Terrarii – “Workers of the Earth”

Dr. John Caius, “Of Englishe dogges, the diuersities, the names, the natures, and the properties : a short treatise” written in latine / by Iohannes Caius, 1576

" Another sorte, there is, which hunteth the Fox and the Badger or Greye onely, whom we call Terrars, because they (after the manner and custome of ferrets in searching for Connyes) creep into the grounde, and by that meanes make afrayde, nyppe and bite the Foxe and the Badger in such sorte that eyther they teare them in pieces with theyr teeth, beying in the bosome of the earth, or else hayle and pull them perforce out of theyr lurking angles, darke dongeons, and close caues ; or at the least through cocened feare drive them out of theire hollow harbours, in so much that they are compelled to prepare speedie flyte, and, being desirous of the next (albeit not the safest) refuge, are otherwise taken and intrapped with snayres and nettes layde over holes to the same purpose."
When one hears the word terrier, often a small feisty dog comes to mind. What are terriers? Where did they originate? When did they emerge as a definitive type? To explore these, and other qualities of this remarkable canine, we must journey back to antiquity and then forward to the dogs of today.

Exploring the most common term for this variety, terrier, we begin at its Latin roots. The first written record of this type of canine is in Pliny the Elder ‘s “Natural History”, 55bc. "[T]hey found much to their surprise, small dogs that would follow their quarry to the ground." A dog of such a small stature, with the ability to follow, drive or even dispatch quarry underground, was of note to the widely traveled Romans. The earliest use of the actual word Terrier is from a French hunting manual written by Gace de la Vigne written in 1359. Other terms used for this type of dog are: variations of terrarii, prick eared curs, and earth-dogs. 

The origin of this type of canine is lost in the dimness of prehistory. Archeological digs in the British Isles have uncovered skeletal evidence of dogs of similar size and type. Pliny, noted that this unusual hunter was of uniquely British Isles origin. Canine workers of the earth have also developed in other areas, most notably the Germanic areas where dachshunds, schnauzers, and pincers have all made their mark in earthwork.

The physical characteristics varied as widely as they do today. Locality, terrain and climatic conditions certainly played a part in the appearance of terriers. The sizes varied widely as well. Terriers range from very small-sized to very large-sized canines. Coat color and type encompass all of the canine possibilities. Most references generally categorize terriers into two types.  These were based primarily on leg length and shape: short crooked-legged and long straight-legged. George Turberville’s  "The Noble Art of Venerie and Hunting" cites the most common categories: "You must understand that there are two sorts of terriers, … they have crooked legges and are short headed most commonly. Another sorte there is which are shagged and streight legged. “
The most concrete and consistent trait determining what is a terrier is function and purpose. A terrier was and is a dog whose primary quarry is capable of burrowing or running near the ground. This function was so vital to the hunt, that a hunting pack was not complete without the inclusion of a “couple” of terriers. The quarry included rabbits, foxes, badgers, otters, martens, wildcats, rats and even mice. 

Basically, there were “hard” and “soft” terriers and a few that fall between the two. Hard terriers would actually engage, kill and drag the quarry from its burrow. These dogs tended to be larger and taller. Soft terriers “worried” the quarry, primarily harassing the quarry in its burrow until it was flushed to the surface, and/or open ground. These dogs tended to be smaller and shorter. Terriers were also expected to be able to scent quarry, and even chase above ground through thick undergrowth where the larger hunting hounds could not negotiate. There is a dog known as the lurcher that was a sight hound cross, often with a terrier, which was used to pursue game as well. There is even documentation to support water fowling. Terriers were a versatile and hard working canine type, and still are.

Throughout history many people of note were also enraptured by these lovable, if at times pugnacious, hounds. Royal and noble terrier owners have included; James I, Mary of Modena Queen Consort of James II, Earl of Mar, Laird of Caldwell, Laird of Glenorchy, and King Harold to name but a few. This loyal, affectionate and hard-working dog has been a popular companion both in the court as well as on a rural homestead.
So how do historical and modern terriers compare? Terriers have not drastically altered, although the larger strains have decreased or vanished entirely. In fact, most animals of today still bear a resemblance to their ancestors. As far as the celebrated drive to hunt, most of that is still with our modern animals. The popularity of the terrier through history has never waned. With it’s plucky and hard working nature, diverse appearance, and durable constitution, terriers are still one of our most popular types of canine companion.
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I enjoy training dogs and I am currently researching period dogs and how they were used to hunt. A valuable resource for those interested in period canines is the Volkshund email list - http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Volkshund/
