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I had been warned. A few days earlier, Wyman Meinzer described our guides: “Twenty-two years old, tough, in great shape, and hunt every day. I imagine they’ll kill us.” I hadn’t been worried. Now, watching the three young men unloading lean, hog-scarred dogs, I thought of the qualification that always follows my assertion that I’m in good shape: for my age.


Eric Hager introduced his dogs as they bounded out of their box and politely endured much petting and ear scratching from the two sports. We met John, a yellow black-mouth cur, Barney and Cliff, a pair of cur-Plott hound mixes, and Guthrie, a pure Catahoula. These were the “bay dogs” who would find the hog, then badger it into making a stand. 

Then there was Teddy, the “catch dog,” an amiable pit bull whose head reminded me of the face a prize fighter who’d fought 15 years beyond his prime. He stood patiently on the tailgate while Colt Ellis dressed him in a protective cut vest and collar. I said, “Teddy Roosevelt?” Eric laughed and said, “No, Teddy Bear.” Close enough. 


We headed through a stand of mesquite toward a tank Eric had scouted. The bay dogs worked ahead quietly, quartering much like close-working bird dogs. Eric set the general direction but gave the dogs no commands. I got the feeling they’d done this sort of thing a few times. Andy Jones followed with bandy-legged Teddy panting and grinning on the end of a lead. 

Stumbling over and around clumps of prickly pear, I mused that my notebook and Wyman’s camera would be of little help in subduing an upset boar. I felt better when I noticed a length of rope over Eric’s shoulder. Experienced hunters always pack heavy weaponry when pursuing large, dangerous game in a thicket.


I smelled the tank before I saw it. Or at least I smelled the tank’s hairier denizens. One of the dogs barked and a big sow stood up in the muck. We broke into a run as the bay dogs converged in full cry, snarling and howling, darting and feinting like pugilists. The sow made her stand, squealing, roaring, slashing at the dogs. Andy released Teddy who leapt into the fray and grabbed the sow’s ear. Eric, who could pass for a defensive end on most college campuses, calmly reached into the swirl of teeth, paws, hooves, mud, and hair, and grabbed her tail while Teddy distracted her with his death grip on her ear. Then, with his other hand, Eric grabbed a hind leg and twisted. Teddy pulled the sow’s head down until she fell onto her side. Colt and Andy held her down while Eric secured her feet with his rope. The guides pulled the dogs back and tethered Teddy who woofed hysterically. Eric estimated the sow’s weight at 215 pounds. I didn’t doubt him. His team had caught around 100 hogs over the past three months. 


Back at the truck, the dogs nuzzled our hands and wagged their tails. Wyman and I scratched what remained of Teddy’s ears and rubbed his scarred head. Nice dogs. Gentle as babies. Unless you happen to be a hog.


“Registered cur” is not an oxymoron, though few hog hunters worry about papers. Most rely on locally developed bloodlines and aren’t afraid to crossbreed for desired traits. In Texas, most hog dogs come from cur and Catahoula lines. 


To distinguish their dogs from mongrels, hog hunters often use the redundant name “cur-dog” instead of the common pejorative. In Texas, cur-dog typically means, yellow blackmouth cur(think Old Yeller), Southern blackmouth cur, mountain cur, or other regional variety. The United Kennel Club simply recognizes the blackmouth cur and sets the coat and color standards broad enough to encompass the most common types. Curs are short-coated, all-purpose hunters of unknown origin developed by Southern pioneers who needed dogs to herd semi-wild livestock and trail, tree, and bay all types of large and small game. Most curs weigh 35-60 pounds. There’s no mistaking their hound ancestry. Curs are extremely tough, gamey, intelligent, and generally friendly toward people.


Although, they’re called Catahoula curs, leopard curs, Catahoula hog dogs, Louisiana Catahoula Leopard dogs, or Catahoula leopard dogs, most hog hunters call their rangy, leopard-spotted dogs, simply, Catahoulas. Like the blackmouth cur, the Catahoula was developed as an all-purpose herding and hunting dog. Most run 55-80 pounds. Even non-hunting dog lovers are drawn to the Catahoula’s athleticism, striking coat, and ghostly blue or “glass” eyes. Nineteenth Century cracker cowboys prized the dogs for their ability to root wild cattle out of the dense Florida palmetto flats. 


Eric prefers dogs who keep quiet while hunting and trailing. The serious racket commences after the hog makes a stand. “You don’t want a dog that’s too open [barks often while trailing] because he’ll run the hogs off before you get there,” he says. What’s his favorite breed? He won’t say though he’ll admit that he’s currently partial to Guthrie and Bear, both Catahoulas.


Eric’s friend and hog hunting mentor Chris Williams of Haskell specializes even further by breeding for “strike dogs,” keen-nosed dogs who excel at trailing and locating hogs. While strike dogs may help with baying, Chris relies mostly on his bay dogs for that job. “My strike dogs are three-quarters yellow blackmouth cur and one quarter Plott hound,” he says. “That Plott hound blood improves their nose and makes them a little more open.” Plott hounds are large, tough, big game hounds renown for their courage.


Eric and Chris consider the pit bull the ultimate catch dog. Despite the breed’s thuggish reputation neither man has experienced problems with dangerous behavior. Breeding is the key. “You need to know where your bull dog comes from,” Chris says. “I like a registered dog. Stay clear of backyard breeders.”


Eric and Chris’s dogs begin serious training at about eight months of age when they’re introduced to a captured hog in an 80-foot bay pen. The men take great care to ensure that the pups’ early exposure to hogs is positive. After that, it’s mostly a matter of experience.

Although Eric does little formal obedience training, his dogs come readily when called and load without a fuss. Even more impressive, he kenneled the four bay dogs, all males, in the same box; I didn’t hear even one growl. To be on the safe side, he kennels Teddy separately, but said that in a pinch he wouldn’t hesitate to put his pit bull in there with the others. And the dogs are precocious. Cliff was only 10 months old. Teddy, the old-timer in the pack, was a wizened 2 ½ years old. 


Although I thought she’d given a good account of herself, Eric apologized for the sow’s poor showing and offered to try to put us on a boar. Half an hour later, in another mesquite thicket, Barney barked when a huge boar jumped from his bed about twenty yards to my left. Guthrie charged over to help out. The hog ran right through him. He yelped, rolled and rejoined the chase. Seconds later, as Wyman and I huffed along behind the boys, my hamstring knotted up, and I saw the folly in running after a hog. Best to save the speed for instances when a boar is on my tail. I told Wyman to go on without me. He didn’t seem especially grateful. 


A canine and porcine uproar erupted just ahead in a wheat field. By the time I limped up, every dog had a squealer and the boar was nowhere in sight. The old boy had run through a bunch of sows and pigs, and the young dogs decided a pig in mouth was worth a boar in the thicket. Andrew and Colt spent the next few minutes separating charged-up pups from outraged little porkers who bolted into the brush as fast as any deer.


Again, Eric tried to apologize, but I was more than satisfied; limping, yes, but very much alive.

THE END

PIGGING OUT

For guided hog hunts in Knox and Haskell Counties, and information on dog prices and availability, contact Eric Hager (940)422-8130.

For general information on hog dogs consult the United Kennel Club breed standards at http://www.ukcdogs.com/breeds/scenthounds
