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Wayne McCray is an old-school ‘coon hunter. You won’t see him cruising along, “roading” his hounds, hoping they’ll strike scent along logging roads. 

“I believe in dropping them into the bushes,” he says.


That’s exactly what he did on a muggy, overcast September morning, just after photographer Wyman Meinzer looked up from his light meter and gave the go-ahead.

Yes, coon hunting is traditionally a nighttime sport, but sometimes sport takes a backseat to art. Or to a photographer and writer trying to earn a buck or two. 


Wayne dropped his tailgate, and his three hounds, Lawyer, a Treeing Walker, Cap, a bluetick, and Tell the Truth, a redtick, bounded out and into the mixed oak and pine forest near Leigh, Texas. 

Making things easy for Wyman and me made things tough for the dogs. Raccoons are primarily nocturnal foragers, so by the time it was light enough that the writer probably wouldn’t step on a snake and the photographer could shoot with a reasonable shutter speed, the coons were laid up for the day.

Of course good dogs are happy to be hunting, no matter the conditions. 


Ten minutes out of the box, Tell struck, Lawyer and Cap joined him, and the race was on.


You won’t find coon hounds sharing space in high-end sporting catalogs with setters, pointers, and Labs posed alongside models wearing stiff new togs against conspicuously green backgrounds. 

As far as I know, there are no photo books entitled Just Redbones, Just Walkers, or For the Love of a Bluetick. 


Notwithstanding fat beagles out of show and pet stock, scent hounds are rough, country hunting dogs. Like their human partners, their habits and demeanor make them a poor fit in the city and suburbs, where few people drive mud-spattered pickups with dog boxes in the beds, where dogs aren’t supposed to bay the local semi-wild raccoons and raise bloody hell at the neighbor’s cat. 
Ironically, ancestors of the breeds now most associated with backwoods America – and not always positively by certain overly-fastidious elements of the “sporting” community – developed according to the needs of European aristocracy. 
In Medieval Europe, prior to the development of the pointing and retrieving breeds, hunting dogs were sight and scent hounds, mastiffs, or various descendents of the Roman Mollossus and Celtic war dogs. Peasants weren’t allowed keep hounds, and, for the most part, couldn’t legally hunt. 

Packs of hounds lived in relative splendor. Instead of dirt floor kennels and 50-gallon drum houses, a nobleman’s pack might enjoy couches, fine cuts of meat, and staff of servants.
Although we can’t be sure, scent hounds probably developed from mastiff-type dogs in Western Europe, during the Bronze Age and early Iron Age. By the late Middle Ages, certain types were breeding true to form, meaning long ears, deep voice, and keen sense of smell. Most were pure trailing hounds bred to hunt fox, boar, and stag, although large sight hounds were also used. 

The St. Hubert’s hound, a large black and tan dog developed during the Middle Ages by Belgian monks was especially important.
Colonists from Europe brought their fox hounds to North American along with trapped red foxes, the lumpen, tree-climbing gray fox being considered too low a quarry for blooded dogs. 
But frontier realities forced concessions. Hounds changed to meet local conditions and more egalitarian sensibilities. The European fox hounds were crossbred and out-crossed to sturdy curs, rough shepherds, Native American dogs, and a variety of talented mongrels. 

Meat-and-hide-minded frontiersmen quickly picked up on the utility of dogs with an interest in climbing game. Soon, treeing hounds were distinguished from pure trailing hounds.

In Texas, “coon hound,” generally means any one of five breeds: the redbone, bluetick, treeing Walker, redtick, or black and tan coonhound.

Thanks to the novel Where the Red Fern Grows, the redbone may be the treeing hound most familiar to non-hunters. Any grown man who doesn’t blubber when Ol’ Dan and Little Ann die lacks a soul.

Early in the breed’s development, coon hunters called any red treeing hound a redbone or “saddle back” because many of the earlier specimens possessed black patches or saddle markings. 

The foundation stock of the modern redbone began with Georgian George R. Birdsong, a well-known fox hunter and breeder. The breed advanced in the 1840s, when he obtained the pack of Dr. Henry Thomas.

Despite sketchy breeding records, we can say with confidence that the redbone’s ancestors were probably foxhounds. Crosses to blood hounds and Irish hounds may have occurred. 

The breed is renown for it’s sweet voice, beauty, toughness, and stable temperament. Writing in The Coon Hunter’s Handbook, authors Leon F. Whitney and Acil B. Underwood call the redbone the most uniform of the coon hound breeds:

“If a hunter wishes to buy a pup with the greatest assurance of getting a real cooner, his best bet is one of the redbone breed.”

The bluetick or “blue dog” is legendary for its cold nose – meaning that the dog can pick up and follow an old, faint trail. The bluetick probably descended from fox hounds with some mix of various French big game hounds. Little wonder the breed is so popular with mountain lion and bear hunters.

The bluetick has a reputation for being a bit slow -footed, but his superior nose, beautiful voice, and accurate treeing make him a favorite among serious hunters. My old friend Donny Lynch of Marshall, Texas, a lifelong coon hunter, favors the blue dog over all others. He’s not alone.

In 1770, future president George Washington, an avid fox hunter, imported hounds from England. These dogs became the foundation of the legendary “Virginia Hounds,” the root stock of the modern English coon hound.

Breeders developed the “English,” or red tick, as it’s often called, by adapting the older European hounds to North America’s rough terrain and tree-climbing game. English coon hounds are said to be methodical trailers and can be slow to tree, but they’re deadly accurate. When a good English trees, the meat’s there.

Wayne McCray considers Tell, his five-year-old redtick, his most accurate and dependable tree dog. That’s saying something, considering the quality of his pack.

Just as the English pointer dominates modern pointing dog field trials, the treeing Walker coonhound dominates today’s coon dog trails. The modern Walker is a fast trailer and very quick to tree – a valuable trait when contests are determined by the number of treed raccoons.

Because of their speed and courage, Walkers are also  favored by mountain lion hunters who want their packs to bay cats quickly. 
Traditionalists who prefer the slower, cold trailing, bugle-mouthed blueticks and English coonhounds find the Walker’s fast style and higher-pitched voice less pleasing. 

Two Kentuckians, George Washington Maupin and John W. Walker developed the Walker foxhound, a regional refinement of George Washington’s Virginia foxhound. In the 19th Century, an outcross to a stolen hound from Tennessee – Tennessee Lead – a fast hound with a clear chopping bark, left a lasting mark on the Walker line.

Although the American Black and Tan Coonhound is often touted as a native breed, it shares ancestors with the other treeing hounds – especially the fox hounds and the Tolbot and St. Hubert hounds of France, which were first brought to England during the Norman invasion. A trace of bloodhound also seems likely, given the black and tan’s  long ears and extremely cold nose.

More immediately, the black and tan traces it’s ancestry to the Virginia foxhounds of colonial days.

Many coon hunters – even enthusiasts of other breeds – consider the black and tan, with its traditional, houndy appearance, cold nose, and bawling voice, the most striking and beautiful of the coon hound breeds.

Nearly three hours later, after sorting out the coon’s entire nighttime route, including a few short stops at trees the coon had climbed then left, the hounds treed for good a couple of miles from the truck. 
Donny and Wayne quickly spotted the coon near the top of giant oak. 

Wyman took some good shots of the dogs, then somebody said, “Well, who brought the gun?”

We all looked at each other. There’s was nothing to do but laugh. 
Besides, after a race like that, no real dog man could get upset about a little thing like leaving the gun in the truck.
THE END

RESOURCES

Most working hounds are registered with the United Kennel Club (UKC)  – not the American Kennel Club (AKC), which registers hounds bred for the show ring.
United Kennel Club – www.ukcdogs.com
Full Cry and American Cooner – two essential magazines for treeing dog enthusiasts – www.americancooner.com
CoonDawgs.com – www.coondawgs.com
