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Pigeon-enthusiast Joel
Verschoot poses at the

“Verschoot Pigeons Loft”.

A picture shows racing pigeons at the “Verschoot Pigeons Loft” in Ingelmunster, Belgium. — AFP photos A picture shows racing pigeons at the “Verschoot Pigeons Loft”.

A picture shows racing pigeon at the ‘Verschoot Pigeons Loft’.

For decades, researchers have debated how Indo-
European languages came to be spoken from the
British Isles to South Asia.  Now, the largest-ever

study of ancient human DNA suggests that the answer
may lie with a mass migration of Bronze Age herders
from the Eurasian Steppes, starting 5,000 years ago,
westward to Europe and east to Asia. Vagheesh
Narasimhan, co-first author of the paper published in the
journal Science on Thursday, told AFP that the role of
population movements over the past 10,000 years was
key to understanding linguistic changes and the transition
from hunter-gatherer activities to farming.

“There’s been a lot of DNA work, as well as archeo-
logical work, about both of these processes in Europe,”
the postdoctoral fellow at Harvard Medical School
explained, but these transformations are less understood
in Asia. A global team of geneticists, archeologists and
anthropologists analyzed the genomes of 524 never-
before-studied ancient individuals from Central and
South Asia, increasing the worldwide total of published
ancient genomes by about 25 percent.

By comparing the genomes to one another and to pre-
viously discovered remains, and by placing that informa-
tion into its historical context through archeological and
linguistic records, the team was able to fill the gaps in our

current understanding. A 2015 paper indicated that Indo-
European languages-the world’s biggest language group
that includes Hindi-Urdu, Farsi, Russian, English, French,
Gaelic and more than 400 others-arrived in Europe via
the steppes.

Despite being spread over a vast area encompassing
myriad cultures, these languages share uncanny similari-
ties in syntax, numbers, basic adjectives and numerous
nouns including those related to kin, body parts and
more. The path of the proto-Indo European languages to
Asia was less clear: one school of thought held they
spread from farmers from Anatolia (present-day Turkey).

But the paper found that present-day South Asians
have little if any shared ancestry with these ancient
Anatolian farmers. “We can rule out a large-scale
spread of farmers with Anatolian roots into South Asia,
the centerpiece of the ‘Anatolian hypothesis’ that such
movement brought farming and Indo-European lan-
guages into the region,” said co-author David Reich,
also at Harvard Medical School. “Since no substantial
movements of people occurred, this is checkmate for
the Anatolian hypothesis.”

Indus Valley Civilization 
There are two new lines of evidence in favor of steppe

origin. First, the researchers detected genetic similarities
that connect speakers of the Indo-Iranian and Balto-
Slavic branches of Indo-European. 

They found that the present-day speakers of both
these groups descend from a subgroup of steppe
herders who moved west toward Europe 5,000 years
ago, then spread back east to Central and South Asia in
the following 1,500 years. Another observation in favor
of the theory: South Asians who today speak Dravidian
languages (mainly in southern India and southwestern
Pakistan) had very little steppe DNA, while those who
speak Indo-European languages like Hindi, Punjabi,
Bengali have far more.

As far as agriculture is concerned, prior work has
found that farming spread to Europe via people of
Anatolian ancestry.  South Asians, however, share little to
no ancestry with the Anatolians, ruling them out, while
the archeological record shows the activity also predates
the steppe herders, leading researchers to conclude agri-
culture arrived independently in the region.

A second paper, meanwhile, published in the journal
Cell Press by several of the same authors, describes the
first genome of an individual from the Indus Valley
Civilization (IVC), one of the great civilizations of the
ancient world contemporaneous with Egypt and

Mesopotamia. Its towns, which first appeared 3000
years BCE, were populated by tens of thousands of
people, who used standardized weights and measures,
built great roads and traded with places as far away as
East Africa.

The team was able to overcome technical challenges
posed by the hot, humid and monsoonal climate to
sequence for the first time a Bronze Age individual from
South Asia. The DNA belongs to a woman who lived four
to five millennia ago buried at Rakhigarhi, the biggest
town of the IVC, also known as the Harappan civilization.

Based on their findings, the authors believe that mod-
ern South Asians are descended from the Harappan peo-
ple who later mixed with steppe herders who migrated
from the north. Beyond its academic value, sequencing
ancient DNA can help improve modern genome studies
that look at genetic predisposition for diseases, a bur-
geoning area of medicine.  “In Europe, this has been
widely studied, and people use these all the time in med-
ical studies, but in South and Central Asia, there’s been a
paucity of this-and this paper sort of helps close that
gap,” Narasimhan told AFP. — AFP

Belgian pigeon breeder Joel Verschoot could proba-
bly have settled down to a comfortable retirement
in March after he sold the world’s most expensive

racer. Armando the pigeon won worldwide headlines and
netted Verschoot 1.25-million euros ($1.4-million) when
he won over Chinese buyers in an online auction. Now
the famous bird toils for a Beijing public works magnate,
fathering what his new owner must hope will be a new
generation of feathered champions. But 64-year-old
retired abattoir worker Verschoot is not done yet. He still
consecrates up to 10 hours a day tending for and racing
his charges.

Before Armando set the online pigeon auction world
alight earlier this year, the Flemish fancier’s most expen-
sive protegee was 400,000-euro Nadine. Now
Verschoot wants to better his record. He has hidden away
two of Armando’s heirs-”a son and a daughter”-in the
hope they mate and raise a brood. Standing in his garden
in Ingelmunster, a small town near Kortrijk in West
Flanders, Verschoot still remembers the “incredible”
record-setting auction.

When Armando’s sale came up, two Chinese buyers
went head to head, raising each other by 100,000 euros
a time until one was forced to retire from the field. “We
never thought it could go up like that,” he told AFP,
recalling how his then 50-year-old father introduced him
to pigeon fancying at a young age. Joel was the only one
of the elder Verschoot’s nine children to take an interest
in training his father’s 50-strong racing flock. Now he has
300 birds of his own, and fame in the sport.   

Since retiring from the abattoir in 2015, Verschoot has
turned a hobby into an international business, fuelled by
the rise of Chinese interest. Belgian birds have a global
reputation as racers and Nikolaas Gyselbrecht, CEO of
the online site Pigeon Paradise, says China accounts for
40 percent of sales. Verschoot’s-and later Armando’s-
reputation was built in middle-distance races of 500 to
700 kilometres (300 to 400 miles).

Best in Europe 
As a trainer, he explains, his specialty was keeping

apart male and female pairs for two weeks before the
day-long race. The lovesick birds, he reckons, are all the
more determined to return to each other’s bosom at
speeds of up to 80 kph after this enforced celibacy.
“Quick, quick, quick, back to the house and the women!”
he chants. Armando was not merely randy, however, he
was also “crafty”, his trainer explains: expert at dodging
power cables and airborne predators.

He came second in a race in Limoges, France in 2017
and 2018, and won last year’s meet  at nearby
Angouleme. At the start of this year things got serious at
the race in Poznan, Poland, that acts as a kind of pigeon
Champions League for the best birds in Europe.  He won.
And now his champion’s DNA is much sought after. The
Chinese buyer is thought to have kept Armando in a
training loft in Belgium, the equivalent of the stud at a
thoroughbred racing stable. 

“Soon Armando will have grandchildren which will go
on the market, for more and more,” Verschoot beams.
Some purists are less excited by the arrival of big money
deals in their traditional sport. “Ordinary fanciers would
never be interested in a pigeon for his sperm,” complains
Bernard Ancia, of specialist weekly La Colombophilie
Belge.  “That’s not what’s going to promote our sport.”
Maybe Belgium’s pigeon racing scene has room for a
variety of approaches, after all between 18,000 and
20,000 Belgians are licensed breeders. But Ancia is pes-
simistic. “You have to give up a lot of your time, and it’s
rare that a breeder is followed into the hobby by his wife
or kids,” he said. — AFP

A picture shows  racing pigeon at the “Verschoot Pigeons Loft”.

Pigeon-enthusiast Joel Verschoot inspects a racing pigeon at the “Verschoot Pigeons Loft”.
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