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I worked in Brisbane from 1992 to 1994, for the State Department of Mines. I was involved with 
pollution control measures, both in developing policy as well as on-site issues. I worked with my 
old friend, John Bywater, who headed the department’s environmental section. Our office was in 
the city centre, not far from the Botanic Gardens, so, with the good weather which is so typical of 
that city, I developed the habit of eating my lunch in the gardens. 
 
There were of course pigeons in the gardens. The usual domestic homing pigeon, which is 
found in cities all over the world. They are adaptable birds, seemingly quite at home in busy 
cities and towns, always able to make a nest in some nook or cranny of a building.  
 
It wasn’t long before I noticed that a few of the pigeons who came to the gardens, like me, for 
their lunch, had pieces of thread caught around their legs. Or more correctly, usually one of their 
legs. Some pigeons had lost an entire foot, as the thread gradually got tighter and tighter, and 
cut off the blood circulation. 
 
As I was often eating sandwiches, it was not hard to attract the attention of a pigeon with bread 
crumbs. When the bird was close, I would make a grab for it.  Now, you might think pigeons are 
quiet, docile, and generally easy to pick up, but in fact that is not the case. They can move 
surprisingly fast if they perceive danger.  As a result, I only managed to catch about half the 
birds I wanted. That would have amounted to perhaps a dozen birds over two years. 
 
Once I had the bird in hand, they kept still and quiet (quite unlike a seagull in the same 
situation). So it was sometimes easy to undo the thread. If the thread was very tight, I would take 
the bird back to my office and cut the thread off with scissors. Then of course I would release the 
bird. 
 
I never worked out where the thread came from in the first place. It was normal sewing thread. 
 
After two years I came to the end of my work in Brisbane, and on my last day in the office I had 
lunch as usual in the gardens. But this time I was with a friend, and we chose a seat by the river, 
under overhanging trees, some distance from my usual lunch spot. We had finished our 
sandwiches when two pigeons, apparently travelling together, alighted near our seat. I pointed 
out to my friend that one of these birds had thread caught around its leg. I remarked that it was a 
pity I had no bread to attract the bird for capture.  
 
To my surprise the two birds walked straight towards our seat. In fact, the bird with the thread 
walked up to me and stood by my foot, looking up at me.  I simply reached down and picked it 
up!  It turned out that the thread was tight, so I had to take this bird back to the office. 
 
Of course you can imagine what I thought. I thought that this little episode was not just some 
strange coincidence. I think that the second bird had deliberately taken his friend, who he knew 
was in trouble, to the person he knew could fix the problem. 
 
But who knows….    no one can ever know….  until birds can talk. 
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