A Drag Hunt of Other Days.

(substantially founded on fact)

For many years there had been a Coursing club in Tobar Phartalain. It had many patrons and many members. Every Sunday after last Mass these would set out to scour the uplands and the lowlands for miles around wherever they expected to find puss at home for the day. But in the middle Eighties the devotees of this form of sport began to turn their attention to harrier hunting. This latter had advantages in so far as it provided longer chases and required less energy to follow. Hares too were often  difficult to locate and beagles were considered of more assistance for the purpose than greyhounds. And the locality had a tradition for harrier hunting,–there had previously been a flourishing beagle pack in the district, some few dogs of which still survived. For these and other reasons a general change over to beagle-hunting was made about this time. 

But there was the initial difficulty of providing a stock of dogs with which to get a beagle pack under way. Neighbouring clubs, however, were generous, and soon the pack had reached a respectable size. The ‘long-tails’ were getting unbroken holidays and many of them were being disposed of at a discount.

 Den Connell, a member of the now defunct Coursing Club, had a greyhound named ‘Chief’, a large, graceful, noble-looking animal that seemed well worthy of its name. Patrick Cronin, a gentleman from Killuntin, near Glenville, who was particularly interested in greyhounds, gladly agreed to procure a beagle in exchange for Chief. And so, Ringlet, a brown and black little bitch, a gentle unassuming creature, made her modest debut amongst the Tobar Phartalain harriers. But it was not long until Ringlet had found her feet. She had a most acute sense of smell, was a tireless worker, who could discover hares in their most secure recesses. She soon sprang to the front, generally led the chase, and could outrun and outstay all her companions. For a time she was outstanding in the pack, she had the field practically to herself. But as the months went on two young dogs, the property of Johnny Ahern, a local sportsman, began to assert themselves. They were handsome specimens of their kind, large, bold, strong-limbed brothers, both pure white. When first brought to the locality they were a young undeveloped pair, but as they were growing to maturity they were fast threatening Ringlet’s supremacy and bidding fair to outrival her.

At this period Tobar Phartalain had an annual athletics sports meeting. On the committee were many members of the Harrier Club and through their influence a Drag Hunt was introduced as an additional event on the programme in the year of which I write, 1885. This Drag, the first of its kind in connection with the Sports, aroused considerable local interest. Beagles were specially schooled and fed in preparation for it. It attracted, too, a large number of entries from neighbouring packs, and the honours were expected to be closely contested. Speculation was keen as to the individual performances of Ringlet and of Johnny Ahern’s pair as well to the chances of the trio keeping the prizes at home.

The Sports Meeting was held in mid-winter and because of the short hours of daylight it was necessary run the drag hunt concurrently with some of the sports items proper. Den Connell, Ringlet’s owner was a competitor in many of the athletic events and took a leading part in carrying out that side of the programme. He had, in consequence, to entrust the charge of Ringlet for that day to a neighbour.

The time for the drag hunt duly arrived. The dogs were lined up in a large meadow near the sportsfield. Two men, stripped to the waist, had already gone along drawing the scented meat behind them. The adjudicators, represented by one man from each pack of dogs, had moved off to their positions at the finishing post. The starter was preparing to give the signal but – no trace of Ringlet! The local enthusiasts looked anxiously around for her custodian, ran hither and thither and made urgent enquiries – but to no avail. The minutes were running out. The dogs in slips were already sniffing the approaching scent. They began to strain more and more violently at their leashes and to yell louder and louder for freedom.

The starter gives one last look around for Ringlet; but to no purpose. He lowers his flag, and –off they go! Away down the big meadow dash a couple of score of baying dogs, a confused medley of black and white and brown and tan, all heads to the ground and all tails furiously wagging. On through the next field they rush, and along by the leas of Ballinakilla and Mellefontstown, Johnny Ahern’s whites prominent among the leaders. About this time a bustle is heard in the crowd to the rere. Ringlet’s custodian comes rushing along with his charge. He had overstayed his time in a local public-house and his inebriated appearance and happy-go-lucky air only intensified the anathemas of some sadly disappointed locals.

The leaders of the hunt were now more than half a mile away. Ringlet was unloosed –against the wishes of her best admirers– and the gallant little bitch set out on her hopeless mission. As the chase circled round by Kippawn the white dogs had a decided lead. Along the verge of the horizon by Desert and Ballinure they were partly lost to sight but after rounding for home at Rahoneigue visibility quickly improved with their nearer approach. The two white dogs stood out clearly a full field ahead of the rest of the pack, and they were steadily gaining ground.

On they come, down through the lands of Ballinwilling, across the bohreen and down into the glen through which the Knoppogue River winds. Here for the time being they are again lost to sight. Not quite half a mile now remains for them to go. The issue is a virtually foregone conclusion. 

The adjudicators had a good view of the hunt from the turn for home at Rahoneigue to the dip into the Knoppogue glen. They saw the lead the white dogs had acquired and they could note the speed and style with which they were travelling. The glen was a narrow one and between the nearer side of it and the spot where they (the judges) were standing there were but a few short fields. They were momentarily expecting to see the white dogs emerge over the nearer brow and come heading for the gap. Seconds passed. They should have been in sight. Other seconds followed. Yes, the dogs were coming! The baying was growing louder and nearer. A shout is heard, ‘Here they come!’ but what? –not the white dogs! A brown and black pair are in front, followed closely by a third of similar colour, a fourth some ten or fifteen yards behind, others of the pack far outdistanced, and the two whites alone in the rere. Up the first field from the glen the third dog overtakes the leaders and the fourth pushes steadily in to the three. Over the last fence come these three together. Excitement rises. The fourth is upon them,–now but two yards behind! With a short ten yards to go the gallant little Ringlet– for we could all recognise her now– brushes past the leaders and rushes out the winning gap a yard in front of her nearest rival.

A great race, a thrilling finish. Excitement is high, the local victory has enthused the crowd but the atmosphere is blended with one of mystery. What happened to the whites?

The judges knew nothing of Ringlet’s bungled start and were not surprised to find her win. Yet judges and spectators alike had seen the two white dogs a few hundred yards ahead as they came on to the glen. What had transpired? And how had Ringlet overtaken them? Had she really run the whole course, or had she struck in on a short cut at some bend where the baying of the dogs in front might have guided her?    

Except at the turn for home in Rahoneigue there was no place where she could have done so, and there the curve was so broad as to forbid the probability. The double mysteries were bewildering. Had someone or something scared the white dogs in the glen? Had a hare, a rabbit, a fox crossed the scent and drawn them away? Had they come on some carrion and delayed there to feast? If so would not the other dogs be affected also? The subject was on every lip. Conjectures were numerous, discussions were loud and long; but no definite explanations were forthcoming.

Not until a few months afterwards did it transpire that Johnny Ahern, in order to get his dogs into better form, had for some days previous to the drug-hunt fed them largely on dry bread. The lack of water in their system on the day of the drag was aggravated by the fatiguing chase and when they came to the Knoppogue River the tempting water was their undoing. They immediately proceeded to lap it and while doing so, the others had all overtaken and passed them.

It was generally believed that Ringlet had run the whole course, that the baying of the other dogs in front had drawn her along, and that her acute sense of scent with her remarkable speed and endurance had done the rest.

Ringlet was later on a prolific mother and her pups were eagerly sought. For long years her progeny were richly prized. The fact of a dog being of Ringlet’s breed was taken as a guarantee of his merits and his worth.

It is not very long since the writer met the gentleman with whom Den Connell had made the exchange of dogs. In talking over old and far off things he asked Mr Cronin if he remembered Tobar Phartalain Drag Hunt and Ringlet’s amazing win.

‘I remember it,’ he replied, ‘ as if it were but yesterday. Ringlet was one of the best little beagles that ever gave tongue.’ And having some old-time knowledge of how little the impressive appearance of Chief corresponded with his qualities as a greyhound I was not surprised to hear him add, ‘And the old greyhound I got for her was the most useless creature that ever stood on four legs.

