from the battlefield toward an isolated forest in France. It began to lightly rain when he perched on an oak branch stretching out over the road. The United States had entered the war the year before on the side of the allies. Clovis could hear soldiers singing in the distance, but didn’t recognize the upcoming flag. He was, however, familiar with the response from yet another call-to-arms arriving in high spirits. The soldiers marched in unison in spite of the muddy road. Left-right-left-right, they continued to march down the road beneath him, singing the lyrics of the same song, again and again. . .

“Over there, Over There, Send the Word

Send the Word to Beware,

It will be all over, we’re coming over and we

won’t come back until it’s over, over there!”

As the infantry division continued their march toward Argonne Forest, Clovis hoped the war would soon be over, and returned to his loft and rested for the night.

Early the next morning, Dove Lillian summoned Clovis.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“The farmer didn’t come out of the house yesterday and I think something has happened to him.”

“Don’t worry. Maybe he is sick or something.”

“But, Clovis, we haven’t seen the farmer’s wife either. Her apron is still hanging on the back porch.”

The roller shades were still lowered in the front, so Clovis and Dove Lillian flew around to the back of the house to look inside. The shade in the bedroom was partially opened and they quietly perched outside on the window ledge. The farmer’s wife was lying still on the bed in her nightgown and the farmer was sitting beside the bed weeping.

“I got worried yesterday, but I couldn’t find you.”

“I was far away from here.”

The farmer rose from his chair and knelt down beside the bed kissing his wife’s hand, then her forehead before pulling the sheet over her head. It was clear to Clovis and Dove Lillian that she had passed away.

The farmer came out and went into the wood shed and brought out some lumber to build a coffin. By mid-day, he pulled a long box outside the courtyard area, and proceeded to dig a grave. He remained speechless as the pigeons and doves quietly gathered around the gravesite. As usual, Brushcutter stepped in between Clovis and Dove Lillian.

The grief-stricken farmer went back inside the house and returned with his wife in his arms. Covered by a blanket, she was placed inside the box where the blanket was gently tucked around her body. After securing the top with nails, he pushed the coffin into the ground and buried her. The farmer wiped the tears and sweat from his face, as he leaned on the shovel. “Vaarwel mijn liefde” (Goodbye my love). He whispered.

The farmer was oblivious of his feathered spectators, though Clovis understood why their presence did little to comfort him. Being left alone by a sudden loss was all too familiar. The birds formed a line and each placed a flower stem on the grave of someone who had always taken good care of them.

Clovis watched the farmer leave the gravesite, and lock the gate behind him. Life at Misty Meadows would never be the same, he thought. He would have to look after Dove Lillian from now on. His plan to mate with Dove Lillian began by cleaning out his loft. He arranged a comfortable loose cup of rootlets, moss, and fresh twigs. After creating an open notch in the nest, as always, he stepped out on the perching ledge to inspect his work. There was something missing, he thought. He flew to the roadside and plucked a good luck flower and placed it on the side of the nest.

By late afternoon, the flock had gathered in front of the farmhouse. Clovis was about to face his greatest challenge. Would Dove Lillian accept him as her mate? He announced his arrival by beginning the courtship ritual. Flapping his wings in an upward motion over his back as he moved forward and began strutting around Dove Lillian, proclaiming his wish for her to be his lifelong mate. Dove Lillian was pleasantly surprised. She remained gracefully poised as he continued performing the mating ritual. Then Clovis stood facing her, and waited for her acceptance. At this point, Brushcutter proceeded to stop the ritual by challenging Clovis, but was held back by the Tumbler.

“You must let Dove Lillian make her choice.”

Dove Lillian moved toward Clovis and gently rubbed her head into his feathered chest. When Clovis opened his beak, she accepted him.

The Tumbler congratulated them, and announced that it was a perfect ritual performed by a perfect match. The community embraced them and welcomed them as mates. Clovis and Dove Lillian flew to a home they would now share.

Lady Dove moved in on Brushcutter. “Hello, pretty boy, I am willing to be your mate.”

“But I always thought she would come around after the war was over,” he said regretfully.

“Clovis gave me the same excuse.”

Brushcutter flew off to be alone, but Lady Dove followed him. She did not give up, and soon they would become lifelong mates. Honey Dove wanted to approach the Tumbler, but she was afraid of rejection. She watched him return to his loft, and she returned to her loft alone, again.

As time went by, Clovis continued to keep vigil, resting his head against the entry door each night. Dove Lillian knew little about the war. “When are you going to stop guarding the door every night, Clovis?”

“When the war is over, Lille.”

Soon, Clovis realized his dream of having a family. Two chicks arrived. Clovis named his son, BoCoo, and Dove Lillian named their daughter, Lilac, after the sweet smelling flowers that grew around their home. Two yellow fuzzy chicks nestled together begging for food. After feeding their young, Clovis and Dove Lillian took turns foraging for food in the distant woodlands.

The chicks soon began bouncing around the nest, flexing their little wings. Soon, fuzz was replaced by feathers, much like their parents. When they were ready to fly, Dove Lillian remained inside with the chicks, and Clovis flew down to the ground and waited.

“Come on, my son,” yelled the proud father.

The community gathered around to greet the newcomers. It was wonderful to have little ones playing in the courtyard. This was a happy time for Clovis and Dove Lillian.


CHAPTER 14

While Dove Lillian took Lilac outside the compound to teach her how to forage for food, Clovis took BoCoo on a flying excursion in France, away from the battlefield of Ypres. Clovis and his son flew higher and higher into the sky. BoCoo flew behind his father then lightly perched on his back, and they soared together with wings unfurled. BoCoo was having the time of his life. “Coo-ooroor!”

They landed on a riverbank deep inside Argonne Forest. While Clovis began browsing, he was unaware that BoCoo had become curious about a combat helmet leaning against the shore. BoCoo leaped up to the rim to investigate and accidentally fell inside, dislodging it into the rapid flow of the river. As the helmet began to twist and turn, BoCoo tried to climb out, but the lining was slippery from stagnant water. Realizing he could not free himself, he became frightened and yelled for his father.

“Papa!”

Hearing his cry, Clovis looked around and noticed the floating helmet tossing and turning in the cross currents of the river. He flew up over the helmet and saw his son trapped inside. Clovis urged him to climb out, but the helmet began to rock with the currents each time he tried, with more water entering the helmet.

“I’m scared, Papa, help!” he gurgled, as his little body began to toss and turn. Clovis tried unsuccessfully to redirect the helmet to the side of the river.

Suddenly, gunshots rang out ahead, soon followed by the familiar sounds of heavy gun artillery. Clovis feared the worst. It was just a matter of time before they would be entering a river gauntlet, and their deadly fate would be sealed.

Helplessly watching his son drown brought such great anguish to Clovis, that he began to envision the helmet swirling in slow motion. He reassured BoCoo that he would not abandon him.

“I cannot save you, but I will not leave you, my son.”

BoCoo became exhausted as he struggled to survive above water. As he prepared to sink for the last time, he looked up at his father and uttered his last word, ‘Papa.’

Unknown to Clovis, two soldiers had slipped down to the bank of the river to fill canteens, and to map out their exact location. They were part of a division of the American Expeditionary Forces who were hunkered down nearby in the woods with less than two hundred men.

One of the soldiers noticed a bird flying frantically over a combat helmet floating downstream, and managed to retrieve the helmet from the moving waters with a nearby tree branch. He gently poured out the water and laid the body of the wet fledgling on the ground. Clovis waited in the distance to witness his son’s fate. The soldier gently pressed his finger into the chest of the fledgling, and to his amazement, water spurted from his beak. When BoCoo recovered, he became frightened in the presence of strangers, and immediately joined his father. Clovis remained motionless in awe of the soldier’s heroic action, whereby the soldier befriended him.

“Hello, Little Buddy.”

With encroaching sounds of gunfire, his comrade suggested they return immediately to camp.

“Major, sir, we need to get back.”

“Okay Corporal.” They picked up the canteens and headed back. Clovis was grateful to the Major for saving his son, and watched the soldiers disappear into the forest.

On their flight home, Clovis sensed movement in the forest below and made a quick landing. As he scanned the forest floor, he recognized enemy troops on the ground below. Advancing from all directions, the allies would soon be completely surrounded, he thought. BoCoo sensed his father’s anxiety, and asked him a question that would renew his patriotic spirit.

“What’s the war about, Papa?”

Clovis looked down at the son he almost lost. The answer to that question had eluded him throughout the war. He began to recall images of the war, beginning with the homesick grenadier who tearfully asked the same question; gallant soldiers marching off to war with their banners waving before them; the doomed troops who ran over the top with the call of a whistle; and the peaceful image of the brave grenadier lying on the battlefield in no man’s land. It had to be something far greater than the weapons they carried, he thought; something that existed before the war, and something that would survive the war. He realized it could only be one thing.

“Honor, my son, honor.”

When they arrived home, BoCoo told his mother about the kind soldier who saved him from drowning. Meanwhile, Clovis knew the Major may require his services, and made plans to return to Argonne Forest.

First, he sought out the Tumbler, and found him resting outside the compound.

“Tumbler, I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Of course, Clovis, what is it?”

“I want you to take care of my family while I am gone.”

“It has to do with the war, doesn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“You know I don’t stay any one place very long.”

“I won’t be gone long.”

“Okay, you have my word.”

“Thank you, Tumbler.”

“Be careful, my friend.”

Clovis was about to meet his biggest challenge. What would Dove Lillian say. He brought her to the roadside, and told her that his services were needed, and that he would not be in any danger.

“Why you, Clovis?” she sobbed.

He told her how important his family was to him, and reassured her that he would return, and hopefully the war would soon end. As Clovis prepared to leave, Dove Lillian followed closely behind him, begging and clinging. He pulled away from her and leaped into the air. Higher and higher he flew.

“I will wait for you,” she cried out. She watched her mate fly far away, and wondered if she would ever see him again. The Tumbler waited in the distance to comfort her.

Clovis continued his flight into France, returning to the woody hollow in Argonne Forest. The Major’s unit was being shelled from all sides. Clovis flew from tree to tree searching for the Major. He found him in a shallow trench writing a message that would inform headquarters of their exact location. The Corporal took their last carrier, MayDay, up to the ridge where she was liberated. Hope for rescue was diminished when the carrier went down shortly after takeoff.

Clovis placed himself strategically near an open carrier pigeon basket and waited for one of the soldiers to notice there was another carrier. A soldier picked him up and searched in a bag for a canister, and quickly fastened it to his leg.

Since the Major had no intention of surrendering, there was still hope when another carrier was brought forward. The Major paused for a moment. This carrier looked like the dove he had seen earlier on the river. He began to scribble yet another message. This time he ended it with “Take care of Little Buddy.” While the Corporal placed the message inside the canister, Clovis looked down the trench line at the severe casualties. From bandaged head wounds to leg wounds, the injured soldiers still wielded their weapons.

The Major gave Clovis a hand salute.

“Go, with the wings of an eagle!”

The Corporal liberated Clovis at the top of the hill with these desperate words: “You are our last hope.”

Clovis was familiar with the enemy and was fearful that he may not be able to save the troops. After scaling to the top of the forest, he began his treacherous flight. Soaring into the open sky, he became a target of the enemy. The first bullet pierced his chest, and another his covert, compromising his left wing mobility. When another bullet glazed his head, he became temporarily disoriented and began to spiral downward. He flapped his wings rapidly to break his fall, but he experienced numbness in his left leg as he fell two feet short of the ridge.

He raised his head to judge the distance of the ground soldiers hunting for the downed carrier, but he could not see through his blood-filled eye. He lay helpless on the ground, unable to move. His breathing became rapid as his energy dissipated. Believing his mission was over, he waited patiently for a bayonet to put him out of his misery.

While lying there, he remembered the Corporal’s last words. “You are our only hope.” With a determined spirit to save the troops, he painfully moved his leg out from under his bloody feathers. Digging his claw into the mud, he was able to gradually move his body toward the edge of the ridge, where he was able to regain his flight before he hit the ground below.

Meanwhile, the Corporal had just watched their last carrier go down, and reported it immediately to the Major. They looked at each other with the realization that defeat was just a matter of time. The Major sat down to quickly write a last letter to his wife.

As the enemy soldiers arrived where the carrier went down, they found a bloody trail leading to the ledge. Looking over the side into the smoky woods below, there was a consensus that the carrier could not have survived the fall.

Instead of venturing out into the open sky, Clovis scaled the forest floor, dodging trees and shrubs through artillery smoke that provided ground cover. He had to conserve his energy for the biggest challenge ahead, climbing the second ridge.

Leaping out of the forest, he quickly made his way up the ridge over the enemy troops, undetected for the moment. He was unable to fully navigate his left wing, veering slightly off course. When the carrier was detected, enemy artillery decreased. When the shelling stopped, the Corporal climbed the hill to see why there were only single rifle shots, then motioned for the Major to join him. The Major took the binoculars and watched as their carrier successfully cleared the second ridge. The Corporal became concerned.

“Don’t you think he’s a little off course, sir?”

The Major agreed.

“He may be wounded.”

The two officers returned to the trenches and gave the troops the good news. The carrier had made it to base headquarters. The Doughboys cheered and waved their rifles in the air.

When Clovis found headquarters, he alerted the sentry by passing directly above him, then began circling the area to make a landing he did not feel he would survive.

“Message arriving!” yelled the sentry. Weak and exhausted from loss of blood, Clovis coasted toward the ground, but his dangling legs crumpled upon impact, propelling his little body into a rolling skid on the ground that rendered him unconscious.

The sentry removed the message from the canister and immediately handed it to the waiting field commander. After he read the message with their exact location, he called for an immediate rescue effort. The field commander looked down at the injured carrier and instructed the sentry, “Don’t bury him yet; let the Major handle it.”

“Yes, sir.”

The sentry took off his helmet and lined it with his handkerchief. One wing had been broken on impact. He carefully lifted the carrier’s wounded body, as his head dangled.

The soldier brought the carrier to the medical officer with the field commander’s order to hold him for the Major. The medical officer returned the helmet after transferring Clovis into a small burial box. There were three gunshot wounds; his chest, his covert, and his head. He began to wipe the mud from his wings, then lightly wiped the blood from his injured eye. When the dove flinched, the medical officer was shocked that the bird was still alive, and made sure he was on the next medic truck to the base hospital.

When the Major was rescued, news circulated that the war may be ending. He requested to be taken to the base hospital to find the carrier that had saved his division. Upon his arrival, he met with the veterinarian, and found the carrier wrapped in bandages. The Major wanted to know if the bird was in any pain, and the doctor assured him there was numbness at this stage.

“Will he recover?”

“Hard to tell,” the doctor continued, “Couldn’t save his eye; his wing will heal with time; there may be permanent damage on the covert, so don’t know if he will fly again.”

“Do whatever you can, Doc.”

“Hundreds and hundreds of these birds have been killed or mutilated in this darn war.”

“They have saved thousands of lives.”

“When all else failed.” The doctor agreed.

The doctor told the Major that he had done everything he could for the bird, and would release the bird to him the following day.

The Major would work offshore at the base until it was time to return to the states. He rented a one room flat on the second floor of an apartment house. Furnishings included a bed, dresser, and a wooden writing table with two candles. The window overlooked the town with a city park a short walk away.

Returning to the base hospital the next morning, the Major was ready to take the bird with him. He was greeted by one of the medical officers who attended the carrier. He seemed to have urgent business with the Major. The Major thanked the medical officer for transporting the carrier to the base hospital.

“We’ve searched our documents, sir, and could not find any record of this carrier. Since these birds are commissioned by the AEF to carry messages. . .” The Major interrupted.

“His name is Little Buddy; be sure that gets into the report,” ordered the Major. “He is to receive full honor for saving our unit.”

“Done, sir,” he said as he walked away.

The doctor handed the Major a small box of medical supplies and materials needed for the bird’s sutures and told him to bring him back in two weeks for a checkup. He waited while an identification band was placed on the carrier’s leg. Once the Major was alone with the bird, he whispered, “You really are Little Buddy, aren’t you?”

After a few moments passed, it was finally time to leave the base hospital with the carrier. The Major was grateful for his service, and was anxious to take care of him. When he returned to his room, he placed a clean towel on the dresser, and removed him from the pigeon basket. He opened the window shutters for light. While standing there, he gazed up at the town belfry where he whispered a silent prayer that the little bird would recover. He sat down at the writing desk and began to pen a letter home. Soon he was drawn to the window as good news swept through the streets. Loud cheering filled the air with gathering crowds, sounds of drums, and allied flags were raised in the air.

And so, on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day, of the eleventh month, the war officially ended, and armistice was declared on November 11, 1918.

The Major returned to the writing table, happy and excited.

“The war’s officially over, did you hear that, Little Buddy?”

The Major would never know how long Clovis had waited to hear those words. But, his dreams of returning home would take much longer than he anticipated. For now, he was wrapped in bandages, unable to move.

One day the Major received mail from home. His wife had sent a newspaper clipping from the states. “Ha!” he laughed out loud. “Germany has said that the reason they lost the war was due to poor communication. What do you think about that, Little Buddy?”

As he continued to read the letter silently, Clovis became tearful as he realized that their exploits along the allied trench lines may not have been in vain after all. He quietly murmured, “Did you hear that, Homer?”


CHAPTER 15

By Christmas, 1918, many allied soldiers had left France. Spirits were high as civilians strolled up and down village streets singing Christmas carols.

The Corporal and his comrades visited the Major. They had built a large cage for the carrier that saved their unit.

“Merry Christmas, Sir, from me and the fellows,” said the Corporal, opening the door of the cage.

“Hey, thanks, it’s great.” The major placed Clovis in his new home. But, the cage was not a home for Clovis; it was captivity.

When spring finally arrived, it was warm enough to visit the park. The Major placed the little bird inside his jacket, much like the pigeoneers did during the war. When they reached the park, the Major placed him on an army blanket. His breast was badly singed, and there was a pockmark over his injured eye. Frustration set in when his left leg collapsed each time he tried to stand up.

“Easy boy, it’s going to take time.”

His efforts toward a quick recovery outweighed his physical capabilities. For the next several weeks, Clovis stepped around in his cage, and tried to strengthen his covert by pulling himself up to the swing bar. The Major took him to the park almost every day after work, until he was finally able to fly again. After awhile, the Major felt confident enough to leave Clovis in the park, and meet up with him after work. All he had to do was whistle, and Clovis would land on his shoulder for the walk home.

One day while in the park, Clovis noticed another dove watching him from a nearby tree. She had gray feathers with white wing tips that gracefully folded as she flew over to join him.

“Who are you?”

“I am the Colonel’s Lady.”

Clovis was unsure whether to tell her his real name or his given name. He decided to live in the present. “I am called Little Buddy.”

“Are you the carrier that saved the Doughboys?”

“Yes.”

“So you’re a war hero!”

Clovis humbled himself as he thought about no man’s land.

“Fallen soldiers lie unburied on the battlefields ~ their bravery forgotton. They are the true heroes, my lady.”

“You’re a hero just the same, and I’m sure you’re getting a medal just like me.”

“Were you in the war?”

“Yes, indeed, I once raced an airplane, both of us carrying the same message, and I beat the airplane to our destination!”

“You deserve a medal!”

Since it was such a lovely clear day, they decided to fly all around the park. She told Clovis she lived at the base camp, and had to return before dark.

“I leave before dark, too.”

“Are you happy, Little Buddy?”

“I don’t think I could always live in captivity.”

“But they take such good care of you! Soon I’ll be going away on a ship far across the sea.”

“I’m sure you will be happy.”

At the end of the day, they planned to meet at the same time the next day. They spent days visiting the woodlands beyond the park, sometimes foraging in private gardens. The days always ended the same. She would return to the base, and he would listen for the Major’s whistle.

Before long, it was time for the Colonel’s Lady to leave France. She met up with Clovis once again.

“I came to say goodbye, Little Buddy.”

“I will miss you.”

The Colonel’s Lady suddenly began to cry. “Oh, Little Buddy, I would fly into the wild with you right now if you would be my mate.”

He tried to discourage her. “You don’t want an old broken down bird like me.”

“But I do,” further demonstrating her sincerity by moving toward him, and rubbing her head against his singed chest.

Instead of opening his beak and accepting her as his mate, he remained motionless, and she backed away.

“My dear, Lady,” he explained, “I already have a mate, and my family is waiting for me to come home.”

“You do?”

“My real name is Clovis, not Little Buddy.”

“Do they live in France?”

“No, Belgium.”

Clovis welcomed her to join the community in West Flanders, but she declined. It was time to say goodbye. They parted company, and Clovis would never see the Colonel’s Lady again.

After the departure of his friend, he flew to the edge of the pond where he watched a family of wild ducks. As they approached the shore, one of the little ducklings came out of the water ahead of the others.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“My name is Clovis, what’s yours?”

“Cheppie. Why are you watching us?”

“I was just thinking about my own family and . . .”

Suddenly mama duck came splashing out of the water to rescue her wandering duckling. In a firm tone, she scolded him as she led him away. “Don’t ever go near that bird again! Can’t you see there’s something wrong with him?”

Clovis was stunned by her unfriendly remark. Despite his visible wounds, he felt fortunate to have survived the war. The disparaging comment by the mama duck, along with the recent loss of a friend, brought deep feelings of heartache and loneliness. He paused at the edge of the park and envisioned how his family would welcome his return home. With a sense of immediate freedom before him, his dream of escaping into the wide open sky began to consume him. In the background, he could hear the Major’s whistle, and wondered if he would ever be free again. For now, his wings were grounded by an officer’s trust, as he could only envision his heart leaping into the open blue sky to fulfill his dream of reuniting with his precious Dove Lillian.

The Major received word that he would soon be returning to the states. Because it was his last night abroad, the Corporal told the Major that a couple of French soldiers had invited the Doughboys to join them for a game of cards. With his carrier on his shoulder, the Major and his comrades were set to play. After awhile, it was the Major’s turn to deal the cards. He proceeded to play five card draw. Clovis had watched the Tommies play cards in the trenches, and recognized the numbers. The Major pulled three cards for replacement.

“Tr-rr-r,” he warned.

The Major smiled, and gave himself two cards instead. The Major had two threes, and one ace. He drew another three, and another ace. With a full house, the Major won a blue French uniform, with red trousers. The Corporal had won an army blanket from the Major, and the two Frenchmen won a canteen, and a pair of binoculars from the Americans.

The Corporal told the Major that the Doughboys in their unit wanted to see their little war hero fly around the courtyard before they left the following morning. The Major smiled proudly and approved their request.

Clovis perched on the window sill as he did every evening. The Major was anxious to return home with the little dove he had written so much about. He placed his feet up on the wooden writing table, and relaxed with his hands behind his head. The war had been tough, but it was over, he thought.

“You’ll love my country,” said the Major excited to be finally going home. “You will be honored once again for your bravery.”

But, Clovis was not interested in any medals, and began to fear that the Major may never let him go free. He continued to quietly gaze through the window, and the Major began to feel a distant silence growing between them. The Major’s excitement about their imminent departure began to diminish as he dropped his feet onto the floor and sat forward in his chair.

“Are you from France, Little Buddy?”

No reponse.

“Belgium?”

Clovis turned his head toward the major.

“Coo-rr.”

“And a true Belgian you are!” he smiled.

The Major had formed an attachment to the bird, and did not want to give him up. Later, while the bird rested, the Major removed the identification band from his leg and returned to his desk. It read, USA217BrnDove. The bird wouldn’t need this anymore, he thought, and placed it in the drawer.

Later that evening, he wanted to make something special for his brave little dove to wear for the performance the following morning. He removed the French uniform out of the closet, and snipped a small piece of red material from the trousers. He shaped and formed a little vest that required little stitching. When it was finished, he carefully placed it inside the drawer.

The next morning, the Major was dressed in full uniform for his return to the states. His bags were packed and placed near the door, along with the bird cage needed to board ship.

There was a knock at the door. The Corporal was ready to take Little Buddy outside for the performance. The Major asked him to wait for a moment.

The Major carried the bird to the writing table, and took out the special vest. Draping it over his injured chest, he secured it around his neck.

“The troops would appreciate a little flying performance from you outside before we board ship.”

When the Major opened the door, the Corporal was waiting with a big smile. “Wow! He really does look like a war hero!”

The Major soon joined the others on the street. Comments about the dove’s bravery were passed around as Clovis skated through the air with the grace of a bird, and the strength of a soldier. Someone in the crowd threw a piece of bread high into the air, which he easily retrieved. The crowd cheered and applauded.

Clovis had waited so long to return to his family. He abruptly ended the performance by flying up to the belfry of the nearby cathedral, and hoped that the Major would liberate him. Out of reach, his little dove seemed larger than life to him, poised in an unyielding stance. If he whistled, the dove would return to him, but the choice between freedom and captivity would be no challenge to a loyal bird, he thought. There was a strong bond between them as their focus remained on each other. It reminded the Major of the first time he made contact with Little Buddy on the riverbank; his heroic flight up the ridge, and his slow recovery that began on a small blanket in the park.

Meanwhile, the spectators began to whisper with concern for the little dove. “Why is he staying up there so long?” Someone asked.

“Maybe something’s wrong with him,” answered another.

Concerned that the dove may have become disoriented, the Corporal looked toward the Major for the possibility of a rescue, but saw peaceful tears rolling down his smiling face. The Major felt mounting pressure, as he realized the dove’s will to survive may have very well brought him to this long awaited moment.

With gratitude for his loyal service, the Major stood at attention, and honored Clovis with a full salute ~ a hand gesture that he would recognize from Argonne Forest. “Go with the wings of an eagle!”

At last, Clovis leaped from the belfry, flying higher and higher into the sky with the freedom to return to his beloved family. The Major remained at attention until his brave little soldier faded into the clouds.


CHAPTER 16

It began to rain heavily before Clovis reached the Belgian border, and his impaired vision forced him to seek shelter in the forest below. Still struggling with injuries to his covert, his leg slipped on a wet branch, but he managed to clutch the limb below. Aware of his physical limitations, he realized the war had taken its toll on his health.

The rains passed by afternoon, and he would soon be reunited with his family at Misty Meadows. As he approached his destination, he was met with unexpected tragedy. The farmhouse and its surrounding hedge had been destroyed by heavy gun artillery, and the bird house lay broken and entrenched in the mud on the ground. He assumed the farmer had been killed in the bombardment.

Perhaps they were hiding in fear, he thought. He stepped around the yard, calling out to his family, but no one answered. He flew up to the birch tree, now burned and barren, and looked over the devastation. How scared Dove Lillian must have been, he thought, and he wasn’t there to save her. He recalled the last time he saw her alive, running after him, begging him not to go. “I will wait for you,” were her last words. Unknown to Clovis, Dove Lillian had spent time each day perching in the same tree waiting for him to come home.

Into the night he waited, and into the misty morning. But no one came. His heart ached with the realization that he had lost his family. Now the war had taken everything. Neither sounds of heavy artillery, nor trumpets of victory could have been heard above the lonely silence of grief and resentment that consumed him. Leaving the farmland he once called home, Clovis leaped off into a future of uncertainty, and once again, wondering why he, alone, was left to survive.

Flying aimlessly across the fields of Flanders, there seemed to be no path to his future. Expectations of reuniting with his family had been shattered. Unable to resume his flight, he landed among a newly planted row of popular trees, and wept.

While in mourning, he became distracted by a flicker of light across the meadows. As he moved closer to the outer part of the branch, the ground fog began to lift. What is this? He wondered as he looked upon rows and rows of white headstones, each etched with a cross, and adorned with stems of red poppies. He realized it must be a grand military cemetery in memory of the fallen soldiers. His spirit began to lift, and he rejoiced as songs of praises filled his heart. He visited several graves throughout the day.

Once a raging battlefield, Clovis became mesmerized by its tranquil peace and serenity, far from the battle cries of the wounded in no man’s land, and the unwavering voices in the trenches asking, “When will it all end?” Clovis had witnessed a war that exceeded human endurance, but their honor would live on.

Clovis had survived the war, and those he had left behind. No longer focused on a future of uncertainty, his outlook became transformed with a renewed sense of purpose that would mark a turning point in his life. For the first time, he was not afraid to recall that fateful day when he and Homer were suddenly swept away from their homeland, and the echo of his terrifying cry for his father. And somehow, it was no longer painful for him to utter the name, “Papa.” Clovis realized it was his destiny to return to Doveland.

Along the way, he flew over no man’s land, where dark war clouds once huddled. The terrain had taken the form of a desolate lunar landscape, with fragments of burned out trees and mounds of toppled soil. As he approached the Sambre-Meuse valley, he flew across the Meuse River and circled back to continue his flight in tradition with his father’s teachings. Proudly gliding above the river with outstretched wings, he prepared to carry the spirit of his father to his beloved homeland.

His journey home had taken years and his flight pace was steady, for he had no expectations of finding what he had lost. Reaching the confluence of the Semois River, he followed its winding path through the rugged Valley of the Ardennes.

Approaching his destination, he circled above the island, and did not see any signs of life below. He landed in the ground center of the threshold, now an open crater facing the sky. The explosion with the onset of the war had rocked the center of the island leaving burned out trees, forest litter for ground cover, with the scent of wet deadwood. This was not the Doveland he remembered. He sighed.

But everything was about to change when he felt movement around him. Startled, he called out.

“Is anyone here?” His voice seemed to echo throughout the hollow forest.

A turtle dove remained cautious as he responded from the safety of the underbrush.

“Who are you?”

“I am Clovis of Doveland.”

“Papa?” cried BoCoo as he ran toward his father, with his sister, Lilac behind him.

His heart filled with great joy, just like he had dreamed it would so many times.

“Oh, Lille, my Lille.”

“I knew you would find us, Clovis.”

“I dreamed of this day for so long. I’ve missed you Lille.”

BoCoo could not wait any longer to interrupt.

“Where did you get that red cloak, Papa?”

“From a kind soldier to keep me warm,” he replied, still gazing at his mate who saw through his humility, as he minimized the importance of his war injuries with a sense of valor that did not aspire recognition.

Many unfamiliar pigeons and doves began gathering around the ground center of the threshold. Lilac quickly explained.

“By the way, Papa, we brought lots of new friends with us!”

Before he could respond, two doves came forward, singing the tune of Waltzing Matilda while marching into the ground center.

“Remember us?” they asked in unison.

“Banjo, Mookie, I’m so glad to see you!” exclaimed Clovis.

“We lost our Jolly in the war and decided to join you here,” said Mookie.

“When your family said you didn’t return home, we went searching for you many times,” said Banjo.

“Where have you been all this time?” asked Mookie.

“I’ll tell you all about it,” replied Clovis as he became distracted by a small flock of birds circling overhead. Soon he discovered it was the Tumbler. Honey Dove landed first, then the Tumbler and their two fledglings. The Tumbler was pleasantly surprised to see Clovis. He couldn’t wait to introduce his family.

“Of course you know Honey Dove. These are our little rollers, Tumbleweed, and Honeyseed.”

Clovis greeted them warmly, but surprised that the Tumbler had settled down. Clovis wanted to know what happened at Misty Meadows.

The Tumbler explained that the farmer had to be rescued from the house by the Belgian Army before the enemy advanced further into West Flanders. They realized they would have to find a new home.

“I knew if you were still alive, Clovis, you would return to Doveland.”

“Thank you for taking care of my family, Tumbler.”

“Welcome home, my friend!”

Clovis quietly gazed around the ground center of the threshold. It was no longer endowed by a beautiful green canopy, but it had survived the war. Realizing that the future of Doveland rested in the shared community of family and friends, he proudly exclaimed, “This is the happiest day of my life!”

As family, friends, and newcomers began to gather closer around Clovis, it became evident that they had chosen him to be their leader. He accepted the honor and was eager to announce there would be a special celebration to officially declare the trees of Doveland their permanent homeland. Feeling secure in their newly developed community, the pigeons and doves boldly ventured away from the safety of the underbrush into the forest where they gathered seed and dried berries for the celebration.

The forest floor was abundant with colonized pioneer grasses, as well as pine cone seeds heroically dispersed during the firestorm. Spore-shedding fronds of ferns with blue and silver hues were collected among the rocks along the shore. Wilted vines yanked from the roots of an aspen awakened the dormant buds beneath the protective carpet of pine needles. Green sprouts of new growth were plucked from the dark cinders by nature’s pruners, and ground critters rustled once again beneath the musty leaves. A new forest garden had begun.

Wondering what all the excitement was about, Wimpy the weasel emerged from his burrow, along with two of his own weasels. Recognizing his friend, Clovis, he cautioned his family.

“Now remember, we don’t bother the birds!”

Serenades of nature swept across the river to the trees of Doveland, bringing winds of change to the ground center of the threshold, as the ceremony was about to begin.

Clovis proudly faced the community to make an important announcement. “It was my father’s greatest dream . . .”

The ceremony was suddenly interrupted by the presence of hawks arriving in the bare branches above them. The forests had been ravaged by the war and the hawks had become desperate for food. Clacking sounds echoed throughout the forest, “Kek-kekkek.” Their powerful strength as hunters invoked such paralyzing fear among the pigeons and doves that they fled to safety in the underbrush, and hovered in the dark shadows of trees and shrubs.

The past had come back to haunt Clovis. The sight of the hawks in the trees above sent chills through him. Standing alone against the enemy in the ground center of the threshold, Clovis wondered if the struggle to survive would ever end.

If his leadership inspired fear among the pigeons and doves like that of his grandfather, Skybird, hope for a peaceful haven would be lost. They must learn to unite, he thought, and make a stand against their enemy. He would have to rely on the service background of the newcomers, because he had only one plan of action. He called out to the pigeons and doves with the fearless tone of a commanding officer.

“Are there any Yanks, Tommies, or Doughboys here?”

Remaining at attention, Clovis waited for a response he feared may never come. Finally, two doves came forward.

“Wicklow here with Lord Aston, sir, British, second division.”

Then, three more came forward. “Hans, Pierre, and Coo De Gra, monsieur, France, third infantry.”

“Jaybird, and the General, sir, American Expeditionary Forces, third division.”

Stepping out of the brush behind him, “Moedig, and Huy, Belgian Army, sir.”

Soon, his patriotic friends appeared.

“The Diamond Doves from Australia at your service, sir.”

As more volunteers came forward to join their new leader, Clovis called out once again, but this time with the words of the old whistleblower from no man’s land.

“Get them before they come and get you!”

Following their leader’s call-to-arms, the troops united their strength, and bravely flew up in all directions, nipping at the tails of the hawks, and fearlessly chasing them back across the river.

The flock returned peacefully to the ground center of the threshold to rejoice in their victory, that they had risen above their fears in their quest for survival.

After proudly witnessing the triumph, Clovis privately slipped away to the south shore to a hideout once known as Little Sticks. Perching on a branch of the same old oak tree of the past, he could hear Homer’s voice. “I wish we could stay here forever.”

BoCoo followed his father to the south shore to thank him for coming home, but remained speechless as he perched beside a father figure who seemed larger than life to him. Clovis continued gazing across the river, then spoke to BoCoo with the words of his own father.

“Don’t ever leave the flock, son.”

“Yes, Papa.”

BoCoo promised his father that he would carry on the historic legacy he had bestowed upon their homeland.

“I am proud of you, my son.”

“I would be honored, Papa, to have your permission to name my first son after you.”

“I would like for you to name him after a very dear friend of mine. His name was Homer.”

“Yes, Papa.”

Clovis told his son he would join him shortly at the ground center.

And so, Clovis had returned to his past to find his future, but not with the scars of a wounded soldier. He cherished the memories of two friends simply strolling along the shore pecking pebbles, but that kind of happiness could not compare to the gratitude that transcends painful memories and provides courage to appreciate life, itself, no matter how fragile.


The following information is provided by the United States National Archives and Records Administration.

July 16, 1917 – Letter from Colonel E. Russell, Chief Signal Officer of the American Expeditionary Forces:

“Careful investigations have been made of the carrier pigeon service in the French and British armies in France.

Access has also been led to some of the material and documents captured from the Germans, which indicate the uses they have been making of carrier pigeons.

There is no longer any doubt of the immense importance of this service and necessity for immediate action on the part of the United States to provide similar service for our armies.”

July 17, 1917 – Cablegram to War Department, Washington, from General John J. Pershing, Commander-in-Chief of the American Expeditionary Forces – asking that two pigeon specialists be commissioned as first lieutenants and that twelve enlisted experts immediately proceed to France.

 

The following documentation is provided by the United States National Archives and Records Administration.

32   BIRDS HAVE DISTINGUISHED THEMSELVES DURING THE OPERATION OF THE AMERICAN ARMY AT THE FRONT (Eleven of them are listed below)


#615 Named Cher Ami

Delivered 12 important messages from the Verdun front to Rampont. Returned on last occasion with leg shot away, message tube containing important document hanging by tendon. Missile which carried away leg, also passed through breast.




#16374 Named President Wilson

Leg carried away by missile while carrying message from Verdun front to Cuisy during operations American Army. Bird also worked in sector during Mihiel operations, especially distinguished because of splendid work from tanks when all other communications failed.




#D-4084 Named The Mocker

Eye destroyed by shrapnel while working from Baumont front in St. Mihiel sector during operations American Army. Bird had carried many important messages.




#18568 Named – The Poilu

Severely wounded head and neck while carrying message from Verdun front to headquarters Cuisy. Distinguished for splendid work from tanks during St. Mihiel operations American Army.




#17314 Named Kaja-Boy

Head severely lacerated by shrapnel while carrying important message from post near Pont-a-Moussen, in Tank sector during operations of American Army.




#19079 Named Banchette

Carried important message from advance Centre Information on Verdun front. Four birds on post, other three killed by shell which also killed two pigeoneers in charge of birds.




#16891 Named Petite Rosette

Working from extreme advance post, Third Corps, First American Army, carried message announcing the capture of Hill 287, one of the hardest positions to overcome on entire front. This bird carried many important messages during Verdun operations and was commended by commanding general for splendid service.




#16757 Named Lord Adelaide

Severely wounded while working from trenches at Cuisy. Carried several important messages during St. Mihiel operations, and did splendid work from tank sectors




#15705 Named Reliable

Carried many important messages during Chateau Thierry drive between Vesle River and Igny-do-Abbaye also during Argonne Forest drive when troops surrounded and in desperate need of assistance when all other communciations had failed. Reliable arrived in time to secure needed relief and was instrumental in enabling American troops to drive back the enemy.




#15360 Named The Premier

During heavy rain and fog, carried very important message from beleaguered troops from Argonne Forest. Also worked during Chateau Thierry drive of American Troops carrying many important messages from posts on Vesle River.




#26839 Named Lady Jane

This bird severely gassed at front at Verdun. After being held 16 days during heaviest fighting, returned with message. Was in terrible state of emaciation.
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