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The first half-hour of the hunt, Donny Lynch’s two rat terriers, Chance and his son, Rafe, went from squirrel to squirrel in the mixed hardwood and pine forest near Marshall, Texas.  
Donny and I already had five cat squirrels between us, and it was the middle of the afternoon.

“There’s a major feed going on,” Donny said. But like any real dog man, he quickly got back to his favorite subject. “Look at Rafe. He’s fixing to tree.”


Sure enough, the young terrier reared up to sniff the trunk of a giant pin oak. I could hear his snuffling forty yards away. He looked up the tree, ears pricked.


“Get up there; he sees that squirrel,” Donny said.


I didn’t see a thing.

Rafe let go a short bark. Chance bounded up to join him.

I moved to the far side of the tree and began a methodical search along the branches and bole. The dogs barked every few seconds, sniffed the trunk, peered up the tree, and cocked their heads to listen.

After a five-minute search, Donny said, “I see his ears sticking up. Come here; I’ll show you.”


I strode to his side of the tree, and he patiently tried to point out a squirrel flattened out on a limb near the top. He finally gave up, raised his 12 gauge and shot the squirrel out of the tree.


Chance pounced on it, shook it a few times for good measure, then delivered it to his boss. 


I wondered: did Rafe first smell the squirrel, hear it, or see it? Did he pick up ground scent and follow it to the tree or did he catch air scent? 

Donny suspected the little dog heard the squirrel first – scratching bark or dropping a nut - then spotted it. No doubt he eventually smelled it, either on the trunk or on air currents. 
“When Ol’ Rafe trees, there’s gonna be a squirrel there,” Donny said. 


“Ol’ Rafe” is all of three years old. Like most Southern dog men, Donny attaches “Ol’” as a credential, like “Dr.” or “Professor.” Back at his hunting camp near Caddo Lake, Ol’ Whitey and Ol’ Ranger were expectantly awaiting their shift. 

Over the next hour, we added another six cat squirrels to our bag, all of them treed by Chance and Rafe. We quit nine short of our daily limit of ten apiece. The afternoon had been perfect – the best hour and a half of squirrel hunting I had ever experienced. Why tamper with perfection?

Under certain conditions - when squirrels are heavily concentrated, for instance -  the still hunter will take more squirrels than the dog hunter. But the hunter with a good dog will kill more squirrels over the long haul, especially widely scattered squirrels. 


Moreover, dog hunting tends to be social – hunters can chat while they ease along behind their pups. Most importantly, dogs are involved. That’s reason enough to head for woods.

Historically, squirrel hunters worried little about breeds. Performance was all that mattered. Being practical rural types, they didn’t worry about style. 
Effective squirrel dogs went about their jobs in varied ways. Some barked on the trail. Others were silent trailers and barked only when treed. But the good ones all found squirrels that otherwise would have been missed by even the best human hunter.


Today, versatile treeing dogs over thirty pounds, distinct from the hound breeds, generally are “curs” or “curdogs,” 
Treeing dogs under thirty pounds usually are known as “feists.”


Contrary to popular convention, a cur isn’t a nondescript mongrel, though it may indeed be a recent mix of known breeds or types of treeing dogs.

The name “cur,” probably came about in feudal times when the tails of peasants’ hunting and stock dogs were docked or “curtailed,” to distinguish them from aristocrats’ hounds, or because of dog taxes based on length from nose to tail. 


Medieval peasants may have been poor, but they weren’t stupid.


European curs came to North America with colonists, adapted to New World conditions through breeding with Native American dogs, and provided game and protection for pioneer families as they spread westward. Curs treed squirrels, raccoons, possums, bears, bobcats, and mountain lions. They also hunted wild hogs and herded stock.

Gradually, distinct types developed in response to local and regional needs and tastes. As enthusiasts strengthened certain physical and behavioral traits through judicious line breeding, several cur types became breeds recognized by working dog registries.

Today we have, among others, the Original Mountain Cur, Mountain View Cur, Kemmer Cur, Camus Cur, Yellow Black Mouth Cur, Stephens Cur, Canadian Cur, Leopard Cur, Catahoula Cur, and the catchall Treeing Cur.


In Texas, the yellow black mouth cur, Catahoula cur, and mixes involving the various breeds of mountain cur are most common.

One of Donny Lynch’s best coon and squirrel dogs, Molly, was a mountain cur–Walker coon hound mix. Was she still a cur? Absolutely. In fact, she could have been registered as a treeing cur.

Feists, or “fice-dogs,” are miniature curs in that they’re all-purpose hunting dogs of varied lineage developed over the past few centuries, primarily in the South. 

Modern feists are terrier-like in appearance and temperament. Like curs they’re “varmint dogs,” happy to tree any small furred game, though squirrels are their specialty. 

Well-known breeds include the Mullins’ Feist, DenMark Feist, Thornburg Feist, Cajun Squirrel Dog, and the catch-all Treeing Feist which includes various treeing mongrels and terriers – basically, small dogs that tree squirrels. 

Treeing rat terriers, increasingly popular among squirrel hunters, are often cross-registered as treeing feists. 
Donny Lynch’s Chance and Rafe descend from a famous line of large rat terriers developed by Bobby Davis of Gibson, Louisiana.

Donny likes rat terriers because they tend to be “hot trailers” and tree quickly, before a squirrel leaves the tree – or “timbers,” in Pineywoods parlance.

Often, a squirrel will timber while a cold-nosed dog works out a faint scent trail. 

Other breeds, like the fox terrier, Jack Russell terrier, Finnish spitz, elkhound, laika, jagdterrier, treeing shepherd, and various treeing hounds sometimes make fine squirrel dogs. 


And what experienced squirrel hunter doesn’t remember a farm mutt or two that treed squirrels with the best of the bluebloods?
Unlike hounds, which hunt independently and sometimes end up miles away, good squirrel dogs hunt close and check in often. Donny wants his dogs working less than 150 yards out. 
“I want to walk into the woods, stop and let my dogs make a circle,” he says. “ If they come back around, that means they didn’t find a squirrel. Then we’ll move up a little, and they’ll make another circle. You don’t want a dog just lining out through the woods, hunting deep. They’ll miss too many squirrels.”

Donny prefers silent trailers that bark only when treed. 
“I want just enough barking to let me find the dog and the tree,” he says. “You don’t want your squirrel dogs up there hammering on that tree like coon hounds. Too much barking will make the squirrel timber.”

Donny finds the May squirrel season especially good for working young dogs. The new leaves shake when squirrels run along the branches, providing excellent practice for pups learning to follow timbering game. 
Also, squirrels forage for berries in spring, so they spend more time on the ground than in fall and winter, giving youngsters plenty of trails to sort out.
 “I like to work my young dogs one at a time in May, so they won’t get dependent on the older dogs,” Donny says. “I want every dog to think he’s the number one.”  
After Rafe’s puppy season in October, Donny worked him nearly ever day of the following spring season, taking thirty-five squirrels over him. That’s how hunting dogs are made. 
Well-bred squirrel dogs train easy, hunt close, and make excellent family pets. And nearly every stand of hardwoods holds a few squirrels. 
Sounds like the perfect combination for today’s hunting dog lover.

THE END
CONTACTS
Donny Lynch occasionally has litters of rat terrier pups for sale.  Contact him at 903-935-7418.
Squirrel Dog Basics by David A. Osborn (Treetop Publications, $22.50) is the best squirrel dog reference I’ve found. Order at www.negia.net/~treetop/html/intro.html
Original Mountain Cur Breeders Association - http://omcba.homestead.com/index.html
Mountain View Cur Association - http://mtnviewcur.tripod.com/
Black Mouth Cur Club - www.blackmouthcur.com/
Southern Black Mouth Cur Breeders Association - http://sbmcba.com/
United Kennel Club – www.ukcdogd.com
Continental Kennel Club – www.continentalkennelclub.com
END OF SIDEBAR
