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In Medieval Europe, the trailing hounds developed from the mastiff-type herd guarding and war dogs. Noblemen kept huge packs and followed them in pursuit of wild boar, stag, fox, and other game.
Simultaneously, the peasantry, being forbidden from owning hounds, hunted (or poached) and herded livestock with their workaday bobtailed curs and the smaller terriers and spitz-type dogs that would later develop into the various strains of feist. 

In the seventeenth century, when descendents of the two classes settled what would become the American South, the wealthy planters took the productive lowlands of Virginia, Georgia, and the Carolinas where they raised cotton and tobacco and ran their packs after red fox imported from Europe. Their clannish, intractable Scots-Irish brethren (My people, God love ‘em!) worked off their indentured servitude or simply ran away from their overlords or the law and headed for the Southern Highlands. 
Of course they took their curs and feists with them and hunted anything they could eat or skin.

Some of these dogs had a knack for locating or “treeing” climbing game, a handy trait in forested country. Lots of well-furred, tasty things – raccoons, squirrels, bears, possums, and even groundhogs - could be treed. 

The mountaineers bred for the trait, and the types known as the mountain cur and mountain feist arose. As other parts of the South were settled, other strains of cur and feist – the yellow blackmouth cur in the Big Thicket of Texas, the Leopard cur of Louisiana and Florida – developed in similar fashion.


Likewise, some of the trailing hounds showed a proclivity for treeing, and over time, through judicious breeding for local conditions and preferences, the modern treeing hounds such as the bluetick, redbone, treeing Walker, black and tan coonhound, and English coonhound developed. 

Hounds and their proletarian cousins, the curs and feists, take different approaches to their work.

The Southern frontiersmen didn’t go coon hunting or bear hunting. He simply went hunting for meat and hides. He might have hoped for a bear, but he wouldn’t pass up a possum. He wanted game struck and treed as quickly as possible. 


Unlike cold-trailing hounds, curs and feists cast about in search of hot scent, much like a bird dog looking for a covey of quail. Some are silent on the trail; others are open or semi-open. All are expected to bark once the game has been treed. 

As a result, game tends to be caught unaware and often trees quickly. Silent-trailing curs and feists sometimes catch coons, possums, and even squirrels on the ground. 

Hang around serious houndsmen, and you’ll hear something like, “I’d rather trail one coon right than catch fifty pop-up coons with a meat dog.” (“Meat dog” being a common and sometime pejorative term for curs and feists.)

Though I’m a cur man, I have to say that a fine pack of hounds striking an old track and following it several miles to the tree may be the most impressive feat in hunting dog world. (Apologies to the field trial retriever folks.) How many boles will that coon have started up or “tapped” over the course of the night?

And it’s not just about sport and hound music. In an area with widely scattered game, or under extremely difficult scenting conditions, the utility of a cold-trailing hound can’t be overestimated. 


Which type is best? It depends – of course. 
Hounds are very independent and often work a mile or more from their handlers. They need room. Donny Lynch, my East Texas hunting buddy and dog training mentor, says he needs 15,000 acres of bottomland to properly train a coonhound. It’s often said that a houndsman is a  trespasser whether he wants to be or not. 
Good houndsmen tend to be fanatics who devote nearly all of their spare time to their packs. Most grow up in the culture and specialize in ‘coons, cats, or bears. 

If, like me, you’re primarily a weekend hunter and small game generalist, go with a cur, feist, or one of the feist’s close cousins such as the treeing rat terrier or treeing Jack Russell terrier. (From here on, I’ll refer to all of the small treeing dogs as feists.)

Further narrowing the choice between curs and feists is largely a matter of hunting style and aesthetic preference. When it comes to squirrels, I can’t say that one is more productive than the other. 

Owing to their smaller size, feists usually hunt at a leisurely pace and tend to be a little “hotter,” meaning that they won’t bother with old scent. When they strike, they’ll often tree very quickly. Many old-timers believe that the little dogs have sharper eyesight and hearing, and are thus better at tracking squirrels running through the treetops.

In general, curs will cover more ground and have colder noses. With their larger size, they’re better equipped to send a bobcat up a tree or deal with an enraged ‘coon, though feists certainly put their share of hides in the shed. But, if you’ll be hunting more ‘coons and cats than squirrels, you’ll need curs, if not hounds. 

Curs and feists are very intelligent, companionable, biddable, and easy to train. Properly socialized, they make wonderful family companions.

Regardless of breed, if you want a tree dog, you have to get him in woods. That means taking puppies on frequent romps to familiarize them with varied terrain, water, the infinite variety of scents, all kinds of wildlife, and so on. 

If you’re training a cur or feist pup, take every opportunity to let him chase yard and park squirrels within the limits of the law, safety, and your neighbors’ tolerance. 
If he can see the half-tame squirrel up on the limb, all the better. Encourage him to raise hell and praise him when he does. He’ll learn to associate squirrel scent with that furry thing up there that stokes his natural prey drive.


It may be awhile before your pup begins to strike scent in the woods and tree unseen game. Be patient. With a good prospect, you’ll start seeing signs of tentative treeing at anywhere from seven or eight months to a year old, depending on natural precocity and experience.


Amazingly, pups that get a lot of time in the woods often seem more precocious.


Run the pup with experienced dogs if you can, but also work him alone so that he doesn’t become dependent on the older dogs. 

Much the same approach applies to training for ‘coon hunting. You’ll hear and read about introducing pups to ‘coons in roller cages and various other contraptions. While this sort of thing certainly does no harm, I don’t believe it’s necessary.


“The best way to train a coon dog is to take him coon hunting,” Donny Lynch says. I agree. Much the same can be said for training any hunting dog. 

As for obedience, the tree dog, whether hound, cur, or feist, needs to come when called, although you shouldn’t expect to call a dog off of hot scent. For many hunters, that’s enough. For the sake of convenience, I also teach “sit,” “stay,” “kennel,”  and “No!” 

If started early with tennis balls or dummies, most curs and feists make good retrievers of downed squirrels.


In general, (but certainly not always) curs and feists are easily broken from chasing unwanted game. Oftentimes, a scolding, shaking, or light switching will do the job. 


Hounds often require more persuasion. Any real, old-time coon hunter can tell you about nights spent trying to intercept young dogs hot on the trial of deer or hogs, and literally tackling them in the middle of logging roads. Thanks to the electronic collar, those days are gone. 
Nowadays, suburban hunters and many members of the sporting press seem to consider hunting with tree dogs an atavistic, backwoods curiosity. Mention that you run ‘coon or squirrel dogs and you’ll inevitably hear wisecracks involving banjos and overalls.
Fine. 
Even as shrinking quail and pheasant habitat makes finishing a bird dog increasingly difficult, Texas’s forestland – including patches of woods and brush in every part the state – remains full of game. 
Show me a real dog hunter and I’ll show you someone who’ll grow gooseflesh at the resonant bawl of a tree dog striking scent, unseen in the dark woods.

THE END

(See following sidebar)

RESOURCES
Working hounds, curs, and feists are registered with the United Kennel Club (UKC) and the National Kennel Club (NKC). United Kennel Club – www.ukcdogs.com. National Kennel Club www.nkc.org.
Full Cry and American Cooner – two essential magazines for treeing dog enthusiasts – www.americancooner.com.
CoonDawgs.com – www.coondawgs.com – a website that touts itself as “Your one stop coon dog source for coon hunting.”

