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My father was a wise man.


I grew up with his pointers and setters, so by the time I was big enough to carry a gun, I wanted a hunting dog of my own. 
For my tenth birthday, he took me for a drive. Half an hour along, we pulled into the yard of a backwoods Kentucky preacher known to be a sure-enough rabbit hunter. Brother Ken opened his screen door, and a boiling, ankle-high mass of tails, ears, and needle-sharp teeth tumbled out and down the back steps. I sat down in the yard, and eight beagle puppies piled into my lap. 
 I picked one, and Dad parted with $25.
On the drive home, Dad explained that I simply needed to make friends with “Feller,” teach him his name and to come when called, then take him hunting. Nature would take care of the rest. 
Feller flushed his first rabbit at about six months of age. By the time I was in high school, I had long since lost count of the number of cottontails he’d pushed in front of my gun. A few years later, I took on another beagle, Zeke, with similar results. 

Since then, I’ve shot quail and woodcock over beagles; I’ve known a few that treed squirrels; and heaven knows they’ll run deer, usually to their owner’s outrage. But beagles are born to run cottontails and swamp rabbits. No other rabbit hunting breed, including the harrier or the rare hunting basset hound, approaches the beagle’s proficiency. 

Don’t confuse the working beagle with the fat show dog flunkies and pet shop disasters common to suburban backyards and sofas. Beagles may not be the largest or fastest hounds, but when it comes to nose, stamina, drive, courage, voice, and functional beauty, they give away nothing to the larger breeds. There’s nothing in the world cuter than a beagle pup, and few things warm a gun dog lover’s heart as much as a nice pack of little yodelers pouring out of a truck kennel, coats shining, compact muscles rippling, white-tipped tails whipping.

Like many old breeds, the beagle’s origins are sketchy. According to the United Kennel Club, which registers most of the true hunting beagles, the breed appeared in European literature as far back as 1475, but has been far more popular in the United States and Canada.

In the American South, early beagles had very short legs and probably resembled modern Bassets, but with lighter builds and smaller heads. The breed moved toward its modern form in the United States in the 1860s, when beagles from England were imported and bred with the American strain.

Whatever their origins, beagles are anatomically perfect rabbit hounds hound built for long races in rough country.  
The beagle sports a close, hard coat of medium length, typically black, white, and tan, though any of the traditional hound colors are acceptable. The ears are long and set moderately low – very houndy, in other words. Forequarters should be clean, sloping, and suggestive of strength and endurance. The chest is deep and muscular. Well-sprung ribs provide plenty of lung capacity. Overall, a beagle should be slightly longer than tall, with powerful hindquarters.
Beagles range in height from around 11 inches at the shoulder to a maximum of 15 inches. Weight should be proportional to height. If you don’t see a hint of ribs and lots of muscle, cut your beagle’s rations and increase his exercise.
On the trail, a beagle’s voice can range from a high, clear chop, to a low bawl. 

Most beagles naturally hunt at a comfortable pace and distance, checking likely cover until they strike. Often, beagles will work a cold trail, then grow increasingly animated and open up as the trail grows warmer. Hell breaks loose when a pack flushes a bunny. Non-hunters might call it racket; houndsmen call it music, the sound they live for. 
When pursued, rabbits tend to run circles within their home range. Push them too hard and they’ll head for the nearest hole or impenetrable brush pile. But keep the bunny moving just fast enough, and you’ll get a good shot to go along with a fine, bawling race.


With their short legs, beagles are in little danger of spoiling the chase by driving the rabbit to ground. On the other hand, the little hounds are more than fast enough to  ensure a lively race.

Beagles are often called miniature fox hounds. Riley Miller of Justiceburg, Texas, one of the country’s top breeders and trainers of mountain lion dogs, and an unabashed beagle admirer, calls the little hounds “scaled-down Walkers.”
Folks who either can’t or won’t instill basic discipline accuse beagles of hardheadedness, when, in fact, they’re independent – as they should be. Hounds work “out there,” with little or no direction from their handlers. Still, beagles can be taught to come when called as well as any other breed – unless they’re trailing. You won’t call a good one away from hot scent.  But then why would you want to?
Throughout the South, including East Texas, rabbit hunters keep small packs and hunt with as much passion as the most rabid coon hunter. Houndsmen love to hear their dogs, so they rarely run more than four or five beagles at a time. Larger packs can drown out individual voices. How can you brag about Ol’ Trapper or Ol’ Chigger leading the pack if you can’t hear him above the din?
Of course you can have a fine time and keep the family in hasenpfeffer with a single beagle. 
Some hunters distinguish between “strike dogs,” that can cold trail and find and flush rabbits, and faster “push dogs” that fall in and run with the pack, keeping the rabbit moving. 

But Ricky Landrith, a serious rabbit hunter and beagle man from Texarkana, Arkansas prefers dogs that do it all. “I want dogs that will spread out and hunt and find rabbits,” he says. “ It’s okay if they hunt together some, but eventually they’ll have a better chance of finding rabbits if they’ll hunt on their own. Then, when a dog strikes, the other dogs fall in and run the trail.”

Landrith’s Red River line of beagles is well-known in northeast Texas and southern Arkansas. 

Little wonder beagles are such popular pets. They thrive on affection, and even the toughest hunters are friendly and gentle, especially with children. Beagles make excellent watchdogs, but I’ve never known one to bite. Yes, they bark, but not nearly as much as your average neurotic little house yapper. 
Texas’s has an abundance of cottontails and swamp rabbits, and any good beagle will be more then happy to give chase. As far as I’m concerned, that’s reason enough to take up rabbit hunting.
THE END

SNIFFING OUT BEAGLES

United Kennel Club – www.ukcdogs.org
National Kennel Club - www.nationalkennelclub.com
American Kennel Club – www.akc.org
Ricky Landrith stresses that papers and bloodlines are only part of the equation. “If you’re looking for a puppy, don’t just take the breeder’s word for it,” he says. “Talk to several people, check references, find out how his other pups have turned out. Hunt with the mama and daddy if you can. Never buy a started or finished dog until you’ve seen it work by itself.”

 Landrith occasionally has pups for sell. Contact him at 870-645-2308.
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