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This book is dedicated to our search and rescue comrades, Robert Fuller and K9 Peer. Bob and Peer were taken away from us too soon but left us with enduring memories of commitment, leadership, and friendship. Bob gently led our team from the brink to the light.

Peer taught us what a search dog should be. Bob taught us how fragile life is and the need to appreciate every moment we have with our human and four-legged partners.

They will not soon be forgotten.
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Preface

Our stories tell of real search and rescue missions in the Pacific Northwest. Some locations, names, and sequences have been altered to protect ongoing investigations, to simplify the narration, or to shield families of the lost. Where names and details do appear, they are those easily found in published news reports. In every chapter, we attempt to honor the sacrifice and service of search and rescue volunteers as well as the selfless contributions of our brave friends in law enforcement. In every chapter, amidst the drama and humor, we write with enduring respect for the departed and their families.
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Glossary of Search and Rescue Terms
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4 x 4: A four-wheel drive vehicle, usually with high clearance and specialized tires, used for travel on rough roads.

AFRCC: Air Force Rescue Coordination Center—a unit of the United States Air Force that coordinates and supports inland search and rescue.

Air Scent: A search and rescue K9 discipline in which dogs are trained to find live people or (for HRD air scent dogs) the odor of human decomposition via scent particles wafting in the air.

Alert: A distinctive change in a K9’s behavior prior to a trained final indication, suggesting that the dog is working a target odor.

Assignment: A specific task given to a search team (e.g., search this twenty-acre area on the map).

Base: A location where searchers stage and from where the search may be managed.

Bearing: A direction of travel (e.g., northeast or 45 degrees), typically read from a compass.

Belay: Use of a rope (or sometimes other objects) to prevent (or limit) a climber’s fall. A “veggie belay” refers to grasping at roots or plants to haul oneself up a steep slope.

Bivouac: An unplanned, overnight stay in the wilderness. In search and rescue, this is an exciting opportunity to discover if your mission pack contains the gear, food, shelter materials, and extra warm clothes needed to survive the night.

Cache: A collection of gear or supplies. Example: “Before leaving for the summit climb, we cached our food in a small pack, where it was chewed through by hungry marmots.”

Call-Out: A request for search and rescue volunteers to respond to an incident. Call-outs most often occur between 11 p.m. and 4 a.m. on nights prior to important business meetings.

Cascades: The mountain range that runs south to north along the crest of central Oregon and Washington.

Certification: A formal test or evaluation of a K9 team’s abilities. It does not refer to assessment of mental stability.

Clear-cut: A time-honored and environmentally disastrous logging practice in which every single tree in an area is cut down and removed.

Command Staff: A member of the team (often organized using principles of the Incident Command System, ICS) that manages a search or rescue incident.

Coordinates: In search and rescue, this is typically two numbers: one which specifies a location on a west-to-east axis, and one that specifies a location on a south-to-north axis. Where these two axes cross identifies your location.

Cranium: The upper part of a human skull.

Crew Resource Management: A safety-oriented system (pioneered by the aviation industry) in which there is an expectation that input from all team members will be considered when important decisions are made. For example, during a helo mission, anybody in the helo can call “Abort” (typically for a safety concern), and this will be respected by the pilot.

Crittering: When a K9 abandons its search task to chase after, or follow the scent of, an animal.

Cueing: When a handler provides a K9 with subtle (sometimes unconscious) signals to which the dog is expected to give a trained response.

Debriefing: Obtaining a detailed, structured report from each returning search team. This process is onerous to both command staff and searchers (who just want to go home after hours of searching) but provides vital information should the search need to be continued the next day.

Decision Point: A geographical feature (such as a turn in a trail) that provides an opportunity for a hiker to make a mistake and leave the correct route. Careful search planners will try to identify potential decision points and define search scenarios based on them.

Decomp: Law enforcement jargon for the residue of decomposed human remains. For example, liquids oozing from a decomposing body will form a “primary soak” in the ground below.

Decon: Decontamination—a process to wash hazardous materials off of searchers or dogs.

Devil’s Club: A large, nasty, spiny plant, found in the Pacific Northwest. Don’t touch!

Drainage: A descending terrain feature (usually V-shaped or U-shaped) in which water flows.

Drone: An unmanned flying machine, also referred to as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles or UAVs. In search and rescue, these are typically “mini-helicopter, multi-rotor” devices ranging in size from twelve to thirty-six inches across.

DRT: Law enforcement acronym for “Dead Right There”—the location of a body.

EMD: Emergency Management Department.

Evidence Search: A search in which objects (e.g., weapons, clothing) or human remains (e.g., whole bodies, body parts, bones) related to a crime are the target.

FEMA: Federal Emergency Management Agency.

Field Support: A person on a K9 search team, who accompanies the handler and provides navigation and communication support and also serves as an extra set of eyes on the dog.

FRS: Family Radio Service—radio frequencies reserved for short-range communications among families or nongovernmental groups. K9 teams often use FRS radios to talk between teams on channels that won’t interfere with radio transmissions to the command post.

Gaiters: A fabric sleeve (typically tough and waterproof) that runs from low on your boot up to mid-shin. If fitted properly, this will prevent mud, snow, and even water, from entering your boots.

GPS: Acronym for “Global Positioning System”—the United States version of a satellite-based navigation system. Handheld GPS units (or K9 collars) receive signals from GPS satellites and use them to determine their position in three dimensions. GPS accuracy can be substantially degraded by thick forests, heavy clouds, or mountainous terrain—conditions which we often encounter on SAR missions in the Pacific Northwest.

Grid Search: An operation in which searchers typically move forward in a line, with equal spacing between them.

Handler: The person responsible for managing the dog on a K9 team. On volunteer SAR K9 teams, the dog is usually owned by the handler, is allowed to live in the same house, and is often considered a family member.

Hasty Search: Deployment of small search teams to quickly search trails near the Last Known Point and areas of highest probability for finding the lost subject.

Helispot: A location (typically temporary) established for landing a helicopter.

Helo: SAR jargon for helicopter.

HRD: Acronym for human remains detection. HRD can also refer to a K9 training discipline.

Hypothermia: A potentially life-threatening drop in core body temperature. The more severe stages of hypothermia can lead to fatigue, mental impairment, irrational behavior (such as removal of clothing due to a false sensation of warmth known as “paradoxical warming”), unconsciousness, and death.

Ice Axe: A shaft (typically two to three feet long) with a spike on the bottom end and a pick and adze on the top end. Used by climbers to prevent and arrest falls on steep snow or ice.

IC: Acronym that can refer to Incident Command (short for Incident Command Post) or to the Incident Commander (the person in charge of a SAR incident).

ICP: Incident Command Post—the location where the search is managed.

IPP: Initial Planning Point—a search planning term that refers to a location (e.g., the Point Last Seen or the Last Known Point) around which search efforts are focused.

K9 Team Coordinator: The person who leads the K9 Team. This position requires strong experience training K9s, as well as an advanced degree in herding cats.

LAT/LON: The latitude/longitude coordinate system, based on lines of latitude (from the north pole to the south pole) and lines of longitude (west-to-east around the globe). The Lat/Lon coordinate system is widely used in aviation and for maritime navigation but has inherent complexities that contribute to human navigation errors.

LE: Abbreviation for law enforcement or law enforcement personnel. For example, “The area around the clandestine grave is now restricted to all but LE.”

LKP: Acronym for Last Known Point—the documented (or sometimes inferred) most recent location for a missing subject. For example, if the child was last seen riding her bicycle toward the lake, and the bicycle is found on a lakeshore path, the bicycle may be used as the LKP.

Mandible: A lower jawbone. When human remains are skeletonized, mandibles frequently will separate from the upper skull.

Mantracker: A person specially trained to follow faint signs (e.g., footprints, bent blades of grass, slight impressions) left by humans as they move.

Marmot: A woodchuck-sized rodent that typically dwells on high mountain slopes. Marmots give a high, clear whistle when alarmed, and these whistles are sometimes reported during searches as false clues: “I think I hear someone whistling for help!”

ME: Abbreviation for medical examiner.

NPS: Acronym for National Park Service.

Operational Period: One shift (typically eight to twelve hours) during search operations.

OPS Chief: Operations Section Chief—the member of the incident command staff responsible for effecting the search plan.

PLANS Chief: Planning Section Chief—the member of the incident command staff responsible for planning where to search.

PLS: Point Last Seen—the location of the last, verifiable position of a lost or missing person.

POV: Acronym for Personally Operated Vehicle. SAR volunteers often drive their own vehicles (POVs) to search staging areas. K9 handlers almost always “POV” to the search, because they are transporting one or more dogs in a 4 x 4 packed full of dog-related gear.

Probability of Area (POA): A number (estimated or calculated) that represents the relative likelihood that a missing person is inside a specific Search Region or Search Segment. Example (simplified): “The POA of Region A is 60 percent, while the POA of Region B is only 10 percent. We’re going to deploy our search resources in Region A first.”

Probability of Detection (POD): A number (estimated or calculated) that represents the amount of POA removed from a search area after a search team has completed an assignment in that area. Note: This definition has been considerably simplified to provide a general understanding.

Proofing: Training a K9 that they do not get rewarded for finding (or alerting on) specific types of objects or scents. For example, it is important to proof HRD dogs off of animal bones.

“Read Your Dog”: A phrase that refers to the ability of a handler to observe and interpret subtle changes of behavior that might indicate their K9 has detected human scent.

Recall/Refind: The complicated (and hard to learn) behavior chain of a dog when it locates a missing person, then returns to its handler (who may be some distance away), then “ping pongs” back and forth between the handler and subject multiple times as the gap between them closes.

Reflex Tasking: The standard types of search assignments that are implemented right away when SAR arrives on scene. Example: For a lost young child there will be an immediate search of the 100-yard radius from the Point Last Seen, along with searches of any nearby attractants.

Repeater: An automated radio relay station (typically set up on a high point), that receives local transmissions (e.g., weak signals from handheld walkie-talkies) and rebroadcasts them at a higher power so that they can be received over a larger area.

Rig: Slang for vehicle. Example: “I left my dog inside my rig, and he ate half the back seat.”

RTB: Acronym for Return to Base. Example: “Team 4 to Command, we are RTB.”

SARTopo: An excellent computer mapping program developed by Matt Jacobs that is specialized for supporting search and rescue incidents.

Scent Article: An item (often clothing) that has been in close physical contact with the missing person and likely has absorbed some of the person’s scent.

Scent Cone: An idealized representation of scent wafting horizontally from a person—narrow at its source and broadening steadily with distance from that person.

Scent Plume: A three-dimensional “cloud” of scent that originates with the missing person and is then spread both horizontally and vertically by air currents.

SCVSAR: The incredibly awkward acronym for Snohomish County Volunteer Search and Rescue.

Search Region: A relatively large geographic area defined for purposes of search planning. Search Regions (also called Planning Regions) are often defined based on a specific scenario, and theoretically have a uniform Probability of Area throughout. Example: “Based on the scenario that the lost hiker descended into Doom Canyon; we have defined the entire canyon floor as Region D.”

Search Segment: A geographic area (typically a subset of a Search Region) that is small enough to be searched by a team during one operational period (search shift).

Self-Arrest: A mountaineering technique used to stop an uncontrolled descent on a steep snow or ice slope. Self-arrests are attempted by plunging the pick end of your ice axe into the slope. When falling down a steep slope in real life, you get about one second to arrest successfully before your speed is too great to stop yourself.

Snow Bridge: A layer of snow that crosses a hazard, such as a crevasse or stream. Snow bridges can be extremely dangerous due to the risk of collapsing under the weight of climbers, hikers, or search dogs. In Mount Rainier National Park, snow bridges have caused the deaths of a number of unsuspecting hikers.

“Source”: Short-hand reference to human remains. Examples: “My dog has been trained on large source (large body parts)” or “My husband found jars of source in our refrigerator.”

Swiftwater Rescue Team: Personnel with highly specialized training that allows them to accomplish heroic search and rescue assignments in water environments, including ponds, lakes, streams, rivers, and waterfalls.

Trailing: A search and rescue K9 discipline in which dogs are trained to find people by following a scent trail, a method that requires first exposing the dog to a “scent article” from the missing person.

Trained Final Indication: A distinct trained behavior (e.g., a bark or jump) given by a K9 to communicate to the handler that they have found their target.

UAV: Acronym for Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (see Drone).

UTM: Acronym for Universal Transverse Mercator Coordinate System. A global coordinate system that derives south-to-north and west-to-east locations from a theoretical, meters-based grid that covers the planet surface. (This explanation is greatly simplified).

VHF: Very High Frequency—radio frequencies in the range between 30 and 300 megahertz (MHz). Official SAR radios operate in the VHF range.

Waypoint: A specified location on the ground (or on a map). Example: “For any search teams that find bones, please capture a waypoint on your GPS, and then radio those coordinates into search command.”

Wilderness Air Scent: A K9 discipline in which dogs are typically trained to find the scent of any human in a wilderness environment. Some air scent dogs are trained with scent articles to find a specific person.
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What We Live For

In Which We Explain Ourselves


“You think dogs will not be in heaven?

I tell you, they will be there long before any of us.”

—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON
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The avalanche debris field before us is a swath of icy destruction hundreds of yards wide and a quarter of a mile long. Above us, shadows sweep slowly over ragged mounds of white snow as clouds drift across the southern slopes of Mount Rainier. Tall hemlocks and alpine firs spear up from the slopes, white below, verdant green above, and gray sky overhead. In the distance, I hear the calls of my teammates directing their search dogs. The search incident commander shouts there are three snow burials, and one avalanche K9 team will be directed to each location.

Keb, my four-year-old Labrador retriever is tugging on her leash, more than ready to go. After years of our working together as a search and rescue team, she can feel my adrenaline traveling down the leash and knows what it means. Her nose is sniffing a mile a minute as she takes in the scent of sweet evergreen trees and high mountain snow. Keb loves the snow even more than I do, and while I’m pulling on my helmet and goggles, she sneaks in a luxurious roll and takes more than a few chomps of the fluffy white stuff. Time is urgent and our briefing is fast: safety, situation, safety. My heart is racing. Dan and I do our final checks of our “avi-beacons”—transceivers that each of us wears over our base layer of clothing and under our Gore-Tex jackets. We set them to TRANSMIT. Should any of us get buried by a second avalanche, the entire team will switch to RECEIVE, and with luck, be able to home in on the buried person’s beacon, still in transmit mode.

Within minutes, Keb and I are moving toward our assigned location, a huge snowbank about twenty yards away. Close behind me, my field support person, Dan, is on the radio reporting back to search command. A retired Boeing manager and committed K9 team member, Dan is a rock. You need gear sorted? He volunteers. You need someone to hide as a “lost subject” in the cold rain for hours during a K9 practice? Dan will step up. He’ll be accompanying me today because my usual search partner, Guy, is playing the role of a buried victim.

I’ve released Keb on a “go find” command, and right away she’s got a live scent. She smells a human. She sprints to close the distance to the snow mound in front of us, moving left, then right, then left again as she narrows down the location of the strongest human scent. In K9 detection jargon we call this “working the scent plume.” Keb knows exactly what do to now. She starts digging furiously, pearly snow flying wildly out behind her. Dan and I have our snow shovels ready, but we don’t help, we just stand back and watch as Keb burrows deeper and deeper into the snowbank.

A hole appears under her paws, and Keb’s digging becomes frantic. Her excited barks ring out across the slope. She sticks her nose in as far as it will go but can’t fit through. She digs for another thirty seconds, the hole widens, and abruptly Keb dives headfirst through the hole. Her whole body disappears.

Now we hear a muffled “Woo! Woo! Woo!” from inside the hole as Dan and I dash forward to enlarge the entrance. Suddenly a gloved hand holding a tug toy reaches out from the hole, followed shortly by Guy’s face, showing a huge grin. “Woo! Woo! Woo! Good job Kebbie!” Dan and I join the celebration with yips and yells that can be heard throughout our avalanche rescue training area.

Keb’s tail whirls ecstatically. Even before she started digging, her nose knew that one of her best buddies was in that hole under the snow. She knew that when she broke through, Guy would be waiting with her favorite tug-toy, for a wild play party to reward her. As Dan and I enlarge the entrance to allow Guy to clamber out, Keb dashes in and out of the snow cave we had prepared in advance. She alternately plays tug-of-war with Guy and rolls enthusiastically in the snow. I just watch with a warm smile and a proud heart. This is what Keb lives for. And, as search and rescue volunteers, it’s what we live for as well. We search for the living, the lost, and the dead.

A Dog’s Devotion is our book. It is about me, my dog, and my search partner, Guy, and our journey of dedication, adventure, and hope as we overcome inner demons, face strife and human frailty, grow as persons, and evolve as search and rescue volunteers. It’s the story of my steadfast K9 partner Keb, whose determination, keen nose, and willing spirit lead us every step of the way. This is a tale of belief, passion, being devoted to a cause, and trying to make a meaningful difference in the world. But above all, it’s a story of the search for the living and the dead—using hard-earned skills to find what remains of lost souls, to seek out justice, and to always bring them home.
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With special permission from the Mount Rainier Park Superintendent, we were able to do avalanche rescue training with our dogs.




Suzanne’s Story

I came into the world of K9 search and rescue suddenly and naively, with a vision of wanting to help in any way possible. It’s the morning of September 11, 2001, and the phone rings. To my surprise it’s my older brother calling all the way from Stockholm. I begin to exchange pleasantries, but he interrupts loudly. “Suzanne, listen to me. You must turn on your TV, NOW!” His voice is getting increasingly tense, and he sounds alarmed. My TV comes on just as footage is showing the second Twin Tower collapsing. In that moment my life changes forever.

Little did I know that the attack on my adopted country on that terrible day would be the catalyst through which I would find a cause that grew closer to my heart than anything I had ever dreamed possible. It was the event of 9/11 that prompted me to take stock of my life and to seriously explore my purpose in the world. A month after my brother’s call, with the leash of my first SAR dog “Bosse” in hand, and high hopes in my heart, my twenty-year journey with Snohomish County Volunteer Search and Rescue began—a bumpy road with high highs and low lows, but on the balance so very much worth the personal and physical costs.

I was born and raised in Sweden, a small country with vast open space and unexplored wilderness. Who I am today was shaped by growing up in a culture with strong connections to nature marked by berry picking, mushroom hunting, cross-country skiing, and picking wildflowers. Then, as today, I had a happy-go-lucky character. I am someone who laughs easily and loves situational humor; I used to write comedy screenplays in school. I also have always had a serious dimension, which as a teenager led me to write dark poetry and, to my family’s dismay, listen to Johannes Brahms piano concertos and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5 “Fate” ad infinitum. My obsession with Erik Johan Stagnelius, a troubled and gifted Swedish poet with strong mystic connections and writings on death, foreshadowed my later preoccupation with K9 human remains detection in search and rescue.

While in Sweden, I studied international relations at the university in the medieval town of Lund. My early interest in conflict management and community building led to a scholarship at the University of California, Santa Barbara, where my master’s thesis was written under the tutelage of famed psychologist Carl Rogers, the father of the human potentials movement. After graduating, I moved to Seattle with my husband, Scott, whom I’d met on a blind date when he was an exchange student in Sweden. Among our friends at the university, we became known as “Suzanne and her Yankee.”

The Pacific Northwest had everything we wanted. Wilderness, mountains, water, and skiing. Life was good, and my career took off as a senior executive responsible for running the human resources and organizational development aspects of businesses. Years later I found myself mired in a “merger from hell” marshaling an effort to integrate two wildly conflicting business cultures while rubbing shoulders with politicians, as they struck deals that I sometimes found morally reprehensible. Organizational transformations like this enticed me earlier in my career, but many years of stress had begun to take its toll. “I feel like I’m losing myself,” I confessed to Scott in a weary voice. “Am I just a money-making machine destined to work sixty-hour workweeks forever? What am I missing out on?” Tears flooded my eyes. “Our daughter is growing up so fast and before we know it, she’ll be off to college.” Daughter Linnea had been an unexpected gift entering our lives a few years earlier, and we had gladly thrown ourselves into the role as dedicated parents.

Without missing a beat, Scott reassured me with a tender hug. “It’s your turn, Suzanne. I know this may be a gamble, but you being happy is my priority.” Rocking back and forth I listened to him as he reminded me how I’d been there for him as he faced a difficult career decision many years earlier. “Yes, cash flow may be an issue for a time, but we’ve faced challenges worse than that together. We’ll make it work!” I felt a sense of calm and hope come over me.

With Scott’s support, I left my old career behind and focused all my attention on designing a professional practice around what I still loved doing: growing teams and effective leaders. I also wanted to build a business that would allow me to be me—all of me. To the dismay of many traditional consultants eager to advise me, my evolving brand merged my personal and professional life into “building community” wherever I go. To this day, all my clients know that when they buy my coaching services, they buy all of me—warts, flaws, and all—whether they want it or not, and that includes my obsession with search and rescue. I am so grateful to my clients for the support they have shown for my avocation over the years. “Oh, you have another search mission with your dog? No problem, no problem at all. We’ll just reschedule. Please let me know how it goes.”

With my redesigned career as an executive coach well underway, I started exploring different volunteer venues. I wanted to find a new and meaningful way to give back. As the first woman Rotarian in my club in Snohomish County, I had broken the glass ceiling for women and was flattered when one year I was given the “Working Woman of the Year Award” by the International Federation of Business and Professional Women. Yet as I excitedly immersed myself in a new career, I sensed something was missing. What do I want my legacy to be? What is my WHY? And, what do I want to be known for?

September 11 was just the catalyst I needed to bring everything into clear focus. As I drove to meetings in Seattle, I would see our Cascades in the distance: a range of high volcanic peaks and densely forested wilderness that bisects Washington State from north to south. Suddenly ideas swirled in my head: search and rescue (SAR), disasters, dogs, finding lost people in the wilderness. Why had I not seen this before? The puzzle pieces fit perfectly together. I was elated to find out that Snohomish County Volunteer Search and Rescue (SCVSAR) had a small K9 team. And to top it off, Scott was already involved with Everett Mountain Rescue, a partner organization of SCVSAR. If I became a SAR volunteer, we would have a new joint avocation allowing us to experience more of the Washington state wilderness together. Whooping and hollering as we shared bottles of wine over dinners, Scott increasingly became enticed by my vision: “We will be hiking together with a purpose.” I had found my cause.

In the fall of 2001, puppy Bosse entered my life as my first search and rescue dog. As a puppy, Bosse was a little bundle of energy with a bigger than life Labrador retriever personality, which included a voracious appetite. Even now, years after he has passed on, he has a legacy within the K9 SAR community: with Bosse nearby, no hot dog or donut was safe. Bosse taught me about loyalty and everything I needed to know about training a search and rescue dog. He patiently stuck with me as I made all the mistakes a new handler can possibly make and then some. Throughout it all, he loved me unconditionally. He was my true-blue dog.

There are right and wrong ways to select a dog for search and rescue work. I chose Bosse because I fell in love with a cute puppy and was totally unaware that his moderate “drive,” and lack of working-line breeding, would cause me no end of challenges. As a dog bred to be a great pet and companion, he did not have the strong hunt drive—commitment to searching—we want in a SAR dog. One day a couple of years into our training, I was told we just wouldn’t cut it as a SAR team. “He just is not reliable and drivy enough.” Our trainer then secretly scattered a package of hot dogs on our next training assignment to prove her point, possibly suspecting that Bosse would choose the hot dogs over the search. Fortunately, he was on his game that day. He trotted right by those yummy morsels—and found the volunteer hiding deep in shoulder-high ferns. We were given another chance to prove we had what it takes to become an effective SAR K9 team.

Somehow, through sheer determination and many hours of weekly training, we succeeded where many other novice K9 teams would fail. After two years of hard work, Bosse and I received our first certification. As a Wilderness Air Scent K9 team, we were officially qualified to search for lost persons in Washington State. Soon after Bosse and I certified as an Air Scent Team, we were unexpectedly thrown into our first “cadaver search” on a gruesome murder case that remains unsolved to this day. On that search years ago, a seed of possibility was planted in my mind. Could I train a search dog to find human remains?

Most people don’t realize there are different types of search dogs. Air scent dogs are trained to find airborne particles carrying the scent of humans. They are usually assigned 50 to 100 acres to search and can often detect the scent of a lost person from hundreds of yards away. Trailing dogs, on the other hand, are given a scent article (such as clothing worn by the lost person) and follow that scent trail. Specialized K9 disciplines, such as human remains detection (HRD), require a substantially increased level of training and commitment.

In Washington State, all counties have their own SAR organizations, operating under the purview of the sheriff’s office. Snohomish County Volunteer Search and Rescue was a large organization with several hundred volunteers in multiple specialty teams. At the time I joined, the K9 team was small, and unfortunately internal conflicts were part of our daily diet. A K9 handler, seemingly insecure and with little experience as a leader, took over and immediately announced that her way of training dogs—which did not account for the fact that all dogs are different and that a method that works for one dog may be totally ineffective with another—was the only way tolerated within the team. Factions formed, with each actively trying to oust the other from search and rescue. Unsurprisingly, this ultimately led to a total implosion of the group, with Air Scent, Trailing, and HRD factions warring against each other. In response, the sheriff’s office came within moments of disbanding the entire team. At the last minute, reason prevailed and a neutral group leader was appointed to separate and oversee the squabbling K9 factions.

Bosse and I continued to operate and train as members of the Air Scent team, separate from the Trailing and the Human Remains Detection disciplines. Our saving grace as an overall K9 group was that when called out for missions, all disciplines took the high road and worked cooperatively. This was anything but an ideal situation, but given the political realities within SCVSAR and the sheriff’s office, it was the best option available at the time.

Despite this fractured environment, my early career as an air scent handler flourished. While training with Bosse and other team members, I started to realize I could draw on my professional experience and began providing guidance and leadership to our growing K9 team while working hand in hand with our K9 coordinator to build a team respected locally, regionally, and beyond. As I gained credibility with my team, I was also excited to be able to champion science-based, positive reinforcement approaches to training our dogs. I loved my new avocation with every fiber in my body. Getting up at an ungodly time every weekend to drive an hour or two to join my K9 team colleagues somewhere in our mountains to train quickly became the high point of my week. Training together ten to fifteen hours per week became a lifestyle that has absorbed me ever since. Add to that many hours spent as I moved into SAR leadership roles over the years. K9 search and rescue truly became the avocation I hoped it would be.

As SAR volunteers we often joke around that our compensation should be doubled, but of course, all this work is voluntary. In addition to the many hours of training and running our teams, there have been years when I spent $10,000 out of my own pocket on external workshops, conferences, gear, and equipment. “You don’t get paid?” my brother in Sweden asks me incredulously every summer I visit with family. “Are you crazy?” My attempts to explain that many Americans volunteer their time in this way and that we don’t have the social safety network as Swedes do, seems to do little to assure my Swedish friends and family that I have not gone over the deep end.

As Bosse and I became a seasoned K9 team over the first seven years of our SAR career, I decided to take on another challenge. I had long loved the mountains and wanted to be able to deploy on technical mountain rescue missions in remote and challenging terrain with both my dog and my mountaineer husband. Not only would this allow us to spend more time together, but I also secretly harbored a dream of overcoming deep-seated fears of heights, rooted in a gruesome mountain tragedy Scott and I had lived through many years earlier. I decided to join Everett Mountain Rescue, a sister organization closely allied with Snohomish County Volunteer Search and Rescue. Our county’s mountain rescue team had historically mostly consisted of a small group of crusty men with a reputation for being solidly set in their ways. Indeed, they looked skeptically at me when I applied for membership: Not only was I woman, but I was not a young woman in her twenties or thirties. I was in my early fifties! And I had a dog! They were quick to throw out challenges. “What is Mountain Rescue going to do with a dog? Are you fit and fast enough for mountain rescue missions? Where are your technical skills? And, with Mountain Rescue being all male, how are you going to pee on the trail?”

In my heart, I knew I could meet these challenges, but my resolve waivered. In a moment of frustration, I turned to my husband, Scott. “Are they testing me, or have they already made up their minds?”

To his credit, and much to my relief, he and his friend Mark, the chair of Everett Mountain Rescue at the time, supported me wholeheartedly. “You go girl. Show them you can do it!”

Heartened and encouraged, I decided to step up and meet all hurdles and conditions thrown my way. I’d already completed the Everett Mountaineers Scrambling course ten years earlier. In that course I had mastered the art of climbing nontechnical routes to summits of many rugged peaks in the Pacific Northwest.

To meet mountain rescue team requirements, I now enrolled in the Everett Mountaineers arduous, year-long Basic Climbing program, learning about rock climbing, snow climbing, and roped glacier travel techniques. In addition to the physical climbing, my brain was filled with learning mountaineering knots and placing safety anchors for belaying and rappelling. My most vivid memory from the program was hanging for half an hour in my climbing harness fifteen feet down in a crevasse on the Mount Baker Coleman Glacier desperately trying, but failing, to use my ice axe to get over a monstrous overhang, all the while wiping angry tears out of my eyes. “I just can’t do it!” I screamed at my instructor who, with a slightly vicious grin, retorted, “Well, you will never forget this, will you?” This response led me to clench my jaw, swing my axe pick into the ice wall, and climb out of the crevasse with a feeling of satisfaction I’ll never forget. I could do this! After that, I had a blast in the Basic Climbing program: Scott was an instructor and we got to spend time together. Plus, our daughter, Linnea, and her then boyfriend, now husband, Chris, were also taking the course. It was a family affair, and we all enjoyed spending time in the mountains together.

After a year spent climbing and working on my mountaineering skills, I once again approached the all-male Everett Mountain Rescue board. As I sweated during a thorough grilling, I convinced them of my climbing skills and of the value that Bosse would bring for avalanche rescue. When I was accepted as a member at the end of the interview, I turned to Scott and Mark to see wide smiles.

Over the next couple of years, I was able to deploy with Bosse on “normal” wilderness search missions, as well as on select mountain rescue missions requiring specialty skills such as avalanche training or snow travel. I was later invited to join the board, and Scott became the chair. We ended up playing an instrumental role in growing the team from just over a dozen members to well over fifty. This included many capable women, which reflected a personal commitment of mine to pave the way for women in all aspects of my life.




Guy’s Story

My life in search and rescue began on a cold March day in 2008 when I volunteered to join rangers on a search for a missing person in Mount Rainier National Park. My years of climbing and hiking in the California Sierra Nevada and the Cascade Range of the Pacific Northwest had prepared me for that day. We strapped on snowshoes, pulled on heavy mission packs, and spent hours grid-searching through steep, snow-covered forests. As we searched back and forth across our assigned area, we could hear other teams reporting on their handheld radios. We could hear the helicopter whirring above our heads.

I remember teasing my team member, a young ranger woman, as she boldly traversed a high log bridge wearing snowshoes. “Clare, if you fall into that ravine, we’re not coming after you!”

I remember being “found” by happy search dogs as we took a snack break sitting in the snow. Their grinning K9 handlers rewarded them, saying “Good boy! Good boy! Now find another!”

I remember how Team 1 radioed to report they were now following a set of tracks in the deep snow. Two hours later, they found our missing hiker, dead from hypothermia.

For me, this began a decades-long commitment to search and rescue. Within a month, I joined my local Snohomish County SAR team. Eager to learn the basics, I discovered that the K9 team held mock search practices almost every week, and I leaped at the opportunity to join. I found myself amid a dedicated group of folks who loved dogs, trained constantly, and responded to missions with fanatic enthusiasm.

In my years volunteering for Snohomish County Volunteer Search and Rescue and Everett Mountain Rescue, I’ve deployed on SAR missions ranging from wilderness searches to technical rope-rescues, to disaster searches, to urban searches for Alzheimer patients. When not on missions, I worked closely with Suzanne developing a field support and navigation training program for our K9 team.

While Suzanne excelled in training search dogs and providing leadership for the K9 team, I naturally gravitated toward the complex task of search management. I discovered that search planning required understanding behavior patterns, systematically processing facts and clues, and applying probability-based search theory concepts. This was a perfect match for my background in health sciences and information management, and over time our SAR deputies began to call on me more and more to run difficult or multiday search missions.

Suzanne and I became a strong team: in the field on search missions, in our efforts to grow a top-notch K9 team, and later, in planning some of the largest K9 team deployments in the history of SAR in Washington State.


Suzanne

When Guy joined our Snohomish County K9 team, we quickly recognized that his wilderness and navigation skills were perfect for the role of “Field Support.” In our county, we deployed K9 teams as a triad of a dog, a handler, and a field support person. The dog would range in front using her nose as a superb sensor; the K9 Handler would direct her and keenly watch for changes of behavior; and the field support person would be responsible for navigation, radio communications, situational awareness, and for keeping an extra set of eyes on the dog. Guy became a master of the field support role in very short order.

Over time Guy also became a master at developing interesting scenarios and planning out our trainings, which were becoming increasingly complex to manage as our team grew. Our trainings would start with a briefing from Guy while we all took notes: “Our plan today has eleven dog teams with different training objectives.” He would then pass out a written plan he had painstakingly put together. “As you can see,” he’d continue, “we have four rounds of training starting with three dog teams that each have between forty to sixty acres to search, some with significant elevation gain and steep gullies. Be aware that some of your subjects (volunteers tasked with hiding) may have medical issues. You need to be prepared to assess the situation and call in your subject care plans to our command post, which today will be me.”

“But,” he continued, “before we do anything else, we’re doing some runaway drills with all our dogs to get them and you warmed up.” Runaways are the foundation for what air scent dogs do—it’s a chain of behavior we start with puppies from day one. In short, the handler holds the dog while another person runs away and hides a short distance away. The dog is released with a “go find” command, locates the subject, returns to the handler, and does a trained final response (TFR) such as a bark, jump, or tug to communicate that he has found a subject. “Show me!” shouts the handler, who then sprints after the dog, who has already whirled and is now dashing madly back to the lost person. Upon arrival, the dog’s favorite toy magically appears, a big party ensues, and the handler and training subject yip and yell to excite and reward the K9.

The trained final response for an air scent dog is designed specifically so that the K9 can lead the search team to a found subject. It’s essential that air scent dogs are rock solid on this chain of behavior. That’s why we repeat these runaways literally thousands of times to develop muscle memory that will stay with our K9s on actual missions, even when they may be exhausted after searching for days for lost subjects. On a real mission, the trained final response may make the difference between life and death for a missing person.

In my emerging leadership role, I focused on team building and nurturing a strong and healthy culture. Guy, on the other hand, applied his analytical skills to organizing our team functions, to training us in wilderness navigation, and to visualizing SAR training concepts that he presented in a never-ending series of PowerPoint presentations. Where I was social and outgoing, he was quiet and reserved. If you needed someone to be the life of the party, I was your girl. At that same party, Guy would find a quiet corner in which to nibble on a plate of hors d’oeuvres. I’m a dog person. Guy prefers cats.






Keb’s Story

Keb entered the scene as my SAR dog when Bosse was approaching retirement. In my search for a second SAR K9, I now knew the importance of the dog’s breeding, so I engaged a Pacific Northwest working-dog professional to find a puppy with just the right drive and personality. She found Keb!

Keb is named Kebnekaise, Keb for short, after the highest mountain north of the Arctic Circle in Sweden, a peak we had recently summitted as a family. As a puppy she was quite a handful. She had unending energy, and she was fearless and willing to take on everything she was asked to do—full speed ahead. While Bosse was trained in human remains detection only late in his SAR career, Keb started her HRD training right away. She was an eager, quick learner! Within a few years, we had certified in multiple SAR disciplines, including Wilderness Air Scent and Human Remains Detection, as well as Avalanche Rescue and First Responder Disaster.

In many respects my circumstances when training Keb were quite different from ten years prior when I attended my first K9 SAR training with Bosse. I had learned much about dogs and K9 training and had even earned a professional designation as a Karen Pryor Certified Training Partner. Karen Pryor is known around the world as a leading spokesperson for positive reinforcement—force free—training of animals. I initially trained Keb as a wilderness air scent dog—trained to find lost people that are alive. One of my first challenges was to find an appropriate trained final response, sometimes referred to as an “alert,” for Keb—a way to communicate to me in no uncertain terms when she has found a person.


[image: Oof! Keb impacts me with her jump alert.]
Oof! Keb impacts me with her jump alert.



For her trained response, I naively let Keb pick a behavior that seemed to come naturally for her: a “jump alert.” To my enduring dismay, this evolved into a full-on body slam, as Keb started her jump five feet from me and would impact my body as a small furry missile.

This earned her the nickname Kebinator. Early in Keb’s training career, after my annual physical exam with my family doctor, I remember him asking me to meet with him in his private office. I was of course alarmed, and my blood pressure soared as he hemmed and hawed. “How are things going at home? Are you and your husband getting along?” In a sudden wave of relief and embarrassment, I finally got it—he had noticed all the bruises covering my body and now suspected I had an abusive husband.

“No, no!” I explained. “I mean yes, yes, we are getting along fine! It’s just Keb, my overly exuberant search and rescue dog.”

Although Keb and I have been certified in multiple K9 SAR disciplines, we have always specialized in finding human remains. Think about puppy Keb going through basic obedience training. For her, this was grade school. Even before she was six months old, she was learning more difficult commands, such as an emergency stop, a necessity to keep her from moving toward hazards ranging from traffic to mountain cliffs. This was Keb’s high school. Starting before she was just twelve months old, her advanced training to be an air scent SAR K9 was dog college. For Keb, certifications in specialty disciplines, such as human remains detection, which she earned at the age of four, were the equivalent of graduate school degrees. And once learned, these skills required constant practice to reinforce and maintain her detection abilities.

Training for human remains detection builds on, but is different from, air scent training. During Keb’s foundational air scent training, she learned to seek out the scent of live persons and return to me with a dramatic jump alert. As she advanced into HRD training, she had to learn that a different command meant to search for the odor of the dead. She had to learn a trained final response (TFR) specific to HRD finds. She had to meet new and more challenging certification requirements. National annual certification requirements have tested our ability to find the odor of human remains ranging from larger sources of odor in wilderness settings, in water, and in rubble, to a few drops of blood on a carpet in a building or vehicle. In criminal cases, alerts from HRD K9s are sometimes used to justify search warrants, and the validity of these alerts may be challenged in court. For this reason, certification tests are deliberately hard. Even after years of training, HRD dogs can fail their tests. This happens in one of three ways: (1) not finding the “source” of human remains odor, (2) not alerting their handler by giving the appropriate trained final response (TFR), or (3) alerting on a nonhuman source of odor.

In the early stages of HRD training, we spend a lot of time imprinting the whole spectrum of decomposing human remains on our dogs, putting in many tedious hours doing thousands of repetitions of their trained final response. Keb’s TFR when locating the odor of human remains is to sit, with her nose as close to the source as she can get it (i.e., where the odor is the strongest). We have a ritual when we start an HRD search. She sits at my left side, her gaze focused where I am pointing with my hand, in the direction of where I want her to search. I let her know her ball—her favorite toy in the whole world and her reward for making a “find”—is in my pocket. By now she knows the game is on. I can feel her body tremble slightly as I apply light pressure by folding my hands over her chest. I lean down, see her white eye lashes twitch, and whisper “sök” (Swedish for “search”) into her ear.

Keb hears this and shoots out like a rocket, then quickly slows down to search systematically until she gets into odor. She then works her way into where the odor is strongest. Imagine the scent source is a glass jar containing one or two human teeth that has been carefully hidden away in a stump. Once she puts her nose on that stump, she’ll make a couple of quick sniffs, close her mouth, and sit her rump down on the ground in a perfect TFR. Good girl Kebbie!

Keb, Guy, and I have deployed together frequently over the fourteen years since Guy joined SAR. We have found victims in the mud of a disastrous landslide. We’ve searched for the lost on high snowfields of Mount Rainier. We’ve searched for clandestine graves of murder victims and found bones that helped solve decades-old crimes. We’ve been called upon to volunteer our services in the dark, the wet, the snow, and cold in the rainforests and rugged mountains of the Pacific Northwest. We’ve searched in urban areas with homeless camps, drug needles, and thick blackberry bushes, and even as far away as Scandinavia. Throughout all, death has become an ever-present companion.
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Suzanne and Keb happily taking a break in a snow cave, after successfully finding and digging out a volunteer hider.



With Keb at our side and faithful SAR partners close by, our passion for finding the missing and the dead continues to provide us with some of the most moving and fulfilling times in our lives. We fall asleep at night knowing we make a difference for those left behind, and we do so with love, integrity, and professionalism. It’s what we live for.
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