
The Law of Dovecotes 

The BTI 15 July recounts Sir H Trustram Eve’s words at the grand reopening of the dovecote 

on 11 July 1932 “… if pigeons were bred for food no wonder that we found statutes such as 

Edward I passed shortly after succession.” 

“His edict was against overcharging by ‘rapacious hucksters and poulterers’. The King was 

then a sort of food controller and fixed maximum prices for goods, such as ‘Best hen 3/2, 

pullet 1/3, capon 2/-, best young pigeons three for 1/-‘. What had happened in the 

meantime the speaker did not know, but Edward II fixed the following prices: ‘Best geese 

3d., capon 2 and one half d., best hen 1 and one half d., and young pigeons three for 1d.’ 

Edward II passed a law against those who ’took dove in winter by doorfalls and engines’. An 

Act of 1466 prevented anyone from shooting at a dovecot, and James I said that no one 

might shoot within 100 paces of any pigeon house. Col. Wingfield could insist on the Law of 

Manors being upheld against anyone who started another dovecot in the parish, for a 

dovecot was the prescriptive right of a Lord of the Manor.” 

“Continuing, the speaker said that there was an Act of 1861 (within the memory of some 

present) ‘Whosoever shall unlawfully and wilfully kill, wound, or take any house dove or 

pigeon under such circumstances as shall not amount to common larceny shall on 

conviction … forfeit and pay over and above the value of the bird any sum not exceeding 

£2’. He could not verify it, but there was a rumour that in old times the penalty was to be 

publicly whipped on the village green, and ‘on the morrow the offender was to lie in the 

stocks for eight hours at the derision of his neighbours’. “ * 

“Speaking more particularly to the children, Sir Herbert said that pigeons’ milk was difficult 

to obtain. If the children went to Mrs King and asked for a pennyworth of pigeons’ milk, and 

she laughed, that meant she had none that day. Afterwards the speaker referred to the time 

limit he had placed on all speakers except Col. Wingfield. ‘The Parish Council’ he alleged, 

‘had put a time limit on speeches,’ but as Col. Wingfield, as Lord of the Manor, was in no 

way under the Parish Council, he was not concerned.” 

*The BS 15 July reports “Sir Herbert having, with a humorous twinkle in his eye, detailed 

these blood curdling penalties for those who would attempt to cut short the conjugal felicity 

of ‘William and Mary’ and the other newly-weds in the dove-cot, proceeded to nominate 

the Wardens of Pigeons, and their election was followed by an excellently humorous little 

speech by Professor Richardson in praising the work of the craftsmen of the dove-cot.”          


