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You could easily live out your life in mountain lion country and never see one of the furtive cats. A friend of mine, one of the best outdoorsmen I’ve known,  guides quail hunters in the lion-rich desert north of Tucson. He gets his elk and mule deer every season, often with a bow. He’s in the field every day. But he’s never seen a cougar. Little wonder. They’re mostly nocturnal, solitary,  and extremely shy. A male cougar’s home range may cover 100 square miles. 


Billy Pat McKinney has seen a few mountain lions, well over 800, most of them close-up. His secret? He runs a pack of good hounds. For 23 years, working as a wildlife technician for Texas Parks & Wildlife, McKinney caught lions for research purposes and predator control for the desert bighorn sheep recovery program. Since retiring from TPW in 2001, he works in wildlife management  for a large Mexican firm. His reasons for running hounds are entirely practical. “My grandfather was a government lion hunter, and my father did a little lion hunting,” he says. “When I went to work for Texas Parks & Wildlife, I got a pack of dogs because I needed everything I could put together to do my job.” 

Yes, mountain lions can be trapped, but serious cat hunters – those who earn a living at it – run dogs.


Like most houndsmen who hunt for a living, McKinney doesn’t get hung up on papers. “You breed the best to the best and then hope for the best,” he says. And there’s a lot of hoping involved. McKinney estimates that only one out of every 20 or 30 dogs can make his cut. But then there’s little margin for error when you’re trying to get close enough to shoot a  tranquilizer dart into a cougar up in the rimrock.


In general, cat dogs are out of treeing hound lines – primarily Walker, redtick, and bluetick. While hunters in the northern states and Canada breed large hounds, McKinney, like most desert hunters, prefers a small, agile hound suited to the heat and treacherous terrain. His hounds run about 60 pounds, and he avoids dogs out of competition blood lines. Hound trials emphasize speed, whereas the professional hunter requires a dog who can carefully work out a cold trail. “A good mountain lion dog is one that can take a track that’s 15 hours old, in dry country, work it up, and then have the endurance and desire to catch the cat,” he says.


McKinney typically hunts on horseback, with a pack of three to five hounds. Sometimes he’ll bring along one or two pups for training. “You’re making loops out there and those dogs have to be trained so that they’re only looking for lion scent. The lion dog working in dry country has to be better trained than any other kind of hound,” he says. 

When a lion dog strikes faint, old scent, his initial indication might be a only little tail wagging or the extra animation that any real dog hunter will recognize. As the trail grows hotter, the dogs begin to bark, but only when they’re smelling cat.  If the trail is lost, they’ll cast about. The first dog to catch the scent will bark and take the lead. “That’s the teamwork,” McKinney says. “Pretty soon it’s bam, bam, bam, just like a sewing machine, with every dog doing his job.”


The dogs will trail until they flush the lion from the canyon header or  rock pile where it chose to lay up for the day. After that, the chase rarely lasts long. The cat will put on a burst of speed but quickly tires and  takes to a tree, or makes its stand on the ground. Although lion hounds are tough and aggressive and do occasionally get chewed up, McKinney doesn’t want his dogs fighting with the cougar, and fortunately, it’s the rare lion who wants to tangle with a pack of dogs. The hounds’ job is to harass the cat so that it stays put until the hunter arrives. “I want everybody up there baying tight, everybody looking at the lion,” McKinney says. “You get hurt when you look off.” 


But a wounded cougar is a different cat altogether. “You make a bad shot, and you’re going to have some sewing to do and a veterinary bill,” he  says.


Although, he takes great satisfaction from catching cats for research purposes, McKinney considers this the most difficult and dangerous type of hunting. Not only is the hunter faced with a wounded cat while the tranquilizer takes effect, he has to protect the cat from the dogs who tend to cover their quarry after the shot. “I’ve always preferred to hunt alone in predator control situations, but when you’re trying to catch a cat alive, you’re better off with too much help than too little,” he says.


Although he’s owned dozens of excellent dogs – he won’t tolerate a sorry hound – McKinney holds up his favorite, Walter, as the ideal lion dog. “He was a hard-headed son-of-a-gun and no fun to hunt. But he was a mountain lion dog from six months old until he fell to his death when he was eleven. If he got on a track, I was always confident that we’d catch that lion. There was no quit in him. Sometimes, you’d have climb up in them damn rocks and get him. He was a lion-catching fool.”


Walter’s breeder, Wiley Miller, of Justiceburg Texas, prefers old-time, steady, long-eared, cold-trailing, bugle-mouthed hounds.  But his prejudice doesn’t stem from nostalgia. “Anything steady will catch game,” he says. “A lot of lion hunters today are running Walker-type dogs. They’re fast, but they can’t cold trail.”  

That’s not to say that he doesn’t care about aesthetics. “The cat dogs I’m hearing today sound like a flock of turkeys. They don’t have that nice long, low bawl.” 

Miller’s breeds redticks and blueticks and occasionally crossbreeds to bloodhounds to maintain superior scenting ability. And though he doesn’t worry about registration and titles, his bloodline runs back to the packs of legendary cat hunters Dub Evans and the Lee Brothers.

“Some people don’t like the look of my dogs, because they’re a little bloodhoundy,” he says. “But I want a hound to look like a hound, and I want a sure-enough cold trailer.”

Although they can be trained to specialize, Miller’s hounds run bears and bobcats and well as lions. His pack often works all three on  hunts in the Gila Mountains in New Mexico. Usually, he can tell what they’re trailing by the terrain and the way the dogs work the scent. “A lion or bear will head right up the steepest, roughest country he can find, but an old bobcat will go along and hide behind something and the dogs will run by him and have to come back and pick him up again.” 

Though he likes old-style dogs, Miller is not averse to technology. Like most modern houndsmen, he uses tracking collars to keep up with hounds. “I think they’re the greatest invention that ever was,” he says. Billy Pat McKinney agrees.

Technology aside, our big game hounds developed in answer to a North America unfenced and untamed. The nose, drive, toughness, intelligence, and endurance survive today only because there remains real hound work to be done. We should all hope the hounds keep running. 

THE END

