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PREFACE
 

In life thefirmestfriend,
Thefirst to welcome, foremost to defend,
Whose honest heartis still his master’s own

Wholabors, fights, lives, breathesfor him alone.

—Noet Gorvon, Lorp Byron

Ax AMERICAN ARMY PATROL MOVED SLOWLY, KNOWING AN
ambush could strike at any moment. Astheir bodies tensed
with anticipation, the young infantrymen remained confident;
a handler and his German shepherdled the men on a narrow
path through the jungle. Suddenly the dog stopped, his ears
perked up, and the hair bristled along his back. The handler
motioned for everyoneto drop. As the soldiers dove for cover,
the crack ofa single shot rang out, splitting the stillness of the
air. A lone bullet tore through muscle and bone as the dog
crumpled to the ground. The soldier dropped to his knees and
cradled the dog, and he could see the shepherd’s eyes were
wide with fear, not understanding the reason for this punish-
ment. A momentlater the dog stopped breathing anddied.

The infantrymen concentrated their firepower toward the
direction in which the dog had previously pointed. From a
tree, an enemysniper tumbledinto the underbrush. Carefully
withdrawing to their own lines, the patrol returned, with the
handler carrying the bloodied body of the German shepherd.

This scene andsimilar ones have repeatedly taken place—
on Pacific islands, in Korea, and in Vietnam—hundreds of
times since World War I. Over thirty thousand dogs have
served in the U.S. military, thrust into harm’s way and respon-
sible for saving thousands of American lives. Throughouthis-
tory, dogs have been employed effectively for sentry and
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PREFACE

scouting duty, finding boobytraps, and locating wounded and

lost soldiers. Their only reward was merely praise for doing a

good job. Having fought alongside humankindinbattle, these

dogs are the forgotten veterans. —
WhenI first heard about dogs in combat, I immediately

thought of sentry dogs—a stereotypical scene of a handler and

dog walking along a fence at some remote backwater military

post. It took a while, but I soon realized that the military en-

listed the help of dogs for a variety of important roles. The
more I tried to learn, the morefrustrated I became. Bits and

pieces of information lingered aboutas scant line or two em-
bedded within a military history book or an occasional maga-
zine article. I wondered why nothing was ever written about
the subject. Of course several books had been written years

ago, but nothing of merit since 1955.
Throughout my research I’ve discovered many books

about every imaginable military subject, yet the contributions

of military canines remain obscure and intangible. There are

several reasons whythis is so. The macho military establish-

ment will acknowledge, even pontificate on, the weapons of
war in both their destructive capacity and how they saved
American lives, won a battle, or brought wars to an end. Just
look at the recent fawning over the flawed Patriot missile sys-

tem during Operation Desert Storm. For the upper echelon of
the armedforces to attribute such success andsophistication to
a lowly four-legged animal is a slap in the face to military tradi-
tion—except that in reality it is not. Men who enter combat
with an animal share a unique experience, andit is not one to
be taken lightly. Military working dogs are unlike anything
else in America’s arsenal, and the armed services make the

mistake of associating them with military hardware. Until dogs
achieve a unique status and are properly recognizedas living,
thinking creatures, the U.S. military dog program, although
successful, will never reachits full potential.

Animal rights proponents will argue that the use of dogs
by the military establishment is nothing more than exploita-
tion. To use dogs in combatis just another form of cruelty
inflicted upon animals whodonotstart the wars that they par-
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PREFACE

ticipate in. Using this argument, a soldier does not create the
conflict that he is engaged in—warsare invariably begun bythe
noncombatants and fought by the young, whoretain their
youth only as a date on the calendar. When dogsgaveuptheir
wild existence ages ago and forged an unparalleled bond with
humans, their use as a military instrument was cast, creating a
tradition spanning thousandsofyears.

The United States has not employed, and I do notbelieve
it ever will employ, dogs as an offensive weapon of war. A
halfhearted attemptto train assault dogs to attackJapanese po-
sitions during World War II failed. This program ended with
the determination that dogs could not replace infantrymen,
tanks, aircraft, and rockets. Even those charged with develop-
ing the program expressed a resentment at the effort.
Indirectly this may have contributed to the failure of the ex-
periment.

The Soviet Union, Israel, and perhaps other countries
have trained dogs as expendable offensive weapons in the
twentieth century, andit is naive to believe that a few military
researchers within the United States did not explore this possi-
bility. In 1944, for example, one American concept had dogs
carrying explosives into enemy-held caves and bunkers.
Another suggestion, which surfaced during the nuclear prolif-
eration of the 1950s, was the idea of dogs carrying small tactical
nuclear devices.’ Today that may seem absurd, but military
planners were charged with the defense of our country. Andal-
though these ideas were never adopted, they were seriously
considered.

During World War II, the Russians exploited an inge-
nious way to destroy enemytanks by attaching explosives to
dogs to be sent out on suicide missions—a practice carried on
to this day.? This is not only abhorrent behavior but defies the
relationship that bonds dogs and humankind throughout
recorded history. Besides, it is doubtful the American people
would ever tolerate such behavior (even during times of war)
within our own government(assuming, of course, that such in-
formation became public). Ironically, throughout my research
for this book I found no reference that theJapanese employed
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PREFACE

dogs as suicide weapons—obviously theJapanese exempted ca-
nines from the Bushido warrior code of the Samurai.

Until recently the navy trained dolphins as couriers for
explosives and reconnaissance. Once the media got wind of
this activity and enlightened the public, animal rights groups
quickly denounced the program.’ Anotherbizarre effort dur-
ing World War II involved army technicians attaching incen-
diary explosives to the bodies of bats. No effort was deemed
unworthy if it could shorten the war.*

In basic principle, American soldiers often elevated the
status of dogs to their lot in times of combat. During World
War II, the compilation of casualties after an engagement
sometimeslisted the dogs as woundedorkilled alongside the
soldiers—although this was expressly forbidden by army regu-
lations. Many reports used words such as courage and devotion
to explain a dog’s behavior and actions in battle. These words
are most often expressed among humansand not within the
animal world. This elevation of the dog’s status in the military
ranks showed that the men responsible for handling them
treated their dogs with respect and proper care. Some cases of
abuse have occurred within the military, and a constantvigil
needs to be mountedto ensure that a dog hasbasic rights and
is treated with the samerespect as any soldier, male or female,
in the performanceofhis or her duty.

The use of military dogs varies as much as warfareitself,
from the muddy, barbed-wire trenches of World War I, with
its deadly mustard and phosgenegases, to the steamingtriple-
canopyjungles of Southeast Asia. Ultimately, it is the charac-
ter of the conflict that dictates the role of the war dog.

This book does not glorify combat. I hope it creates an
awarenessof the contribution dogs have made,their sacrifices
and devotion, in saving thousands of American soldiers. The
bookis arranged chronologically. Often the unique capabili-
ties of the war dogs and their handlers within the various
branchesof service overlap within a given time frame, so each
subject is focused on independently when appropriate. Forin-
stance, search-and-rescue operationstaking place throughout
the years of World War II are dealt with under a separate sub-
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PREFACE

heading. The military uses its own jargon and acronyms,
which can be confusing within its own ranks. For that reason,
I’ve attempted to keep the use of military terminology to a
minimum. The unique aspect of dogs in a military environ-
ment also meansthe use of veterinary and medical terms, but
most of these words are explained within thetext.

Military records can be accurate and expressive, yet frus-
trating, and more often than not simply piecesof ajigsaw puz-
zle that need to be assembled bythe researcher. This problem
surfaces when you attempt to figure out with any accuracy
how many Americans owetheir lives to dogs. Summaries of
confrontations with the enemy, called after-action reports,
often contain the phrases “the saving of many lives” or “pre-
vented numerouscasualties.” These words,or similar ones, ap-
pear repeatedly from World War

I

to Vietnam.If a scout dog
locates a cache of enemy weapons, who could possibly esti-
mate how manyfuture deathsor casualties this timely interdic-
tion prevented? No branchof the military has ever reviewed
and analyzed the effectiveness of war dogs andtheir impact in
a major engagementin this regard.

There are several reasons why the “modern” military and
dog breeders undercontract to the government do not wantto
call attention to the use of dogs in combat, no matter how suc-
cessful they are. Foremost, military working dogs are consid-
ered equipment, no different from a shell casing or a rifle.
Oncein service to their country, they remain so forever, until
they are unable to carry out their job. Unlike aircraft and
ships, dogs are no longer sold surplus, nor are theyretired;
they are terminated as humanely as possible. During their mil-
itary duty, dogs receive the best of care and treatment, but do
not share the longevity of their civilian counterparts. As de-
tailed in later chapters, war dogs have been successfully re-
turned to civilians, achieving a quality of life that they richly
deserve. Military working dogs have always been and con-
tinue to be an asset to the defense of the United States. Our
military dog program needs to be examined andplacedinto
historical perspective, not only for ourselvesbut also as a trib-
ute to our four-legged companions.
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PREFACE

Historians often record conflicts on the large scale: the
equipmentused, and the machines of conquest. Lostin thesta-
tistics, maps, and plans that accompanya battle is the individ-
ual. This is one reason why the accomplishments of man and
dog, working together, lie scattered in archives or are never
even recorded. Even without written records of their deeds we
should not forget that, for the common soldier, whether

human orcanine, war is often simply a matter of survival as
each day unfolds on thefields of war.

High-tech wizardry may have changedthe look of today’s
battlefield, but one thing will never change—the need for early
detection of the enemy. For thousands of years, dogs have
been in front of men engagedin battle. Military tradition dic-
tates and demandsthatthey will always be “Forever Forward.”

There are many people whohavedirectly and indirectly
helped with this project. Sincere thanks to my good friend
SFCJesse Mendez(ret.), whose experience as a scout dog in-
structor, ARVN adviser, and staunch champion of military
working dogs I found to be invaluable. His continued support
helped me immensely.

Among the many handlers I have met, I am1 grateful to
those who shared their unique experiences with me,in partic-
ular David ArmstrongJr., Charlie Cargo, John Dupla, Robert
Himrod, James Kelley, Randy Kimler, Robert Kollar, John

Langley, John Lyon, Paul Morgan, Leroy Marsh, Bobby
Railey, John Risse, James L. E. Roy, Daniel Warden, Joseph
White, Richard “Zeke” Zika, and all the members of the
Vietnam Dog Handler Association.

Manyother people helped to contribute information and
offered continued support. Colonel William H. H. Clark (ret.),
author of The History ofthe United States Army Veterinary Corps in
Vietnam, shared a wealth of information. Dr. William W.

Putney helped me piece together the World War II Marine
war dogstory and providedinformation that just doesn’t exist
in the official records. Mary Thurston, writer and animal histo-
rian, shared information, photographs, her wit, and inspira-

tion. I would be amiss without mentioning Sally Coup, Doris
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Flood, James Flurchick, Gordon Greene and his wonderful
book, A Star for Buster, Dr. Howard Hayes, and Col. Norman
Vaughan (ret.). In the course of my research I have encoun-
tered many government employees, some of whom deserve
special mention, especially Susan Francis at the National
Archivesin Suitland, Maryland, and Luthor Hanson at United
States Army Quartermaster Museum.

Last butnotleast, a big thank-you to my wife, Susan, who
helped makeit all possible.

XU



 

WAR DOGS



 

ORIGINS OF THE MODERN MILITARY

WokrkING Doc

A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

It’s only natural that dogs would accompany people into bat-
tle. The bonding between humansandcaninescan be traced
to prehistoric times. Exhumedprehistoric fossilized remains
include the bones of a dog alongside those of a cave dweller.
There is no written record, but pictographs displayed on the
walls of caves show the dogas part of the community as primi-
tive people engaged them as a useful tool in the daily quest of
foodfor their survival. No other domesticated animal in history
has had the same impact upon humankind as Canis jamiliaris.
Throughout recorded history, dogs have shared our triumphs,
defeats, starvation, good times, and bad. From the earliest
beginnings, the dogis one animal that truly exemplifies the
devotion and bond between humansandthe animal world.
This early interaction and animal domestication led to a
canine population exceedingfifty million in the United States
today.

Atfirst, the constant quest for food formed this bond. This
changed as tribes warred for territory or food. Armies
emerged and canines became a standard componentof mili-
tary establishments around the world in both active and pas-
sive roles. The earliest known battle dog was a mastiff type
from Tibet that was domesticated during the Stone Age.
Persians, Greeks, Assyrians, and Babylonians all recognized
the tactical advantage of war dogs and deployed them in great
numbers as forward attacking elements.

/



WAR DOGS

As war animals, their use is well recorded during a battle

between the Greeks and Corinthians. The Corinthians ele-

vated dogs above the basic tools of war by honoring them as

heroes, a practice that continued often and in manydifferent

parts of the world to the present day. One engagement during

the Peloponnesian War (431-404 3.c.) epitomizes not only

their devotion and deployment, but their successesas well.

The Corinthians also used dogs for purposes of defence, and

the citadel of Corinth had a guard offifty placed in boxes by the

seashore. Taking advantageofa dark night, the Greeks with whom

they were at war disembarked on the coast. The garrison were

asleep after an orgy, the dogs alone kept watch and thefifty pickets

fell on the enemylike lions; all but one were casualties. Sorter, sole

survivor, retiring from the conflict, fled to town to give warning

and roused the drunken soldiers, who cameforth to battle. To him

alone were the honors of victory, and the grateful town presented

to him a collar with the inscription, “Sorter, Defender and Savior

of Corinth,” and erected a monumentengraved with his name and

those of the forty-nine heroes whofell.'

During the battle of Versella, women led hordes of war

dogs against the Romans. This delayed an eventual Roman

victory for many hours. After several such encounters, the
Romans adopted war dogs for their own use. Military com-
manders sent complements of attack dogs, encased in body
armorand razor-sharp spikes, to harass and disrupt enemyfor-
mations. The dogs, bred to ferocity, added another strategic
componentto an offensive and defensive posture. Plutarch, a
Greek biographer, and Pliny the Elder, the Roman naturalist
and writer, often recorded the deeds of these fierce dogs in
their writings during the first century and stated that the ani-
mals would not even cower in front of men armed with

swords.
In the fifth century, Attila the Hun understood the advan-

tage of traveling with dogs and journeyed with four-legged
sentinels in his conquest of Europe. As with knights and horses
during the Middle Ages, canine armor developed, encasing
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ORIGINS OF THE MODERN MILITARY WORKING DOG

the dogs in battle plates and chains. Indians of North America
also employed dogs for both sentry and pack purposes. The
Italians and Bulgarians developedtheir sentry dogs during bat-
tles in Tripoli and the Balkans.

The Italian naturalist Aldrovandus, born in 1522, wrote of
the developmentof sentry and war dogs. With minor excep-
tions, Aldrovandus’s writings are similar to an air force manual
describing the training of a vicious sentry dog more than four
hundred yearslater. He wrote:

Those dogs that defend mankindin the course of private, and
also public conflicts, are called, in Greek, Symmachi, orallies, and
Somatophylakes, or bodyguards. Our authors consider that this
kind of dogonlydiffers from the dog which we have just described
(the farm and sheep dog) in the matters of training and teaching.
The war dog, according to what is laid down by Blondus, would be
a terrifying aspect and look as though he was just going to fight,
and be an enemy to everybody but his master; so much that he
will not allow himself to be stroked even by those he knows best,
but threatens everybody alike with the fulminations ofhis teeth,
and always looks at everybody as though he was burning with
anger, and glares around in every direction with a hostile glance.
This dog oughtto betrained up to fight from the earliest years.
Accordingly some man orotheris fitted out with a coat of thick
skin, which the dogs will not be able to bite through, as a sort of
dummy; the dog is then spurred upon this man, upon which the
man in the skin runs away and then allows himself to be caught
and,falling on the groundin frontof the dog,to be bitten.’

In 1695,the British obtained one hundred savage dogs in
Havana, Cuba, and transported them to Jamaica. Here they
participated in the Maroon War, a guerrilla action fought by
renegade African slaves. During the Spanish Morocco War,
dogs surfaced as tactical decoys. The Riffs camouflaged the
animals in their garments, sending them to run along the front
lines. In the limited visibility of blowing sand and haze, they
drew fire from the Spanish, who in turn revealed their gun
positions.



 

WAR DOGS

Warfare changed with the development of gunpowder

and more powerful and mobile weapons. Thetactical military

use of dogs needed to evolve as well. So dogs, employed as

active combatants in the past, had their role shifted to auxil-

iary supportfor soldiers in the field. Keen commandersstill

recognizedtheir value and usefulness for a variety ofactivities.

In 1798, Napoleon Bonaparte capitalized on the superior

senses of dogs by chaining them to the walls surrounding

Alexandria, Egypt. These sentinels provided an early warning

system not unlike the modern sentry dog. They also proved a

delaying tactic for any expected attackers, with their ferocity

forcing the enemyto give them with a wide berth. A year later

Napoleon wrote to General Marmont before the Battle of

Aboukir, stating, “You should have a large quantity of dogs

which can be madeuseofby posting them in frontof your for-

tifications.”
Napoleon understood not only how dogs could be em-

ployed effectively in battle but the impact they have on the

human spirit. During his final years in exile he wrote of an

incident that took place during the inspection of a battlefield at

the end of an Italian campaign. A dogsat alongside the body

ofhis master, groaning andlicking the handof the corpse. The

dog would then spring up andtry to bring the emperorto the

fallen soldier, either for recognition of his slain master or some

pitiful attempt to revive him. The scene emotionally capti-

vated Napoleon so muchthat he wouldlater write:

Perhapsit was thespirit of the time andtheplacethat affected

me. But I assure you no occurrence of any of my otherbattlefields

impressed me so keenly. I halted on mytour to gaze onthe specta-

cle, and to reflect on its meaning.

This soldier, I realized, must have had friends at home and in

his regiment; yet he lay there deserted by all except his dog. ... I

had looked on, unmoved, at battles which decided the future of

nations. Tearless, I had given orders which brought death to thou-

sands.
Yet, here I was stirred, profoundly stirred, stirred to tears.

And by what? By the grief of one dog. I am certain that at that
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ORIGINS OF THE MODERN MILITARY WORKING DOG

instant I felt more ready than at any other time to show mercy
toward a suppliant foeman. I could understandjust then the tinge
of mercy which led Achilles to yield the corpse of his enemy,
Hector, to the weeping Priam.

Continued mechanization of warfare did not see any
decrease in the use of dogs. Ultimately, man dictated how
dogs were to be used in battles, the animal world having no
warsto be fought. As man becameawareofthe dog’s intellec-
tual capability andhis training techniques improved,the effec-
tiveness of the canine in several different military roles
became apparent. By far, the European countries showed a
keener interest in developing and expanding upon the dog’s
role in warfare. This can best beattributed to the great number
of working dogs employed within the civilian sector in
Europe, most notably as draft animals pulling milk or food
carts. The role of the dog in European society is in stark con-
trast to that in the emerging young country called the United
States.

EARLY AMERICAN IDEAS

Well before the arrival of settlers to North America, Native
Americans used dogs for both sentry and pack duty. Indians
felt comfortable having their larger dogs carry packs that
weighed upwardsof sixty pounds. Some animals were further
trained to stop and howlif an item slipped from their backs
during a march. The dogsalso provided a rudimentary sentry
service during the night, as a perimeter defense for a sleeping
encampment. Their versatility did not stop there; larger dogs
assumed the role of draft animal, harnessed to a two-pole
wooden framecalled a éravois. The travois could carry supplies
or, by harnessing two dogs in tandem, could pull someone
who was sick or injured. These canines could be considered
America’s first war dogs, although they never participated in
any known offensive roles. That distinction would beleft for
dogs that came with the white settlers colonizing North
America.
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Early American colonists also relied on dogs, mostly on

farmsfor herding, and of course for hunting and family protec-

tion. The very first law pertaining to dogs, enacted in 1706, was

motivated by military reasons.‘ Yet it would be up to one of

the Founding Fathers to introduce the concept of using dogs

for military work in an active capacity. Benjamin Franklin,

diplomat, philosopher, and printer, helped to organize the

Pennsylvania militia against Indian raids. Franklin first sug-

gested the use of scout and attack dogs in 1755 in

a

letter,stat-

ing:

Dogs should be used against the Indians. They should be

large, strong andfierce; and every dog ledin slip string, to pre-

venttheir tiring themselves by running outand in, and discovering

the party by barking at squirrels, etc. Only when the party comes

near thick woods and suspiciousplaces they should turn out a dog

or two to search them.In case of meeting a party of the enemy,the

dogs are all then to be turnedloose andset on. They will be fresher

and finer for having been previously confined and will confound

the enemy a good deal and be very serviceable. This was the

Spanish methodof guarding their marches.’

Franklin, an intellectual and not generally knownas a mil-

itary tactician, probably respected the use of dogs by Cortés in

his brutal rout of natives in Mexico. There the Spaniards

released large contingents of savage greyhoundsto chase the

Indians and then attack them asthey tired. In any event, no

one acted on Franklin’s suggestions.
John Penn, the grandson of William Penn, who founded

Pennsylvania, and lieutenant governorof the colony from 1763

to 1771, also suggested employing war dogs. OnJune 28, 1764,

Penn wrote a letter to Pay Master and Commissioner of

MastersJames Young,stating: “You will acquaint the Captains

that every Soldier will be allowed three Shillings per month
who brings with him a strong Dogthat shall be judged proper
to be employed in discovering and pursuing the Savages.Itis

recommended to them to procure as many as they can, not

6
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exceeding 10 per company; Each dogis to be kept tied and led
by his owner.”®

Several other proposals surfaced during the American
Revolution, but once again with no action taken. William
McClay of the Pennsylvania Supreme Executive Council
sought to rout the Indiansallied with the British and put forth
his ideas in

a

letter in 1779, stating: “I have sustained some
Ridicule for a Scheme which I have long recommended,Vis.,
that of hunting the Scalping Parties with Horseman and
Dogs. The imminent Services which Dogs have rendered to
our people in somelate instances, seems to open People’s
Eyes to a Methodofthis kind. We know that Dogswill follow
them, that they will discover them, when hunted on by their
Masters.”’

McClay further stated that objections could be raised
because they did not possess the “proper” dogs. But like others
who followed him, he raised the question: “could not such a
Thing be tryed?” There is no doubt that the concept was
attempted, unofficially of course. Enlightened soldiers and offi-
cers would use their own personal dogs, knowing quite well
their limitations and advantages in a given situation.

It is difficult to understand why the American military did
not employ dogs, since there was little risk involved and the
expenditure would be small to maintain them. Unlike Europe,
colonial America had no long-term tradition with military
dogs, relying instead on patriotic individuals armed with flint-
locks. Also, Americans never really adopted dogs as draft ani-
mals, as the Europeansdid. In retrospect, the individuality and
self-reliance of these early colonists was probably a contribut-
ing factor. Throughout American history, success on the bat-
tlefield is seldom shared with the animals involved, whether
they be dogs, horses, mules, or pigeons.

During the Civil War, some instances of messenger dogs
are recorded. These attempts were morean individual effort of
soldiers who brought their dogs along with them,tradinglife
on a farm for a battlefield. Still, most dogs appeared only as
regimental mascots, but are duly recorded in many honor
roles. Supposedly one dog accompanying the Confederate
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troops at the Battle of Gettysburg waskilled and given a mili-
tary funeral.* Several Gettysburg monuments also depict dogs,
but these are probably all mascots. General George Armstrong
Custeris also noted in literature as maintaining a contingentof
dogs, yet the reasons are obscure. Officially at least, there
existed no organized military dog program for either side of
the war.

However, neither the Union nor the Confederate army

was ever dissuaded from having dogs serve in vital military
roles. Both sides used sentry dogs to prevent escapes from
prison camps andto track downfleeing soldiers. At the infa-
mous Andersonville Prison in Georgia, Captain Henry Wirz
maintained thirteen houndsto attack escaping Union prison-

ers. To be caughtfleeing by one of these savage hounds meant
severe mutilation or death. Oneof these dogs, a Cuban blood-
hound namedSpot, tipped the scales at 159 pounds and stood
three feet high. A formidable creature, but then again there
was Hero, a sentry dog at Libby Prison and later Castle
Thunder. Over seven feet long and thirty-eight inches high,
Hero weighed in at a massive 198 pounds. As a comparison, a
fully grown Saint Bernard weighs between 140 and 170
pounds. Eventhe fiercest sentry dogstrained bytheair force a
hundred years later would pale in comparison to these dogs,
referred to as the “Houndsof Hell.”

By the late 1800s the military still had not adopted any
official war dog program, but the Civil War did plant firm
roots for the use of mascots and pets. Trained in basic obedi-
ence only, manyof these dogsstill served a tactical advantage
in certain circumstances, as they alerted their masters to
enemy movements or provided rudimentary messengerser-
vice. Similar occurrences with mascots would also take place
during the two world wars of the twentieth century. It was dur-
ing the Spanish-American War of 1898 whenthefirst true tac-
tical advantage of scout dogs became known and almost
prophetic in application. American forces easily overpowered
the Spanish on both the land and the sea. Problems arose
whenthe army began to launch patrols on horseback in hostile
territory covered with thick vegetation and narrow paths.

8
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Small groups of guerrillas set up ambushesandfired from con-
cealedlocations uponthe patrols before disengaging and melt-
ing back into the landscape.

The commanderof onecavalry troop, a man by the name
of Captain Steel, made every patrol in Cuba with a dog named
Donin the lead. Not once was the patrol ambushed with Don
on the point. Steel stated: “Dogs are the only scouts that can
secure a small detachment against ambuscadein these tropical
jungles.”

Years later these words would ring true as American sol-
diers advanced through the Pacific islands toward Japan in
World War II. Decadeslater, similar situations would occur
with patrols in the dense jungles of Vietnam. As with other
past successes, Steel’s experiences in 1898 did not spur the
army to explore the possibility of using dogs. Ironically, Col.
E. H. Richardson,in a successful effort to establish a military
dog program in Great Britain, recounted the efforts of Captain
Steel and Don in a magazinearticle in 1911. The British would
then go on to amass thousandsof dogs for use in World War I.
During World War II and Vietnam, the U. S. Army requested
the expertise of British war dog trainers, bowingto their expe-
rience and knowledgein thefield.

Americans were becoming morereliant upon technology
and mechanization to fight their wars, an effort that seemsto
parallel the Industrial Revolution. The canine, as an efficient
and cost-effective tool for saving lives, simply was sweptaside
as military commanders focused more on larger guns with
more destructive firepower. Military tacticians firmly believed
that since this hadled to successin the past, inevitably it would
lead to success in any future conflicts. History proves without a
doubt that this is not always the case. Korea and Vietnam
show that overwhelming firepower may win the battle but
does not always win the war.
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EXPERIENCE

THE MERCY DOGS 1914-1918

A striking monument resides at the Hartsdale Canine
Cemetery in Hartsdale, New York. It is simply dedicated to
“The War Dog”for services rendered during “the World War,
1914-1918.” The monumentwas erected in 1922 by contribu-
tions from dog lovers. Those whohelpedestablish the memo-
rial had no idea that this was not the “war to endall wars.”

Cast in bronze, the German shepherdrepresented is more
an animal of peace than an instrument of war. During World
War I, Red Cross institutions of every country used many
canines to aid and comfort the wounded men onthefront
lines. Although the Americans would notjoin the war until
1917, understanding the use of these dogs, and the others that
provided a variety of services for the Europeans,is a key ele-
ment and a useful comparison for future American endeavors.
Dogs employed during the war provided three main services:
ambulance assistance, messenger service, and sentry detail.
Other dogs were recruited as ammunition and light-gun carri-
ers and scouts, andJack Russell terriers were enlisted to com-
bat the hordesofrats that often infested the trenches.

Thesetting for World War I is unique,andit is difficult to
comprehend the immensescale of destruction and human suf-
fering endured by millions of people. Most of the time was
spent in static positions, with little movement of the battle
lines. Soldiers squatted downin trenches, each side facing the
other, andfuriousbattles raged to gain just a few scant yards of
real estate. Between the combatants lay no-man’s-land, andit
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York, was dedicated to commemorateall the dogs that served during World
War I. (Michael Lemish)

was here, often under the cloak of darkness, that many dogs

worked and achieved their great success.
The Red Cross dogs—or sanitary dogs (Sanitdtshunde), as

the Germans called them—provided wounded men with two
essential services. These dogs sought out only wounded men
and weretrained to ignore the dead soldiers. Medical supplies
and small canteens of water and spirits were typically attached
across the dog’s chest or in a saddlebag arrangement. The
wounded man,if conscious, could then avail himself of the sup-

plies at hand. All too often the men simply held on to the dog
for a short time, a last momentof companionship before dying.

If the soldier could not move or was unconscious, the dog
would then return, inform the handlers that a wounded person
had been found, and lead rescuers to the location. These

mercy dogs were taught not to bark under any circumstances
for fear of attracting enemyfire. At the beginning of the war,
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the innate sense of retrieval bred into many dogsled to the
way they weretrained, meaning that the return of a caporhel-
met indicated a wounded soldier. In one case a French Red
Cross dog named Captain located thirty wounded men in a
single day using this method.'

If the dog was unable to find a helmetor cap, the animal
would pull something from the body of the woundedsoldier
such as a bandage or a piece of clothing. He might even
attempt to yank hair from thesoldier’s head if unableto find a
cap or helmet. This problem increasedin frequency until the
handlers, the men whotrained and worked the dogs, altered
the method dogs used to announcethe location of wounded
men. The quest to retrieve needed to be subduedto a certain
degree within the animals. Dog trainers accomplished this by
changingtheir teaching techniques. Now upontheir return, the
dogs were taught to either lie down, if no wounded were
found, or beckon the handlerto return to thesite.

The Germans, by comparison, devised a short leash
called a Brindel, sometimesreferred to as a Brinsel Uponfind-
ing a wounded man,the dog would return with the leash in his
mouth. Conversely, if the leash hung loose, no wounded or
perhaps only the dead were to be found. It is reported that
these dogs were also trained to distinguish the difference
between friend and enemy, and disregard the latter. This is
probably pure propaganda and morereflective of the time
than fact.

The amount of enemy activity in the immediate search
area determined whether the Red Cross dogs would besent
out during the day. Most often they worked at night, relying
on their sense of smell, called their olfactory ability, rather than
on sightto find the woundedsoldiers. At this time people did
notfully comprehend how dogs scented—only that they could.
The scientific community did not have the capability to truly
understand the olfactory ability of dogs or the extent to which
this gift could be developed.

Slit trenches, barbed wire, and chemical gases were
among the many obstacles faced by these dogs. Four-footed
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A typical British Red Cross collie displays its insignia. Often working at
night, Red Cross dogs located thousands of wounded soldiers during the
war. (Library ofCongress)

silhouettes searched no-man’s-land quietly and efficiently in
the dark for the wounded, with perhapsthe flash of an artillery

explosion illuminating the landscape. Every country hadits
own Red Cross organization, and dogs from opposingsidesset
incredible records. After a single battle, a French dog named
Prusco located more than a hundred wounded men. The dog,
wolflike in appearence and nearly all white, dragged uncon-

scious and wounded soldiers into protective craters and
trenches before alerting his masters.’ Several dispatches from
different regiments mentioned the heroic efforts of Prusco.
Hundredsof other canines performedsimilar services.

The French began using military dogs in 1906, but
stopped abruptly in 1914, after the Battle of the Marne. This
decision was made by MarshalJosephJoffre, a lazy and bull-
headed commander, and without logical reason. The battle
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swayed back and forth over a three-hundred-mile front in
bloody confusion. Dogs were found to be ineffectual in such
combat, probably influencing Joffre in his decision. Some
rumors circulated that he just hated dogs. The battle, eventually
won bythe French, ensured only that the war would continue
for a very long time. For the mostpart, the French maintained
few military dogs for the next year, although there were some
outstanding exceptions. Coincidental withJoffre’s removal, the
army reactivated its dog program with vigor in 1915, callingit
the Service des Chiens de Guerre. It continued to expandits
scope of operations for the remainderof the war.

Manydifferent breeds saw active duty during the war,
depending on the job at hand. Bulldogs,retrievers, Airedale
terriers, sheepdogs, and German shepherds were used in a
variety of roles. Purebreds did not have any advantage over
mixed breeds, and this is probably just as true today. The
physical parameters preferred were dogs of medium build and
grayish or black in color, with good eyesight and a keen sense
of smell. Several periodicals of the time noted that if the dog
did not display the proper “character” it did not see any
wartime service. One passage in a 1918 issue of RedCross
Magazine stated that “the aristocrat with the shifty eye goesinto
the discard.” This statement equates the characteristics of dogs
with those of humans, and the practice occurs frequently
throughouthistory to this very day. Scientists with a detached
clinical viewpoint mayargue that this has nobasis in fact. But
in World War I, as with all conflicts since then, the tempera-
ment and disposition of the dog usually camefirst, and if
found physically acceptable, it continued to receive advanced
training.

Hundredsof other dogs becameuseful in the transporta-
tion of wounded soldiers. Even though the war became
increasingly mechanized, all combatantsstill relied upon ani-
mals in a variety of roles throughout the conflict. The ambu-
lance dogs were larger breeds weighing more than eighty
pounds; they pulled two-wheeled carriers especially designed
for them. A single dog could pull one prone man ortwosol-
diers in a sitting position. The dogs, often oblivious to the war
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A 1918 painting by Alexander Pope portrays a Red Cross dog with a chem-
ical gas attack in the background. The helmetindicates a wounded man has
been found. (Red Cross Museum)

that raged around them,transported the wounded from the
front lines to aid stations located in the moresecure rear areas.
Once the wounded were removed, the dog alone pulled the
ambulance cart back to the battle lines to retrieve more
wounded.

Draft dogs offered several advantages over horses—or
even motorized ambulances. Horsespresented a larger target
and needed to be accompanied bya soldier, and they con-
sumed a greater amountof food. Motorized ambulances were
subject to mechanical failure, required gasoline that was
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