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Mourning Doves Are Year-Round Residents

It’s not hunting season, but I decided to write about the Mourning Dove anyways. There is something magical about its lonely, haunting cry. Maybe that’s why the dove is the universal symbol of peace. 

Its mournful cry could also be why some believe that seeing the Mourning Dove in strange circumstances means someone close to you will die.

Mourning Doves are slender with a thin, iridescent green and purple neck. They are mainly buff brown, with a dark brown tail with white tips. They can fly up to fifty-five mph.

They are the most popular game bird in the United States. They live all over Texas, which is home to eight of the 289 species of dove. 

Mourning Doves live in Texas year-round, except in the very north of the Panhandle where winter winds can send them further south. Spring migration occurs from March to May. Fall migration runs from September to November.
Mourning Doves aren’t picky about where they live. They prefer open areas surrounded by trees; however, they also live around buildings, in cactuses, shrubs, and even the ground if nothing else is available.
They eat seeds. Their favorites include sunflower, croton (goat weed or dove weed), ragweed, and partridge pea. Mourning Doves also eat seeds from agricultural crops like milo, corn, wheat, and sorghum. They eat up to twenty percent of their body weight per day. They gather seeds on the ground and store them in their crop until they can get to a perch to digest them. 
They are hearty birds. In the desert they can drink spring water up to half the salinity of sea water without getting dehydrated.
Mourning Doves breed from March through the end of September. They are prolific breeders, having up to six clutches a year. Breeding pairs are monogamous until one dies, then the other will take a new partner.

Sometimes you may notice three birds flying as if chasing each other. The first bird is usually the male of a mated pair. The second bird is a single male trying to defend its nesting area. The third bird is the female of the mated pair, who follows as a spectator.

When its time to build the nest, the female picks the nest site. The male gathers twigs, pine needles, and grass and passes them to the female as she constructs the nest. The nests are flimsy and subject to the whims of wind and heavy rain. Sometimes they may move into an abandoned nest.

The female lays two eggs, which hatch in fourteen days. Both parents incubate the eggs. The mother will feed the babies pigeon milk (yes, the lowly pigeon is a dove, a Rock Dove to be exact). The milk comes from fatty cells shed from the mother’s crop. As they grow the babies eat seeds gathered by both parents, who make sure the nest is attended by at least one of them at all times.

The Mourning Dove’s natural lifespan is seven to eleven years. However, the birds as a whole have a high mortality rate, up to fifty-eight percent for adults and sixty-nine percent for the young. This could be due to predation by falcons and hawks, as well as hunting. In states where dove is hunted, the lifespan is one to one and half years.
Dove hunting in Texas is a $315 million industry. It provides over 3,000 jobs. Texas hunters harvest about thirty percent of all dove taken annually in the United States.
The Mourning Dove is thought to be the most closely related species to the Passenger Pigeon, which was hunted to extinction in the early 1900s.
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