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‘Young pigeons.’ And they go, ‘Ew,’” he says. “They’re thinking of the city birds pooping all 
over statues.” 
 
Pigeons may be reviled in the United States today, but as any squab enthusiast will tell you, for 
most of human history, the 310-ish species in the pigeon-dove family were revered. The little 
birds were a common theme for Pablo Picasso, who named his daughter Paloma, the Spanish 
word for dove. And physicist and futurist Nikola Tesla sought solace in his avian neighbors. One 
night in 1922, his favorite pigeon flew into his window looking distressed and eventually died. 
He reportedly said, “I loved that pigeon as a man loves a woman, and she loved me.” 
 
Since at least ancient Egypt, domesticated pigeons have served as a messengers. Their enviable 
speed and pristine sense of direction made them an important communication strategy well into 
the 20th century. Even when telegrams and eventually phone lines criss-crossed the continent, 
pigeons were often more reliable. During World War I, homing pigeons were used to discreetly 
deliver messages across enemy lines. One bird, Cher Ami, famously delivered a life-saving note 
to Army headquarters, despite being shot through the breast and blinded on her flight across the 
battlefield. She was awarded a French military honor, the Croix de Guerre, and her one-legged 
body (Cher Ami's right limb was also lost in her fated journey) sits taxidermied in the 
Smithsonian Museum of American History. 
 
The pigeon’s descent into the proverbial gutter is hard to chart, but its fate appears to have been 
sealed by 1914. That year, the last of the wild passenger pigeons, a little bird named Martha, died 
in captivity at the Cincinnati Zoo. The birds were once so plentiful in North America that a 
kit (that's the collective noun for a group of pigeons) in the midst of migration could black out 
the sun. As they traipsed across the Midwest and Eastern United States, snacking in farmer's 
fields along the way, hungry humans would pull the babies from the nest and cook them for a 
quick meal. But deforestation and overhunting—people not only stole the babies, but shot the 
adults from the sky—drove them to extinction in just a few centuries. 
For those who remembered the passenger pigeon’s prime, squab remained a popular dish. The 
birds merely morphed from a kitchen staple to a rare treat sourced from local farms or shipped in 
from faraway poultry plants. But these days, pigeon is a dish best served defensively. For the 
generations after World War II, who have grown up on factory-farmed chicken at the expense of 
other birds, the pigeon is a nuisance, not a source of nutrition. In the 1960s, prices for pigeon 
meat dropped as demand for pest control skyrocketed. In 1980, Woody Allen dubbed the same 
New York City pigeons Tesla adored “rats with wings” in his film Stardust Memories. 
 
While it's true that city pigeons shouldn’t be eaten, rumors that they are a particularly diseased 
bird are just that—rumors. Pigeons are no more likely to carry avian disease than any other bird, 
but we have made these feral birds moderately dangerous by feeding them our trash. Unlike farm 
breeds, which are carefully controlled and fed a special diet, city pigeons clean up our forgotten 
pizza crusts... and likely ingest rodenticide, battery acid, and lead along the way. 
 
Around the same time that enterprising businessmen began putting up spikes and spreading 
poisons in pigeon-dense parks, the chicken, previously a fragile and finicky bird prized primarily 
for its eggs, became the nation's leading source of poultry. In 1916, just two years after Martha 
the passenger pigeon died in captivity, scientists began work to develop a "broiler" chicken, bred 
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four weeks old. Ready to be killed for market." 
Biodiversity Heritage Library 

Tony Barwick is the owner of Palmetto Pigeon Plant, the largest squab producer in the United 
States. When he isn’t dealing with calls from pigeon fiends like Lutz masquerading as 
restaurateurs, Barwick manages farm’s 100,000 breeding pairs of pigeon. Each month, he says, 
the Sumter, South Carolina-based business aims to sell 40,000 to 50,000 squab. Barwick's birds 
can be found in “white tablecloth restaurants” and Chinatowns from New York to Los Angeles. 
“I’ve been backordered for 15 years,” he says. 
 
Though Palmetto’s monthly output may sound big, it’s nothing compared to pigeon’s peers in 
poultry. The U.S. Department of Agriculture doesn’t even track the nation’s pigeon 
population, instead focusing primarily on chickens, chicken eggs, and turkeys. “We’re a minor 
species,” Barwick says. “I don’t know how many squab are produced in the United States, but… 
let’s say 22,000 a week. There’s one chicken company in Sumter, South Carolina, they do 
30,000 an hour in just that plant.” After a poignant pause he adds, “In a hour what our entire 
industry does in a week.” 
 
Barwick acknowledges that part of the pigeon's problem is its bad reputation. But from an 
agricultural perspective, the real bottleneck is the bird's long babyhood. In the avian universe, 
most species develop quickly. Chickens, ducks, geese, and many other birds, are all precocial 
animals, meaning the newborns are mobile and reasonably mature from birth. While they still 
need to be protected, an infant chicken can start waddling—and, crucially, eating everyday 
food—from about the moment it cracks through its egg. 
 
The pigeon, however, is an altricial bird, meaning the babies are helpless at birth. While it's 
possible that scientific manipulation could eventually turn squab into mass-produced meat, this 
fundamental facet of the pigeon's development makes things difficult. “A human baby is 
altricial,” says Barwick. “So is a pigeon… It’s born with its eyes shut, which means their parents 
have to regurgitate feed to them.” Because the young are helpless, family units have to be kept 
relatively intact, and birds can’t be forcibly fattened up. In the beginning, baby pigeons won’t eat 
scattered bird seed, instead relying on so-called “pigeon milk,” which is gurgled up from mom or 
dad’s craw. This is why, on average, a pair of pigeons only produces two babies every 45 days. 
By contrast, a single female chicken in an artificially-lit environment can produce as much as 
one egg everyday, which, if they're inseminated and incubated, can turn into new chickens. 
Pigeon problems aren’t just a matter of maturity, however. They’re also a matter of pure 
poundage: a pigeon doesn’t weigh much. In four or five weeks, a squab tops out around a pound. 
In the same amount of time, a factory-farmed chicken will hit five pounds, thanks to selective 
breeding for broiler birds and other mass-production techniques like growth hormones. “It’s like 
oysters,” Schroder says of squab. “There’s just not a whole lot there.” 
 
Still, it’s clear that some of squab’s inconveniences are also a part of its charm. Because it’s hard 
to produce and familiar primarily to foodies, it’s treated with more reverence than a chicken. 
While this keeps squabs out of the mouths of the masses, it’s actually great for business. After a 
severe decline in the 1960s and 70s, Barwick says demand for pigeon is back—even if most 
Americans remain oblivious to this particular source of protein. 
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https://www.popsci.com/eat-pigeons-squab#page-4 

 


