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				And though the villain ’scape a while, he feels Slow vengeance, like a bloodhound, at his heels.

				—Jonathan Swift

				

				

				I’ve already had medical attention. 

				A dog licked me when I was on the ground.

				—Neil Simon
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				AUTHOR’S NOTE

				This book is a work of nonfiction. The stories are real and backed by police case records, news reports, and firsthand accounts of many of those involved. The dialogue in the book comes from individuals speaking, draws upon their best memory, or was quoted in news sources and reports. The name of any crime victim not already known to the public has been changed. All other names are real.

				The Bloodhound Breed Standards appearing at the start of each chapter are attributed to Dr. Sidney Turner and Mr. Edwin Brough in Points and Characteristics of the Bloodhound or Sleuth-hound. Published in 1894, the descriptions are still used today in evaluating bloodhounds by both the Kennel Club of the United Kingdom and the American Kennel Club.
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				INTRODUCTION

				PEDIGREE

				Like Mark Twain, Jessie Jr. was born in a small town in rural Missouri. Other than a prominent nose and perhaps a shared affinity for porterhouse steak, the similarities end there. His mother and father were nothing if not prolific and gave him nine siblings to fight and play with when he was first learning the ways of the world. Although they came so close together no one remembers his exact place in the birth order, it was clear early on that Jessie Jr. was different from the rest.

				Mozart is said to have played the clavier flawlessly by age four and began composing music at the age of five. John von Neumann, the renowned mathematician and principal contributor to the Manhattan Project’s development of the atomic bomb, was deemed a mental calculator at age six who liked to tell jokes in Ancient Greek. While rare by definition, prodigies are most common in the arts and sciences. In this Jessie Jr. set himself further apart. His field of expertise was law enforcement. He caught his first criminal—an intoxicated hit-and-run suspect—at age two. By his sixth birthday he had successfully tracked down missing children, drug dealers, burglars, thieves, kidnappers, armed robbers, batterers, rapists, child molesters, and murderers, including Utah’s most wanted criminal—all on his way to becoming one of the top police dogs in the country.

				Known by family and friends as JJ, by law enforcement personnel throughout the West as Officer Serio’s canine partner, and by captured criminals as “that damned dog,” Jessie Jr., an exceptionally talented bloodhound, loved his job. His distinctive voice, a deep, reverberating bay sounding like a sea lion that had swallowed a foghorn, let everyone in earshot know that JJ had found the track and was on his way. 

				More than a prodigy, JJ was a pioneer. Although a small minority of police departments, primarily in the South and East, have used bloodhounds, the breed rarely had been deployed as police dogs in the West and never in Utah. The prevailing opinion held by Utah’s police K9 handlers, who work with the fearsomely efficient German and Belgian shepherds, was that bloodhounds were “floppy-eared dogs that don’t bite.” Not biting, it was believed, rendered them useless for police work. To be fair, at least some of the blame for the officers’ negative opinion of a bloodhound’s capabilities can, as with many of today’s misconceptions and head-scratching platitudes, fall on country music.

				George Jones started the lie. Kenny Rogers picked it up a few years later, and then, in a move that some say launched his career, Blake Shelton—now known for such hits as “I Drink,” “The More I Drink,” and “Kiss My Country Ass”—sang the lie all the way up to number fourteen on Billboard’s chart of Hot Country Songs. The song containing the lie in question is “Ol’ Red.” It tells the tale of a hound dog owned by the warden at a prison farm in Georgia that tracks down anyone foolish enough to try to escape.

				Granted the song is a fiction created by songwriters Bo Bohan, Don Goodman, and Mark Sherrill, yet it contains elements that our culture has assimilated as truth. It doesn’t help that many bloodhound handlers, with aspirations of helping the police, make the same mythical claims of their dogs’ smelling multiple-day-old trails. Even our pals across the pond believe the fantasy. The Times of London, reporting on two bloodhounds joining a UK police force—the first such police dogs in the kingdom in over sixty years—stated that the dogs “will be able to pick up a trail that is several days old and follow it for up to 24 hours.”

				Unsolved crimes, particularly sensational ones involving children, bring out of the woodwork armchair criminal profilers, psychics of every hue, and concerned citizens calling in false leads on creepy neighbors. Into the fray come bloodhound handlers claiming that their dogs could find Jimmy Hoffa if you just let them sniff the old teamster’s shoe.

				Time and again police officers have seen bold claims of a bloodhound’s skills come to nothing. Under such intense public scrutiny, it’s understandable that they refuse to integrate the overhyped floppy-eared dogs into their law enforcement teams. For JJ resistance took the form of doubt, ridicule, distrust, and jealousy. When he finally won over naysayers years later, JJ and his handler ran into something much worse: the crushing despair of failure amid high hopes.

				As with many child stars, unrealistic expectations eventually derail a rapid rise to lasting glory. However, unlike a young star whose talent fails to hold, the consequences of JJ’s coming up short had higher stakes, notably in the lost track of Brian David Mitchell, the man who abducted fourteen-year-old Elizabeth Smart from her Salt Lake City home, raped her, and held her captive for nine months. After she was found and reunited with her family, the FBI and SLCPD investigators interviewed Elizabeth about the day of the kidnapping. While she was being taken on foot to a remote camp in the mountains, Elizabeth says she heard a dog baying in the woods behind her. JJ was pulled off the track for several reasons, all of them rationally sound but tragically wrong. 

				Nevertheless, his proven abilities changed the landscape of how the region’s police departments deploy their resources to capture bad guys. JJ’s efforts in almost nine years of service to the greater Salt Lake City community resulted in the apprehension of nearly three hundred criminal suspects. More than just brute force and technology, good police work also contains elements of art and serendipity that can come only by way of talented humans and, when the conditions are right, through well-trained tracking dogs.*

				
					*	See Notes and Sources for “tracking” vs. “trailing.”

				

				While JJ, Utah’s first police bloodhound, had an extraordinary record that may be hard to replicate, we can see his greatest success in the ripple effects. At least eight police departments— with a total of sixteen working bloodhounds to date—directly attribute the upgrade of their K9 programs to JJ and his partner, Officer Michael Serio. This is their story, fleas and all.

			

		

	
		
			
				PART ONE

				ROOKIES AND PUPPIES

				

				

				You cannot run with the hare and hunt with the hounds.

				—Proverb
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				GENERAL CHARACTER

				The Bloodhound possesses, in a most marked degree, every point and characteristic of those dogs which hunt together by scent. He is very powerful, and stands over more ground than is usual with hounds of other breeds.

			

		

	
		
			
				November 2003

				“All units, be advised: Salt Lake County Sheriff’s Office is in pursuit of a homicide suspect in the neighborhood of 1700 South 400 East. They are requesting that City officers respond to the area to assist.”

				The dispatch came across all channels shortly before 1:00 a.m. Preceded by three long beeps, signaling an event in progress, it was sure to raise the pulse of any officer within a fifteen-minute radius of the location. Given Salt Lake City’s relatively small size, with a population of just under 190,000 and an urban layout on a grid plan, this meant most everyone working the graveyard shift that night. The city’s wide streets, the stuff of legend, date back to its origins in the mid-1800s. Brigham Young, the “Mormon Moses” who led his people on a westward exodus to settle finally on the banks of the Great Salt Lake—the closest thing to the Dead Sea anywhere else on earth—wanted streets wide enough that a wagon team could turn around without “resorting to profanity.”

				Officer Mike Serio, driving a half-ton Chevy Silverado truck with a turning radius not much better than a wagon team, heard the dispatch and headed toward the reported location. Not known for using expletives lightly, Serio resorted to profanity several times before the night ended. His police truck came specially equipped for K9 teams, with an eject button on the dash that released a cage door on the back of the truck. The patrol dog could “deploy dynamically” and catch a fleeing suspect on the run. JJ never rode in the back of the truck, though, and the idea of a bloodhound deploying dynamically was better to ponder than actually do. If he wasn’t sitting on the passenger seat getting double takes from other motorists and pedestrians, JJ was likely curled up on the rear bench seat, fast asleep. It caused no end of ribbing for Serio from his fellow officers when he showed up at a crime scene. 

				Lights blazing everywhere from a multitude of police, fire, and medical vehicles; radios squawking orders and updates; neighbors congregating on nearby lawns and peering from doorways, the scenes all had a well-practiced chaos with an energy all their own. Into the commotion Serio pulled up in his truck, emblazoned with “K9 Squad” in bright, bold letters on all sides. As often happened, he’d have to wake up his partner, who would gingerly emerge from the truck, yawn, and stretch in a series of ancient dog poses that have inspired countless yoga routines from Bangkok to Berkeley.

				Fortunately, on this night JJ was already awake and, if not yet eager, at least ready for action. Serio had taken JJ out to investigate a separate sighting of a possible suspect in a nearby neighborhood shortly after he learned that county officers had lost the vehicle they were pursuing. Ten minutes later Dispatch reported the homicide suspect’s vehicle found, but neither driver nor passenger were anywhere in sight. Serio didn’t go directly to the scene because he had heard that county K9 officers had their dogs out, and he wouldn’t tread on their turf unless they asked. He continued to work where he was, but JJ had no interest in the possible sighting. He was just out for a walk.

				“Hey, Mike,” called Serio’s boss, Sergeant Jon Richey, over the radio, “I’m down at the scene. Don’t worry about that sighting. Let’s get you down here to the car where we know these bad guys were.”

				Sergeant Richey, head of the Salt Lake City K9 Squad, had arrived at the scene of the abandoned vehicle and watched as two county K9 officers with their German shepherds attempted to pick up a track. Seeing that they weren’t having any luck, he approached them.

				“The car has been here ten, maybe fifteen, minutes,” Richey said. “They’re not going to be hiding in the next yard. If you want to get a good bead on these guys, put your dogs away, and wait for the bloodhound and Officer Serio to show up.”

				Trained to apprehend uncooperative suspects, German shepherds also sniff out narcotics, firearms, explosives, cadavers, and living humans. They excel at this last skill within a contained area such as a building or a neighborhood block. Some have tracked suspects beyond a contained block, but it’s not their specialty. But every handler believes that his dog is best. It’s a belief necessary for success, as if the dog requires the unwavering confidence to do its job, but that doesn’t always leave room for cooperation with other dog handlers. 

				Coming from anyone else, the county K9 officers might have responded to someone telling them to put up their dogs with the tight-wagon-turn equivalent of “Go fly a kite,” but they complied. Sergeant Richey had been training police dogs longer than anyone else in the Salt Lake Valley. He started many of the active dog programs. He had earned the respect they showed him. Although renowned as an expert with shepherds, his experience with bloodhounds consisted only of what he had seen with Serio and JJ. Others in the police K9 community resisted or doubted bloodhounds, but Richey’s philosophy about using four-legged animals to capture two-legged criminals was simple: “Whatever works. I don’t care if it’s a fucking pig.”   

				“Come on, JJ, this is a big one,” Serio said nervously to his partner on the drive over. “We’ve got to do good on this one.” Richey had put his neck out for them. Serio was relatively new to the K9 unit, and Richey as department head was newer still.

				Standing six-foot-two and weighing 210 pounds only if he happened to be wearing nine-inch platforms while carrying a fifty-pound bag of dog food over his shoulder, Serio was one of the shortest police officers on the force. JJ, on the other hand, was taller, longer, and a good ten pounds heavier than his fellow police dogs—though still on the lean side for bloodhounds. He combined regal and goofy in the same expression, and even the reticent couldn’t help but smile at his approach. Bystanders’ smiles often disappeared, however, when JJ’s affable greeting left thick, sticky strands of translucent drool everywhere.

				The county K9 officers watched Serio and JJ arrive, but they stood to the side. Richey gave Serio a determined look, his briefing all business. “That’s the suspect vehicle. It’s been here for about fifteen minutes. We have no idea which direction they went. It’s all yours.”

				Parked on the street with asphalt on one side and a concrete sidewalk on the other, the car wasn’t in the easiest spot to start a track. An ideal start is when a suspect gets out of a car and runs across a big grassy field, but that’s a rare luxury in the city. Concrete and pavement don’t hold odor as well as vegetation, but JJ had been well trained in this environment, so he wasn’t on unfamiliar ground.

				Serio began the short routine. He sat JJ down and double-checked his harness, leather with a padded chest plate and a D-ring on the center of his back where the leash is hooked. The idea is to minimize any directional influence on the dog when tracking. Once satisfied, Serio looked at JJ and asked, “Do you want to go to work?” JJ immediately bellowed, perhaps foreign at first hearing but instantly recognizable. Serio stuck JJ’s nose inside the car on the driver’s side and let him get a good whiff.

				It’s surprising how little time a trailing dog spends at the introduction of a scent. The movies depict this scene with a bit of exaggeration: A sequence of carefully choreographed camera angles shows the dog inhaling like a wine connoisseur while dramatic notes in the musical score drive the point home—the dog has picked up a scent. Once Serio directs JJ’s nose toward the driver’s seat and tells him to get to work, he’s on it for less than a second before whipping his head around to look for a track leaving the car. Using a fifteen-foot lead, Serio, not unlike a fly fisherman, casts JJ in different directions emanating from the car.

				JJ seemed to pick up something heading east behind a nearby house. Sergeant Richey, following ten to twenty feet behind so as not to get in the way, repeatedly asked, “Is this it? Is this it? You got it?”

				“Hang on,” Serio responded each time. “I don’t know yet.” 

				JJ followed the track across the street, turned the corner—and then stopped. It was if he was saying, “Nope, that’s not it.” Serio took him back to the car and checked westbound through the front yard of another house. No luck there, either. In hindsight Serio suspects that JJ was following the trails of the different officers and canines that initially searched the area. Even though JJ had been presented the inside of the suspect’s car as the scent to follow, it’s natural for the dog to inventory all the smells and where they lead until, in theory, he either matches the scent inside the car or picks up the track going farthest away from the scene.

				While JJ showed some interest in the first few tracks, he hadn’t signaled to Serio yet that he’d found what he wanted. On the next cast JJ sniffed a track slowly and methodically northbound across a paved driveway that led to a tall wooden fence between two houses. When he got to the fence, his tail started wagging; he jumped up and down a bit; and he put his front paws on the fence. Serio waited a minute, wanting to be sure. Sensing his master’s hesitation, JJ let out a really big bay. 

				That’s what Serio had been hoping for. He could finally answer Sergeant Richey’s repeated question. “I’m pretty sure they went over this fence.”

				Serio and JJ could navigate most fences they encountered by themselves, but this one, over six feet high, required some able-bodied assistance. Shepherds can make an assisted jump like this gracefully, but with ninety pounds of gangly bloodhound, it’s not pretty. Serio climbed the fence and waited on the other side. JJ put his paws up on the fence as high as he dared, about two feet shy of the top. Richey scooped up JJ’s hind legs and pushed his butt up and over. Serio caught him in a barely controlled collapse. 

				Once over the fence, his legs safely beneath him, JJ hooked into the track with gusto, baying left and right. Serio immediately got on his radio, a device strapped to his chest that required just the push of a button. “I’ve got a hot track headed north from the suspect vehicle to the next street.”

				In their patrol cars county and city officers began scouting the area a few blocks ahead of JJ’s location in the hope of either getting a visual on the suspects or, using their overhead lights as advertisement, scaring them to ground so that the canines could do what they do best. The longer a suspect stays on the move, the higher the chances of losing the track. 

				Officer Barry Larsen, another Salt Lake City K9 officer, had been waiting for Serio’s call back at the scene with Aldo, his five-year-old German shepherd. The city’s street patrol dogs would be used instead of the county’s because they were already familiar with working with a bloodhound. Larsen and Aldo caught up to the track in progress quickly, running anywhere from five to forty-five feet behind Serio and JJ as circumstances warranted. 

				A patrol dog follows closely behind for three primary reasons. Foremost is protection. There’s nothing stealthy about a baying bloodhound yanking his handler behind him. While actively tracking, both are exposed and, at least temporarily, defenseless against the potentially armed individuals they are chasing. The patrol dog team allows them to focus all their energies on finding and following the trail. Second is speed. If the suspect flushes, the patrol dog can catch him. Third is another nose. Sometimes the bloodhound focuses so much on the scent of one suspect that he might miss another suspect who splits off and hides in the bushes. JJ could blow right by someone hiding while following the trail of another person. If this happens, the patrol dog can pick up the scent of the guy in the bushes and lead to him. This is what happened that night—or so they thought.

				After navigating the fence and heading northbound to the next block, JJ followed a track that cut to the left along the sidewalk. He was baying and pulling hard, so Serio knew they were following a strong track in that direction. 

				“Hey,” Larsen called out behind them, “I’ve got something here.”

				Aldo picked up an air scent that led off the track that JJ had been following. Larsen knew his dog well, and Aldo, barking up a storm, was clearly alerting to something or someone beneath a camper trailer parked off the street in a large side yard. Serio stopped for a few seconds to look back, but JJ continued westbound, so they kept going, knowing that they could still be tracking the other suspect. 

				Richey peeled off with Larsen and Aldo to provide assistance. They saw a man lying beneath the camper and lit him up with flashlights.

				“Salt Lake City Police Department!” Larsen called out. “Show me your hands, show me your hands!”

				No hands.

				Larsen let his dog go, and before you could say, “That’s gonna hurt,” Aldo dashed under the camper and attached himself by the jaws to the man’s arm. Knowing the suspects were reported as armed and dangerous, Larsen and Aldo did what they were supposed to do when the man didn’t comply with a direct challenge. Unfortunately for everyone involved—especially the man under the trailer—he wasn’t one of the suspects. It took the officers a while to sort out that the man whom Aldo had bitten was homeless and happened to pick the underside of a camper as the best place to sleep for the night. By that time Serio and JJ were gone, alone and unprotected.

				JJ continued tracking west for another two blocks before doing a buttonhook to the left and dragging Serio into a narrow alley between two houses. Concerned about not having backup and heading into a dark yard at 1:30 in the morning on a track that probably led to at least one of the reportedly armed suspects, Serio got on the radio. “Hey, guys, I’m still on this track. Get me some help here.” 

				Behind the houses JJ’s head popped up, and he started doing the “Stevie Wonder,” the term that K9 handlers use when a scenting dog gets caught up in a cloud of a human’s air scent. JJ’s head was waving back and forth while he pranced left and right, sniffing the air. Serio knew that the suspect was close, that he had probably gone to ground and was hiding nearby. When an individual stays in one place, the scent coming off his body has time to build, pool in the air, and drift around, no longer leaving a linear trail. A dog has to work the edge of the scent cloud until he can isolate its origin. This is the most vulnerable time for both dog and handler because they don’t know where the suspect is hiding, but he knows exactly where they are.

				Serio drew his gun and frantically looked around, trying to spot the guy while still attempting to work JJ along the scent trail. Because it was too dark to see much, he dropped JJ’s leash and took out his flashlight, aiming it high and low in all directions. Too many places to hide. JJ swung to the right and ran to a three-foot chain-link fence enclosing the adjacent backyard. Baying to beat the band, JJ wanted over that fence. Serio lit up the area and noticed a boat on an unattached trailer. He also noticed someone underneath one of the wheel wells of the trailer.

				“Salt Lake City Police!” Serio yelled, aiming his gun at the man. “Let me see your hands. Get your fucking hands in the air right now!”

				Officer Randy Hunnewell arrived to provide much-needed backup. Then Larsen and Aldo came full speed into the backyard. JJ was baying; Aldo was barking; Serio, Hunnewell, and Larsen were issuing challenges and yelling at the guy to comply. Both Serio and Hunnewell had drawn their weapons on the suspect. With two hands Larsen was holding onto Aldo, still juiced from his previous bite and itching for another. Pumped with adrenaline, sensing the frenzied commotion from all the yelling, and frustrated at not being released, Aldo reached up between Serio’s legs and bit him on the inner thigh. 

				Serio was thankful that the police academy had trained him always to keep his trigger finger on the side of the gun until he had made a conscious decision to shoot. He also was thankful that Aldo didn’t give him a full bite, just “a slight, small puncture with some scraping.” But it still hurt like hell. 

				Outnumbered by at least twelve legs, the homicide suspect beneath the boat finally complied with the officers’ requests. They took him into custody without further incident. His partner was caught shortly after by a patrol officer driving a few blocks ahead of Serio’s location. 

				Drug possessions, stolen vehicles, burglaries, armed robberies, multiple counts of aggravated assault with a deadly weapon, and more—the arrested suspects were career criminals with a combined total of more than 20 arrests and 110 charges over the previous two decades. Odds are likely that they would have been caught somewhere down the line, after committing some other crime, but they would have escaped that night if not for a bloodhound’s unique gifts and his handler’s long bout to prove their worth.
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				TEMPERAMENT

				In temperament he is extremely affectionate, neither quarrelsome with companions nor with other dogs. His nature is somewhat shy, and equally sensitive to kindness or correction by his master.

			

		

	
		
			
				March 1997

				We enter the world led by the nose. Even before birth, a baby’s sense of smell is the means by which the amniotic surroundings are most acutely experienced, and once out of the womb, it is smell that allows an infant to distinguish his mother from an entire squadron of women passing him around. The nose’s reign is short-lived, however, as sight, sound, and touch quickly surpass it in the sensory rankings. Not wanting to be left alone at the bottom, however, smell so thoroughly intertwines itself with taste that it claims responsibility for up to 80 percent of the flavors we can discern. 

				As with any ability, the power of the nose varies from person to person, but even a champion Cyrano de Bergerac model pales in comparison to most noses in the animal kingdom. The disparity is markedly noted when considering the capacity of canines. Your average Joe Terrier can smell a scent well over a hundred times as keenly as a human, and top dog of them all, the bloodhound, has a nose a thousand times more sensitive than yours or mine. With our paltry sniffers it may be hard to conceive just what “a thousand times better” means, so a visual analogy may help. If a five-foot-five police officer represented the human nose, the nose of a bloodhound would tower more than a mile tall. A dog’s nose is a miraculous thing.

				Sired by Jed’s Ole Duke and mothered by Ellie Mae’s Duchess, JJ descended from royalty in name only. Born in the rural flatlands of Missouri, he and his nine siblings soon went off to the big city surrounded by Utah’s Wasatch Mountains. First, JJ’s five sisters found homes with other families. A man who wanted a bloodhound for hunting mountain lions snapped up his brother, the biggest of the litter, but that didn’t worry JJ. He was happy to stay with his remaining three brothers. But then JJ was picked next. Only he had a big white spot of fur on his chest, and he had beautiful eyes rimmed with markings that looked like eyeliner flawlessly applied. But it was his nose that did it. He kept wandering off from the rest of the pups, smelling all the good smells and finding where they led. Serio and his girlfriend, Lisa, intrigued, took note. The next thing JJ knew, he was in their car, being taken away. He let out a bay that, unbeknownst to all, soon became his signature and howled the entire trip home.

				Eight weeks old, ten pounds of wrinkled skin and soft fur, JJ had a face that any mother could love—but only a select few would want in their home. In the category of best pets recommended for families, bloodhounds don’t make the list. Although good-natured and gentle to a fault—tolerating all manner of abuse from children—bloodhounds are large and powerful dogs that are slow to mature, slow to obey, and quick to chew and swallow things that make emergency trips to the veterinarian a common excursion. 

				Then there’s the drool.

				Even the most ardent dog lovers have a hard time dealing with the never-ending stream of slobber that coats everything within reach and frequently appears in higher places, as thick globules shoot from the chops at the shake of the head.

				Serio, however, didn’t know all this at the time—or at least not the full extent of what he was in for. Like a conscientious parent, Serio had read all he could find on proper bloodhound care and nutrition; he meticulously chose doctors and potential caregivers; and he devoted significant resources and energy to puppy-proofing his house to keep young JJ out of harm’s way. He failed, however, as many criminals also failed to do in the years to come, to fully appreciate JJ’s tenacity—his innate drive to seek and find.
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						JJ was the only puppy in the litter that had a big white spot of fur on his chest. He also had beautiful black-rimmed eyes, but it was his nose that did it.

						Photograph courtesy of Mike and Lisa Serio

					

				

				In the first few weeks after they got him, Serio and Lisa tried to arrange their schedules so that at least one of them was with JJ all the time, but that wasn’t always possible. They positioned JJ’s sleeping crate so that he could exit through the doggy door directly into a long fenced-in kennel in the backyard. It was a perfect setup . . . for about a week. Serio and Lisa came home one day to find their house a little messier than usual. The pantry door in the kitchen was wide open, and the place had a sense of clumsy disorder. It didn’t require a detective to determine that JJ had gotten out of his crate, but he wasn’t any longer inside the house. Serio found his puppy in the backyard. 

				Happy to see him and blithely untouched by guilt, JJ rushed over with his usual full-body wag. But the greeting seemed to require additional effort. His stomach was huge! Serio ran his hand along JJ’s side and belly and could feel small, hard bumps. There wasn’t a cushy spot in his solid-as-a-rock stomach. Serio first thought that JJ had somehow swallowed river rocks from the yard. Then he found the remnants of a twenty-five-pound bag of Hill’s Prescription Diet t/d Canine Bites. Specifically designed, the dense chicken-nugget-sized dog treats reduce tartar buildup and bad breath and scrub away plaque. 

				JJ’s breath smelled great, but Serio worried about bloat. Bloodhounds are particularly susceptible to the dangerous condition technically known as gastric dilatation-volvulus. Often triggered by wolfing down food or overeating, something goes wrong during digestion. Gases build in the stomach so fast that the stomach itself stretches dangerously, cutting off blood circulation. The stomach can also twist and turn, trapping the gas inside. Untreated, bloat can quickly lead to cardiac arrest and death.

				Serio rushed JJ to the Willow Creek Veterinary Center. The X-ray of JJ’s stomach resembled what an X-ray of an unopened twenty-five-pound bag of dog treats must look like. At least 90 percent of the treats still in JJ’s stomach were fully intact. The puppy had swallowed them whole. The vet said that bloat wasn’t common in puppies and recommended that Serio wait and see. Serio waited and saw. JJ pooped pile after pile of nuggets, mostly undigested, for the next two days.
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						Day 1—Serio brings JJ home as an 8-week-old puppy.

						Photograph courtesy of Mike and Lisa Serio

					

				

				He didn’t need it that time, but Serio learned early with JJ to carry hydrogen peroxide with him wherever they went. Not to be used lightly—only with 3 percent peroxide and only upon veterinarian recommendation—it can literally be a lifesaver: The dog truly empties his entire stomach. Serio remembers all seven times with JJ, often in Technicolor detail.

				But the puppy soon discovered a favorite activity. He jumped on top of Lisa, distracted her with slobbery kisses, grabbed her hair scrunchy, and ran. Fast and nimble though he was, he eventually got caught and had to give up his prize. Combining both crafty intelligence and colossal stupidity, JJ quickly learned that the only way to keep his treasure was to swallow it. JJ applied this logic to pantyhose, wild mushrooms, an empty beer can used to capture grease drippings from the grill, telephone wires, a coaxial cable for the TV, the wire harness for an air conditioning unit, and a flytrap with thousands of dead flies, along with the rancid hamburger meat used to attract them. It wasn’t pretty.

				

				• • •

				

				The loyal and lovable Labrador retriever is America’s top dog in terms of sheer numbers and—hard to argue—fame. The German shepherd bounds close on the Labrador’s haunches in both categories. Terriers, beagles, bulldogs, boxers, dachshunds, and poodles, breeds both ubiquitous and well known, also top the list. Bloodhounds, however, are that goofy kid in high school whom everybody knows but who rarely gets invited to parties. The American Kennel Club keeps tabs on who’s hot and who’s not, maintaining a registry of 167 dog breeds officially recognized as purebred. The bloodhound ranks forty-third. Not too shabby, you might think . . . until you realize that numbers 44 through 167 are largely populated by such breeds as Spinoni Italiani, vendéens, pulik, and Beaucerons—names that look like exotic dishes on the menu at that snazzy new restaurant downtown. More popular than the bloodhound, we find vizslas, Leonbergers (“I’ll have that medium rare with a side of fries, please”), Havanese, and, if you can believe it, bichon frises.

				The curious combination of rarity and identifiability means that bloodhounds can empathize with celebrities. They draw attention. People flocked to JJ, invariably laughed, said something about his ears, and then asked Serio a series of questions. 

				“Why?” was easy enough to answer but probably took the longest to explain. Serio had decided on a bloodhound because of Jessie, his college roommate’s dog. Rescued from the pound, Jessie was a hound mix that Serio had helped raise from puppyhood. Serio remembers seeing Jessie looking down at him—head poked through the railings of the stairs leading to the loft in their apartment—gravity pulling her ears down low and accentuating the folds of her face and jowls. Years later, when he was looking for a dog of his own, he wanted to find one just like Jessie, but he could only guess at the percentage and particular breed of hound in her bloodline. He decided to go to the source: the bloodhound.

				The origins of a particular dog breed are difficult to pin down—that is, unless you go back far enough. Given the sheer variety of dogs in the world today, from a fully grown 5-pound Chihuahua that looks nervous just to be alive to a 250-pound English mastiff that wonders what the worry is all about, it’s incredible to realize that all of them come from the same stock, the wolf. While the DNA evidence linking all dogs to the wolf is universally accepted, conjectures abound as to the different journeys they took from there. 

				For the bloodhound, regarded as the oldest of the hounds, we go back to Belgium at the turn of the first millennium. We revere monks for their spiritual devotion, low-maintenance wardrobes, brew-making skills, and even pea analysis, but they are less well known for their dog breeding. Bloodhounds have the Abbey of Saint-Hubert in southern Belgium to thank for their existence. 

				A couple of centuries after they perfected the breed, sometime around the year AD 1200, the Saint-Hubert monks began sending pairs of bloodhounds, by then called Saint-Hubert hounds, to the king of France annually—not to slobber on him, as perhaps more than one Frenchman has guessed, but as a gift. The gift wasn’t always well received. King Charles IX, a young man not accustomed to keeping negative opinions to himself, snarked that, as hunting dogs, “the St. Hubert’s are more suitable for a man with gout to follow, but not for those who wish to shorten the life of the hunted animal.” Nevertheless, the gifts of the hounds from Saint-Hubert continued at least until 1789, when the French Revolution saw to it that there were no longer any ungrateful French monarchs to receive them. By that time, however, the bloodhound had established its place in Britain.

				While the British also used the bloodhound for hunting animals—they were typically kept on a leash to find the deer or boar before other dogs went in for the kill—they are the first reported to use bloodhounds to track humans. Sleuth hounds, as bloodhounds were often called in medieval England, are said to have been used by the English to follow such high-value targets as the king of Scotland himself, Robert the Bruce, and the wily William Wallace, later made even wilier by Mel Gibson in blue face paint. 

				From Robert Boyle, the seventeenth-century English scientist, we get the first written account of a bloodhound’s trailing abilities. Boyle described with astonishment a bloodhound demonstration in which a dog followed a hired man’s scent trail for seven miles—the last of it through a heavily populated market town—directly to the man in the upper room of a house. Despite Boyle’s enthusiastic account, the use of the bloodhound in England markedly diminished with the extinction of the wild boar, a decline in deer hunting, and increased rural-to-urban migration in the 1800s. 

				The bloodhound lineage, having successfully survived its continental decline, once again needed a new home in which to thrive. Bloodhounds caught a ride on the European immigration wave of the mid-nineteenth century and started to make a name for themselves in the New World. 

				Harriet Beecher Stowe’s antislavery novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, appeared in 1852. The second best-selling book of its century, following only the Bible, it takes credit for fueling the abolitionist cause and helping to lay the groundwork for the Civil War. Many decades later, when the age of cinema dawned, it was the most filmed story of the silent film era, with at least nine known adaptations between 1903 and 1927. The story certainly had an impact, including, for our purposes, what it did to the reputation of bloodhounds.

				Stowe carries the brunt of the blame from many self-professed bloodhound historians, but in her defense she never names the breed once in her novel. She only refers to the four-legged beasts that she so thoroughly villainizes as “dogs,” as in the following scene where the slave catcher, Loker, and some men are talking about Eliza, the slave who has recently fled with her infant son:

				

				“I s’pose you’ve got good dogs,” said Haley.

				“First rate,” said Marks. “But what’s the use? You han’t got nothin’ o’ hers to smell on.”

				“Yes, I have,” said Haley triumphantly. “Here’s her shawl she left on the bed in her hurry; she left her bonnet, too.”

				“That ar’s lucky,” said Loker; “fork over.”

				“Though the dogs might damage the gal, if they come on her unawares,” said Haley.

				“That ar’s a consideration,” said Marks. “Our dogs tore a feller half to pieces, once down in Mobile, ’fore we could get ’em off.”

				

				Whether Stowe had bloodhounds in mind when she wrote the book is anyone’s guess, although later in the story the dogs have a “hoarse, savage bay” when trailing two other runaway slaves, so you could make the argument. What is certain is that those who produced stage performances and films of Uncle Tom’s Cabin used bloodhounds to play the dogs. The widespread popularity of the story in its various forms firmly imprinted the image of viciousness upon the bloodhound name for many years to follow. 

				Movies such as I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang (1932) starring Paul Muni, The Defiant Ones (1958) with Tony Curtis and Sidney Poitier, and Cool Hand Luke (1967) featuring Paul Newman in an Academy Award–nominated role all depict bloodhounds as aggressive dogs chasing prison escapees fleeing for their lives. Mickey Mouse’s dog, Pluto, provided a foil to the bloodthirsty reputation of the breed throughout the 1930s, ’40s, and ’50s, but his jowls were drawn too short and ears too thin to connect him immediately with a real bloodhound in the minds of many viewers. Duke, the Clampetts’ family dog in The Beverly Hillbillies (1962–71), took a bite out of the bestial reputation of the bloodhound, but perhaps he took it too far, portrayed as incurably lazy. 

				Despite the wide-ranging portrayals of the temperament of the breed over the last century and a half, the one characteristic in common among them all is the bloodhound’s unmatched sense of smell. It remains the dog of choice when hunting humans.
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