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He’s more than ‘Just Lucky’,
he’s Joe Dorning
by Chris Williams

The bar in the Winter Gardens was crowded as usual and Pineapple Jack
were playing Lying Eyes by The Eagles as always, when a tall man walks in
and as he is making his way to the bar, pushes a leaflet into my hand, ‘have
a look there’s some video clips and tips on there’. The rest was lost on me
due to the music and some over excited Dutch fanciers who had told me a
few years ago how they loved the English beer, so, I smiled and the tall man
moved on towards the bar. I took a pull on my pint which mum was steadying
for me as cerebral palsy, plastic glasses and my lack of dexterity don’t mix.
I looked down at the leaflet and there in bold type face, was the name
Joseph ‘Van’ Dorning, a thousand bells sounded in my brain as names like
‘The Judge’, ‘The Chief Constable’ and ‘Coronation Queen’ flashed before
me like blue lights. I quickly turned my head and caught sight of Joe and
asked him over. After a chat, I plucked up the courage asking if he would
allow me to write an article, to which he said yes. In the time that followed
we have spoken on the phone and via emails which form the base of the
following.
Joe Dorning or as he is more extensively known within the fancy ‘Joseph
Van Dorning’ has been at the pinnacle of pigeon racing and attaining top
performances for decades but as they say we all have to start somewhere.
For this true, consistent and committed champion that start came 60 years
ago when at the age of nine or ten after school he would go and look after
the pigeons belonging to a man called John Murphy who had a scrap yard
at the top of the street where Joe’s family lived. It was Joe’s task to clean
these lofts which in actual fact were two lorry containers, the inhabitants of
which consisted of fantails, fancy pigeons and stray racers which this young
boy and future fancier also had to feed.
As well as learning the basic husbandry that pigeons require from Mr
Murphy, Joe also inadvertently learnt another skill which perhaps explains
his future career choice, I’ll let him explain: ‘When I look back, unknowingly,
at that time the seed may have been sown for me to become a detective and
an intelligence officer in Lancashire Constabulary some 18 years later till I
retired at 55. I say this because Old John was a wily old guy, when blokes
would come into the scrap yard asking to buy an alternator or a second hand
tyre, a dynamo or a wing mirror or any other number of spare car parts
(because in those days things were repaired not like today just thrown
away), he would quietly tell me to keep an eye on them. Who would pay any
attention to a ten year old kid? When they had got what they wanted they
would ask me how much it was, so I would follow them back up the yard to
the gate where John would be stood. When they asked how much they
owed. I would then say they have also got a couple of wiper blades stuck
down their sleeve and they had forgot to put back the screwdriver and
spanners they borrowed.’
The more I spoke with him over the phone and read about Joe online over
the subsequent weeks it was clear that he is a man who goes his own way
and is also not afraid to, in the vernacular, call a spade a spade (a trait I
admire both in and outside the world of pigeon racing) and so I asked, ‘if
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there are any fanciers that have influenced you, or are you someone who
has always gone your own way?’ I was relieved to learn that like all of us
mere mortals there had been quite a few influences upon Joe over his 60
years in the sport which again shows the importance of keeping an open
mind. The first major influence he recalled was a fancier who has long since
passed by the name of Bob Gregson who was finishing in the sport just as
Joe was starting. He says, ‘I bought his small loft, approx. 12 long with a
corridor on the front, shortly after I got married and moved to Fulwood. Years
later when I built my present 32 foot long loft, I used the same basic design
(see photo) which I can honestly say has proved a winner, with plenty of
ventilation and an aviary. Bob also gave me a couple of tips that I still use to
this day.’
The next fancier who had a big impact on this aspiring champion was his
friend and top class fancier from Lytham St Anne’s, the late great Johnny
Brooker, who was very well known and respected within the fancy for top
racing performances with his grizzle and Sion Busschaert birds, along with
being asked to judge at many shows as he was a strong advocate of the eye
sign theory. When discussing this fancier and his pigeon racing prowess Joe
told me, ‘those birds flew the English Channel for fun, I met John after
finishing a four year course at Blackpool Technical College training as a
baker and confectioner and started working at Cookson’s. John gave me half
a dozen pigeons and in my first year flying them, I broke my novice status
with a grizzle cock winning from Rennes, over 396 miles.’
Through his friendship with Johnny Brooker Joe came into contact with
many more legendary racing men including James or Jim Sephton of Kendal
who is still racing today, who, in April this year will celebrate his 82nd birthday
and has now been racing pigeons for a staggering 72 years. You often hear
it said how very successful fanciers will exchange birds with each other and
as proof of this. My subject had the following to say: ‘Jim raced Proctor Smith
Sions which he purchased from Almond Brothers of Wigan. He then
introduced pigeons from his very close friend John Brooker and the rest is
history. Flying in the strong Kendal HS with over 50 members at that time
and sending over 500 birds each week, Jim was the highest prizewinner for
thirteen consecutive years, he still to this day wins out of turn in many races.
We have been swapping pigeons every year since, for over 50 years.’
I am always struck at how friendships play an important role in our sport
and I think the above statement is a prime example of such a case.
There is a school of thought which says we are all products of our
environment and as I have said already I admire individuals who have a nononsense approach, both to life and pigeons. Such people mean what they
say and say what they mean, this is something that can definitely be said of
Mr Dorning and so I wondered if this stemmed from his time in the police
force and if any skills he had learnt helped him as a fancier? Joe responded
to this question by saying that he had in some ways been influenced by his
profession, and went on, ‘When I first started in the Police, I believed
everybody was as honest as me, how naïve I was at that time? If I told you
about everybody that I don’t believe, this article wouldn’t get printed. Never
believe 100% of everything that you are told. Just like someone who is being
interviewed for a crime they will come up with some BS to mislead you or to
get bail. Every day I went to work there would be a story to be told from the
first day I joined to retiring at 55 and even after. Just before my 72nd birthday
I was fighting in a town centre pub, arresting a bloke who was trying to sell
me some stolen rib-eye steaks.’ Joe offered the following pigeon related
anecdote to illustrate his point in terms of our sport. ‘A couple of years ago a
couple of novice fanciers from the north-east came and bought ten young
birds off me. They were told by some idiot fancier in their club to train them
50 miles for their first toss, not only that, but to train them in the opposite
direction they race from. Plonker! Treat young birds like babies, they learn
from their parents and get them homing together from short distances to
grow their confidence and then increase the distance by a few miles. I put
them right, and the birds went on to win and they broke their novice status in
the young bird race programme.’
As we continued the conversation, Joe said something which put me in
mind of some of the other top fanciers that I have been lucky enough to
come into contact with when he said, ‘to be a good fancier you have got to
be a good listener’. He stressed to me the importance of listening to older
fanciers who have been flying well for years and while we are on the subject
of learning, this forthright fancier expressed the following, ‘today it is a lot
easier in some respects to get the knowledge about how to race and breed
good pigeons as there are many videos and books on the market. Some are
by fanciers who have jumped on the bandwagon who have only been in the
sport for a short while and think they know it all, I am still learning after 60
plus years!’
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Joe with the Preston Gold Ring Racing Pigeon Trophy.

I cannot tell you dear readers, particularly in the age we now find
ourselves, how refreshing it is to hear a fancier who has had more than their
share of success say they are still learning because it demonstrates there is
hope for us all providing that we are willing to keep an open mind and listen.
Given that Joe had stressed the importance of listening to older and
successful fanciers and his open admission that even after 60 plus years of
racing and winning he was still learning, I set my mind to the task of asking
him a number of questions including as to the origin of the Dorning strain of
birds.
The present birds within the loft can be traced back to 1986 when Joe
recommenced with racing following his promotion within the police force to
CID where the work pattern was more conducive for racing, I should stress
that despite not being able to race as he would have liked prior to this, Joe
still managed to be highest prizewinner within his club on more than one
occasion but due to work commitments he felt it best to stop racing. During
his absence Joe kept in contact with his friends and developments within the
fancy and it was from many of his birds from John Brooker, Jim Sephton,
John Eastaugh, Ken Whiteside and sons, Derek Hextall, Richard Kirkbride
and one or two more fanciers which have been blended together over time
to become what is known today as the ‘Joseph van Dorning strain’. On this
topic Joe shared with me the following idea on what I shall call the obsession
with pedigrees, he said ‘a pedigree is only as honest as the man that made
it out.’
The breeding policy within this loft is simple, winner to winner based on
selection via the race pannier. With this approach, a type of pigeon has been
cultivated which in his words has ‘raced against every so-called breed of
pigeons advertised and still win after flying up to and over 200 miles further’.
They say the proof of the pudding is in the eating and to back up this
statement, let’s take look at a pigeon who really is ‘more than just lucky’, a
truly remarkable hen with performances to match. Here is just a snap shot:
1st Club, 1st Fed, 1st Combine Portland (186/2,676); 1st Club, 1st Fed, 1st
Combine Vains (140/980); 20th Three Counties Combine Vains (468/3,842),
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flying 50 miles further than some birds; 14th Section L, 168th Open NFC
Nantes, 455 miles, 8,112 birds, flying over 200 miles further than some birds.
When studying these results keep in mind that at this time there were strict
quarantine rules in place which meant that this remarkable hen, in the first
three races mentioned, flew a mind-blowing total of 1,037 miles in a
sensational 16 days! With performances of this calibre it is little wonder that
in 2004 this phenomenal performance pigeon won the RPRA Tony Cornwall
Trophy for the Best All Round Performance 2004, along with a Northwest
Region Meritorious Award.
When I enquired if he used a specific method for old bird racing, the
response I got was one which once again showed to me how at times we
fanciers can become shall I say, ‘set in our ways’ and fixated on a one size
fits all approach to racing. According to what I shall now call the ‘Van Dorning
principle’ in regard to racing systems, he explained ‘this is where I have to
smile, some fanciers swear by the natural system, others widowhood just
racing cocks, now some race only hens but here is the problem with just
racing cocks or hens. How do you find your best pair? If you don’t race them
both then how are you going to find the best in the loft to produce the best?’
Joe has had many outstanding pigeons in his time but is probably best
known for two pigeons. The first I shall mention is the The Judge, a cheq pied
cock that was awarded 2nd in the 1997 Racing Pigeon £10,000
Championship Sprint category; 3rd in the RPRA Sprint Awards; Meritorious
Award winner 1997; North West Lancs Fed Sprint Bird of the Year 1997; 2nd
in the Great Britain Sporting Class Team; 8th in the World at Blackpool
Olympiad 1999.
The second and by no means lesser bird is the iconic hen, The Chief
Constable, who justly can be called a world beater. At 2ys she had attained
an amazing 36 prizes including in 1996: 4th in the World Championship
Versele-Laga sprint section; 1st hen in World Championship Versele-Laga
Sprint Section; North West Lancs Fed Sprint Bird of the Year; RPRA
Meritorious Award winner.
How did these two birds achieve these accolades? I hear you ask. Well
here it is and in his words it ‘blows all so called systems out the water’. When
racing The Judge and The Chief Constable (named after Pauline Clare, the
First Lady Chief Constable in the country at the time) when paired together
these two champions were racing in a section with 11 widowhood cocks and
still rearing youngsters, and they were both Combine winners and had won
over 76 prizes between them. This led Joe to ask himself If he had invented
a new system, which the author thinks today is perhaps better known as the
jealousy system? I say this because as Joe told me himself: ‘It was when
The Judge was racing, did he think I better get back home quick because
there will be 11 other cocks after my bird, and Chief Constable thinking there
will be 11 other cocks waiting for me?’
As all fanciers know for every high there is a low, one such low for the
Dorning loft came when in 1997, £3,000 was offered and refused for The
Chief Constable by a well-known fancier in Belgium, sadly she was to fall
victim to a sparrow hawk just two months later as she was due to lay!
Given that many fanciers today are influenced by the Continental feeding
methods I wondered if in Joe’s opinion this was suitable for the type of
racing, we have in the United Kingdom? The answer, like the man himself,
was straight forward and to the point! ‘Sorry, don’t know what it is. I feed mine
a good quality mixture and as much as they want. They are never basketed
hungry for a race, if another pigeon is being sick in the basket, I don’t want
my birds picking it up.’
When I asked Joe if he felt that the use of the darkness system could have
a negative impact on pigeons later in life? He said, ‘I don’t think so
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personally, fanciers will always look for excuses as to why their pigeons
aren’t performing well. They will always blame the birds and not themselves.
The fancier has to put the work in as well as the bird. The only negative is if
you don’t get them fully through the moult and they are holding their last
three or four flights the following year. The danger is that when they start to
moult their first or second flight they may throw their sixth or seventh flight in
the basket at the same time and it’s never going to come to win.
What is It they say? Ask ten fanciers the same question and you’ll get ten
different answers. But pigeon health is always sure to get fanciers’
temperature rising as many believe that ‘today’s birds are weaker than those
of the past, and fanciers are at times too quick in reaching for the medicine’.
With this approach I asked Joe if we create more problems than we solve?
His reply, ‘Absolutely, absolutely, absolutely. In my honest opinion we have
all been conned and it all started with vaccinating for paramyxo virus in the
late 80s he continued: The problem today is that most fanciers are all too
quick to reach for the bottle. A few years ago, I was on a panel and the
question came up about wet droppings around the nest bowl. When it was
my turn to answer I told the audience: Take a piece of garlic about the size
of a bean and give it to the parents and the youngsters and put garlic in the
drinker. Two days later I had a phone call, it was from a guy who had been
in the audience. He said that he had kept pigeons since the early 60s and
never heard about it before, he told me that he did what I had said, and within
36 hours the droppings were perfect and as hard as marbles. Don’t get me
wrong, if I had a problem, I would treat them, but not all of them. If you have
five or six children and one is sick your, wife only takes the one that is sick
to see the doctor not all of them. Do you take headache tablets if you haven’t
got a headache? So, isolate the sick ones. If it’s a good one then treat it.’
In 2007 the name of Joseph ‘Van’ Dorning was to once again seize the
attention of the pigeon racing media. This was the year in which Coronation
Queen would be victorious in the NFC’s race from Cholet (941/6,798). This
truly majestic hen flew a distance of 472 miles to win 1st Open, 1st Section
L and in so doing made history being the second furthest flying pigeon into
Lancashire to claim 1st Open in over 100 years of the NFC. Now forgive my
indulgence here dear reader, but it would be daft of me not to ask a record
breaking fancier what advice he would give to a fancier who had ambitions
for this type of racing was to come to them for advice on how to be
successful. What would Joe Dorning say are the key factors that they need
to remember? ‘In the first place the pigeon needs to be bred right, if you look
at her pedigree, her dam was a 1st Combine winner from Vire etc, her
grandam was Fulwood Classic, 1st Section, 1st Open North West Classic
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Club Rennes, 396 miles (186/1,001) winning £662.50 when
paired to her grandsire Fulwood Detective, a winner of 37 prizes
etc. Her sire was The Judge, 1st, 2nd and 3rd Combine winner
etc. His sire was Fulwood Cracker, 7 x 1st etc, when paired to
her grandam, Fulwood Leading Lady, a Meritorious Award
winner and winner of 5 x 1st, 4 x 2nds etc. Everything has to be
right and I mean everything, all the birds, in the loft have to be on
form. Flying round home for fun, nesting condition, flights, (nine
and a half to a full wing) on the day of liberation. Fully trained and
experienced with time on the wing. Don’t expect a pigeon that
has only flown 100 miles in a south wind to win the following
week flying 472 miles plus in a north-west or North-east wind, it
just won’t happen.’
As I digested these facts, I really began to understand Joe’s
points on winners and selection via the race basket which to me
showed that he is a fancier who is empirical and reliant on hard
evidence (no pun intended) in order to produce pigeons that can
and indeed do win at the highest level. To coincide with this, I
wonder if like some, there were any theories such as eyesign
that he subscribed to. He said that he was told by his friend Jim
Sephton ‘look many colours, many colours. If you went to your
doctor, he would look in your eyes to see if you were alright, they
have got to be bright and glistening.’ Going by the photos of the eyes of the
pigeons which I was kindly sent by Joe for use in this article, these birds
have eyes which literally shine bright like the diamonds they are.
One of the lofts premier superstars of the present day is a hen known as
leading Lady No.2. In her pedigree we find the lineage of all the champions
from the Dorning dynasty which have dominated race results for decades,
The Judge, Detective Inspector, The Chief Constable, Detective Sergeant,
Millennium Cock, More Than Just Lucky etc. She was awarded not one but
two RPRA Northwest Region Awards in 2019, winning the 1st Middle
Distance Award (with multiple performances) and 1st Old Bird Any Distance
Award. The further we went along the more I could see that Joe was, and I
say this with respect to all, more than your average fancier and I asked him
what was the difference between a champion and the average fancier? He
said three things, hard work, observation, and dedication. There is no doubt
in this author’s mind, having met and spoken with the man in question that
this is indeed the maxim of Mr Joe Dorning the man who lets his birds do the
talking.
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I am always interested in what motivates a fancier and inspires them to
keep going. When I asked this of Joe, I was reminded of his previous point
on being a good listener, because he said, ‘what motivates me is listening to
so called fanciers who have only been at it a couple of years and have only
won at Club and Fed level, to listen to them you would think that they know
it all and won everything.’ Joe is the first to admit that like all fanciers he has
made he has made mistakes such as sending a good pigeon once too often
but haven’t we all? With this in mind I asked a question which had been
niggling at me for some time that being which is more important the pigeon
or the fancier? Joe said that this is something he had to think about because
you can give the best pigeons in the world to a clueless fancier and he
wouldn’t make them win. You could give an average pigeon to a good fancier
and he will improve its performance. Put the good fancier and the good
pigeons in the same loft then you are onto a winning team, and as I hope you
have seen dear reader, Joseph Van Dorning certainly is.
Before closing this article, I feel I would be doing Joe Dorning a great
disservice if I did not mention that to match his success in racing Joe has
also done his share over the years to help the fancy. One such action was in
1986 when he restarted racing in Preston Moor Park HS and came up with
the idea of having an Open Young Bird race from the coast with a guaranteed
£500 prize money at £5 a bird which Joe was going to personally guarantee.
He said, ‘I didn’t have to stand anything because from memory over 320
birds were sent in Preston Moor Park HS, we continued to have the race
each year’. In 1991 he organized The Preston Gold Ring Race, 1st prize
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£1,000,2nd £500, 3rd £250 and 4th £250, 21 members entered 5 birds for
£100 to be flown from Weymouth, 64 birds competed and the race was won
by Mr Gary Spavin of Lancaster. In 1992, 24 members sent 64 birds and a
Junior quartz clock nom was also flown for, valued at £275. The race was
won by Arnie Brockbank of Bamber Bridge. In 1993, 22 members sent 48
birds and a Junior quartz clock was also flown for. The race was won by
Dave Mawson of Galgate. In 1994, 51 members entered and sent 112 birds
and flew for more money plus five Junior quartz clocks. The race was won
by Joe Dorning of Preston.
In 1995, 39 members sent 93 birds and flew for the same money and
three Junior quartz clocks. The race was won by Ian Pedder of Garstang. In
1996 the race was getting bigger and bigger and Joe was ably assisted by
Howard Nuttall from Bamber Bridge. Some 113 members sent 307 birds and
flew for even more prize money plus five Junior quartz clocks plus a
camcorder. The race was won by Frank Cuthbertson of Hutton. In 1997, 107
members sent 346 birds, again for more prize money, five Junior quartz
clocks plus a cash nom of £330. The race was won by Barry Fiddler of
Freckleton. In 1998, he purchased a goldplated, engraved trophy, The
Preston Gold Ring Racing Pigeon Trophy together with a carpenter made
display cabinet.

Champion Fulwood Acting Inspector, topped the Combine three consecutive
years.

Champion Fulwood Cracker, a winner of 7 x 1st etc.

Champion Fulwood Detective, a winner of 37 prizes etc.

Champion Fulwood More Than Just Lucky, awarderd Best all-round
performance in 2004.

