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Praise for William W. Putney’s ALWAYS FAITHFUL





“In a style reminiscent of James Herriot’s All Creatures Great and Small, Bill Putney reconstructs his World War II experiences with Marine war dogs, in camp and in the Pacific, as a platoon leader and veterinarian. The result is a fascinating and poignant story.”


—Brigadier General Edwin Howard Simmons,


USMC (Ret.), Director Emeritus, Marine


Corps History, and author of


Dog Company Six


“Captain Putney’s heartfelt documentary of our military canines is a tribute to the animals that have spent their lives protecting American soldiers, and to the men who depended on them to protect America.”


— Congressman Elton Gallegly


(23rd District, CA)


“Dr. William W. Putney brings an unusual degree of realistic empathy to his account of the training of Marine war dogs and their employment in the recapture of Guam, 1944. There is no Disneyesque artifice in his account of the service of his brave dogs and their Marine handlers. Dr. Putney makes an especially important point that well-trained and adjusted war dogs can return to civil life just like their human counterparts. His expert arguments on war dog training are persuasive.”


— Allan Millett, author of Semper Fidelis:


A History of the United States Marine Corps


“Always Faithful is a moving story of the men and the dogs of the Marine War Dog Platoons that contributed so greatly to the successes achieved by the U. S. Marines in the island-hopping battle campaigns against Japanese forces in the Pacific Theater during World War II.”


— Leonard F. Seda, D.V.M., President,


American Veterinary Medical Association


“Always Faithful is like opening a vault to history’s secrets. The book yields the tastes, smells, noises, sights, and emotions of the Marine Corps dog handlers during World War II. Dr. Putney’s is a riveting account that brings together military and dog history in an unforgettable way and reaffirms the bonds that we keep with our four-legged friends.”


— Michael G. Lemish, author of War Dogs:


A History of Loyalty and Heroism


“A great book telling the untold story of the Marine ‘Devil Dogs.’ It should be of interest to all readers—and especially animal lovers.”


— Captain Arthur J. Haggerty, former C.O. of


the U. S. Army K-9 Corps and author of


How to Teach Your Dog to Talk


“The canines who gave selflessly to protect our boys in the Pacific is one of the great untold stories of World War II—until now. A compelling read, Always Faithful is sure to touch the heart of anyone who has ever loved a dog.”


— Mary Elizabeth Thurston, author of


The Lost History of the Canine Race


“Bill Putney’s accounts of war dog training conducted at Camp Lejeune through the employment of those dogs in the Pacific Island Campaigns depict what can only be termed a ‘true success.’ The exploits of Putney’s dogs and Marines truly lived up to our Corps motto: Semper Fidelis—Always Faithful.”


— Colonel Barney Barnum, President of the


Medal of Honor Society and recipient of the


Medal of Honor for actions in Vietnam


* * *
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ALWAYS FAITHFUL





PROLOGUE


Less than twenty-four hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese invaded Guam, an American possession. The small Pacific island, virtually defenseless, held out for only four days. For the next two and a half years, the brave people of Guam endured a horrible occupation: they were starved, beaten, and herded into concentration camps. Many of Guam’s people were summarily shot for crimes they did not commit. Some were beheaded. No other American civilians suffered so much under so brutal a conqueror.


On July 21, 1944, the Americans struck back. The battle for Guam lasted only a few weeks, until August 10, 1944, when the island was declared secured. In those weeks, American Marine, Army, and Navy casualties exceeded 7,000. An estimated 18,500 Japanese were killed, and another 8,000 Japanese remained hidden in the jungle refusing to surrender.


Among our dead were 25 dogs, specially trained by the U.S. Marines to search out the enemy hiding in the bush, detect mines and booby traps, alert troops in foxholes at night to approaching Japanese, and to carry messages, ammunition and medical supplies. They were buried in a small section of the Marine Cemetery, in a rice paddy on the landing beach at Asan that became known as the War Dog Cemetery.


I was the commanding officer of the 3rd War Dog Platoon during the battle for Guam. Lieutenant William T. Taylor and I led 110 men and 72 dogs through training, first at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina; then at Camp Pendleton, California; later on Guadalcanal and then into battle on Guam.


Most of the young Marines were assigned to the war dog program only by a twist of fate. Some had never owned a dog in their lives, and some were even afraid of them. But trained as dog handlers, they were expected to scout far forward of our lines, in treacherous jungle terrain, searching for Japanese soldiers hidden in caves or impenetrable thickets. Under these circumstances, the rifles we carried were often useless; a handler’s most reliable weapons were his dog’s highly developed senses of smell and hearing, which could alert him far in advance of an enemy ambush or attack, or the presence of a deadly mine, so he could warn in turn the Marines who followed behind at a safer distance. It was one of the most dangerous jobs in World War II, and more dogs were employed by the 2nd and 3rd Platoons on Guam than in all of the other battles in the Pacific.


During the course of the war, 15 of the handlers in the 2nd and 3rd Platoons were killed: 3 at Guam, 4 on Saipan and 8 on Iwo Jima. These men were among the bravest and best-trained Marines of World War II, and were awarded the medals to prove it. During the course of some of the war’s most vicious battles—Guam, Saipan, Iwo Jima and Okinawa—they were awarded five Silver Stars and seven Bronze Stars for heroism in action, and more than forty Purple Hearts for wounds received in battle.


In these battles, as in their training, the men learned to depend on their dogs and to trust their dogs’ instincts with their lives. Yet when I returned home from overseas, I found that rather than spend the time and expense to detrain the dogs, our military had begun to destroy them. Our dogs, primarily Doberman Pinschers and German Shepherds, had been recruited from the civilian population with the promise that they be returned, intact, when the war ended. Now, however, higher-ups argued that these dogs suffered from the “junkyard dog” syndrome: they were killers. Higher-ups were wrong. I lobbied for the right to detrain these dogs and won. Our program of deindoctrination was overwhelmingly successful: out of the 549 dogs that returned from the war, only 4 could not be detrained and returned to civilian life. Household pets once, the dogs became household pets again. In many cases, in fact, because the original, civilian owners were unable or unwilling to take the dogs back, the dogs went home with the handlers that they had served so well during the war.


* * *


More than fifty years have passed since the Battle of Guam. The dogs, of course, are long gone, and to the annual reunions fewer and fewer veterans of the war dog platoons return. Although it was a small chapter in the history of that worldwide conflagration, the story of the war dog platoons is significant. The dogs proved so valuable on Guam that every Marine division was assigned a war dog platoon and they paved the way for the many dogs that have followed them in the armed services, most famously in Vietnam.


For their contribution to the war effort, the dogs paid a dear price, but the good they did was still far out of proportion to the sacrifice they made. They and their handlers led over 550 patrols on Guam alone, and encountered enemy soldiers on over half of them, but were never once ambushed. They saved hundreds of lives, including my own.


This book is dedicated to the memory of those loving, courageous and faithful dogs of the 2nd and 3rd War Dog Platoons. They embodied the Marine Corps motto, Semper Fidelis.


Rest in peace, dear ones.


WILLIAM W. PUTNEY, D.V.M., CAPTAIN, USMC (RET.)


WOODLAND HILLS, CALIFORNIA





* CHAPTER ONE *

CAMP LEJEUNE, NORTH CAROLINA


On the night of July 25, 1944, 7,500 Japanese sat atop Mt. Tenjo, on the island of Guam, steeling themselves in preparation for a banzai attack on F Company of the 9th Marines, entrenched in the foothills below them. I was one of those Marines. With my men I waited in trepidation in the stillness that preceded the assault. Past experience told us that these assaults came with a sudden fury, unpredictable, out of the night.


But this time we had an advantage. Pfc. Ed Adamski and his Doberman, Big Boy, were stationed in a forward outpost. At 10 P.M. Big Boy leaped up, his sensitive nose pointed directly at Mt. Tenjo. The attack was on.


I had arrived at the War Dog Training School at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, about one year before: on June 1, 1943, twenty-three years old and fresh out of veterinary school. I had grown up on a farm in Virginia, and although I attended Virginia Polytechnic Institute as a mechanical engineering student, a job in the veterinary medical lab on the agriculture campus changed my mind about what I wanted to do. Until then, I had never met a bona fide veterinarian; where I came from, veterinary medicine was most often dispensed by a local farmer or butcher. But that part-time job convinced me to transfer to Auburn University to study to be a vet.


Despite my education, I had not joined the Marines to care for animals or to inspect meat and eggs—tasks then normally delegated to anyone with a veterinarian’s degree. I had been reared in the southern tradition that serving in the military of one’s country during war was an honor and the ultimate test of mettle. In 1937, at age seventeen, I had joined Company G of the 116th Infantry of the 29th Infantry Division and served as a private through 1939. But I was determined to become a line officer—a fighting, or combat, officer as opposed to either an enlisted man or a service, or specialist, officer—and went back to school at Auburn, where I joined the field artillery ROTC.


Upon graduation, I was accepted into the Marine Corps and sworn in as a second lieutenant in the United States Marine Corps Reserve on February 9, 1943. Almost immediately, I was ordered to the 24th Reserve Officers’ Class at Quantico, Virginia, for three months of infantry training. I expected to continue training at the advanced artillery school, but it was not to be. My initial orders were recalled, and I was ordered instead to the War Dog Training School, at Camp Lejeune. The new school, it seemed, needed a line officer. Someone must have thought that with my veterinary degree I would be a natural.


Colonel Clifton Cates, Commandant of the Marine Corps Schools at Quantico, briefed me on my assignment. Some years earlier, General Augusto Sandino’s bandits in Nicaragua had victimized the Marines by grabbing any available dogs and tying them around their camp for security. If a Marine patrol approached, the dogs barked, tipping off the bandits. By the time the Marines arrived, the bandits had fled, leaving behind only smoldering fires and occasionally a pot of still warm beans.


In the recent battle for Guadalcanal, the colonel said, the Japanese had ruled the nighttime jungle, infiltrating the Marine lines and killing Marines while they slept in their foxholes. The Marine Corps decided that if it could train dogs to alert without barking to an approaching enemy, the Americans could turn the tables on the Japanese. My veterinary education was not mentioned; the War Dog Training School had requested a line officer and I was it.


So here I was, and I could tell from the sign at the entrance that my veterinary skills might come in handy. It read U.S. MARINES— CAMP LEJEUNE, N.C.—WAR DOG TRAINING COMPANY. But the image of the dog painted beneath the lettering was clearly that of a Great Dane, not a Doberman Pinscher, the official war dog of the Marine Corps. Had nobody noticed the mistake?


* * *


In 1943, Camp Lejeune was still woodsy and undeveloped. Part pine forest, part farmland before the Marines took over, there were still corn rows here and there. In places, purple grapes known as muscadines grew wild into the tops of trees. The war dog training camp, originally a Civilian Conservation Corps camp established in the 1930s, sat on a bluff overlooking the north fork of the New River. Except for the dog camp and Montford Point, home of the black Marines (in those days the Marine Corps was still segregated), all units were located on the other side of the river. Camp Lejeune might have been described either as a paradise—the piece of land jutting out into the river across from the dog camp was actually named Paradise Point—or a swampy, insect-infested hellhole, depending on what you were doing at the time.


Captain Jackson H. Boyd welcomed me to camp. He was fifty-two years old, more than six feet tall and still slender. He’d served as a battery commander in World War I and had been wounded in the Battle of Argonne Forest. Between the wars, he had worked as a stockbroker in Southern Pines, North Carolina, where he was master of the hounds for the Southern Pines Hunt Club. More important, he was genuinely glad to see me. The school had not yet had a single line officer, so Boyd had petitioned headquarters for one and I was the result. He knew that I was a veterinarian but said my purpose would be to train two platoons in infantry tactics and eventually to command one overseas. He assured me that my gunnery sergeant, Lawrence Holdren, a sixteen-year veteran with duty in Haiti, Nicaragua and China, would be able to provide plenty of experience and advice.


In the War Dog Training School both men and dogs would be trained for combat. There were to be three basic functions for the dogs. Scout dogs would be trained to scout in front of the infantry in advances and on patrols, guard prisoners, provide night security in foxholes and outposts, and enter caves and pillboxes to determine whether enemy was present. Messenger dogs would carry messages between their two handlers as well as small amounts of ammunition, medicine and other supplies in saddlebags to units that could not be reached otherwise because of enemy fire. Mine dogs would be taught to detect mines, trip wires, booby traps and other explosive devices buried or hidden from view. The handlers, too, would learn a variety of skills. The handlers of the scout dogs, for example, would be trained as expert infantry scouts: they would learn how to trail men through the forest or jungle and be schooled in all aspects of small arms. But what was most important was that the handlers learn their dogs.


The use of animals—from homing pigeons to horses—in war was nothing new: thousands of years ago, Greek and Roman soldiers had sent dogs with spiked collars into battle. In the American Civil War, a few dogs that accompanied their masters to war were used as sentries and guard dogs. At Andersonville Prison in Georgia, thirteen dogs were used for attacking escaping prisoners, and guard dogs were used at Libby and Castle Thunder Prisons. But there was no official corps of dogs for either the Union or Confederate armies.*


By World War I, dogs were being used by the thousands by all combatants. Red Cross dogs were used to find wounded men in No Man’s Land, the ground separating the lines of the combatants. A dog brought back a helmet or some article of clothing to his line and then led rescue squads to retrieve the wounded man. (Today there is a monument to the Red Cross dogs of World War I at the Hartsdale Pet Cemetery in Hartsdale, New York.) Messenger dogs were used extensively as were dogs to pull carts with supplies and equipment, and there is a statue in Brussels of a dog pulling a machine gun on a cart for soldiers moving to the front.


Unaccountably, during World War II the Marines did not consider using dogs until after Guadalcanal, where canines, with their extraordinary sense of smell, could conceivably provide an excellent defense against the night infiltration by the Japanese.


Before I arrived, the 1st War Dog Platoon had already been sent on its way. But there were problems. The Corps had recruited a schoolteacher as commanding officer for the first platoon because he was an amateur dog trainer, but he had no military training. By the time I had arrived in Lejeune, they had moved on to Camp Pendleton, California, where Carl Spitz, a professional dog trainer and German soldier in World War I, had been hired to complete the dog training before they were sent overseas.


Captain Boyd pulled a piece of paper from his shirt pocket and handed it to me. It was a memo, addressed to all personnel of the War Dog Training School, and it outlined the spirit in which Marine handlers and their dogs would be trained and cared for. It read, in part, as follows:


The handler will learn that the dog will be loyal and can be depended upon. It can be expected that the man and his dog will create a team that will be unbreakable. The handler in this course will develop a feeling of pride, companionship and ownership in his own dog by the natural response of one to the other.


To further accomplish this, the handler will furnish all care and maintenance of his charge. He will feed and water his dog on a scheduled basis. He will clean and groom his dog every day as directed by his instructors. He will maintain his animal’s quarters in a manner specified by the Veterinarian.


Training will consist of the following exercises to teach the dog to heel, sit, down, stay, come (on recall), crawl, and jump both high and broad. These exercises will be taught using both voice commands and arm and hand signals.


The method used shall be one of reward for accomplishment. This shall be a combination of voice praise, physical petting and fondling. Under no circumstances will physical punishment or abuse be tolerated. Reprimands shall be restricted to oral disapproval. Any violations will be severely dealt with.


Training, according to the memo, would be completed by July 15, 1943.


* * *


I would be commanding both the 2nd and 3rd Platoons until a second officer arrived to take charge of one of them, and thus was not expected to be responsible for the dogs’ health. The chief veterinarian, First Lieutenant James A. B. Stewart, had that job, and, as I learned the first night at chow, he managed to make the most of it. Five minutes after we sat down to eat in the mess hall, Stewart, a roly-poly man whose lopsided face looked like his mother had laid him too long on one side, whispered a warning and an invitation.


“Don’t eat much of this stuff. It’ll kill you. Come over to the dog hospital and I’ll give you a good meal.”


A few minutes later, he made a great show of pushing his plate away and announcing to Captain Boyd that he was on a diet. He asked to be excused and said he would take me over to the dog hospital and show me around. Boyd looked at the pudgy vet doubtfully but excused us. As we walked toward the dog hospital, a lone building near the river, he asked why I was in the Marine Corps as a line officer—implying that I must be nuts.


I told him that I didn’t want to puddle guts in the Veterinary Corps of the Army, so when the Marine Corps offered a real commission to me as an ROTC grad, I took it.


“It’s your funeral,” he said. “This is as far forward as I intend to go.”


I could see why. Inside the hospital Stewart pulled two large steaks from the refrigerator, plopped them onto a broiler pan and pushed them into the oven. He plucked two steaming baked potatoes from the oven and set the stove on broil. He got first-rate sides of beef from the commissary for the dogs, he explained. “I inspect it by ripping out the tenderloin and broiling it here. It always passes.”


He sliced some tomatoes, and in a few minutes we dug into a meal far better than anything I would ever eat in the mess hall. When it was dark, I excused myself and headed for the officers’ quarters, where I quickly found my room, unpacked my few things, hung up my uniforms and went to bed. My first meal at Camp Lejeune had rivaled Delmonico’s. It seemed like a good start.


The second day began far less peacefully, with a squawking, screeching sound that blared in a certain, vaguely identifiable rhythm. It was reveille all right, but the worst version I had ever heard. It succeeded in its mission: nobody could sleep through it. As I finished dressing, someone knocked at the door. I opened it to find a tall, thin, sandy-haired Marine wearing sergeant’s stripes on his neatly pressed fatigues. He introduced himself as Sergeant Raymond Barnowsky. “Everybody calls me Barney,” he said, handing me a roster of troops.


I asked him where he got the field music.


“Oh, that’s Spielman. We had a bugle but no field music. Spielman said he played bugle in the Cub Scouts, so we recruited him.”


Outside, men were tumbling out of barracks, grabbing at bits of clothing, tugging at shoelaces, and squaring away caps. When the men had lined up, Barnowsky screamed at them to get back into the barracks. “When I blow this whistle, I want you men to break those doors down getting out here! I’m giving you sixty seconds.”


The men scampered back into the barracks, and when Barnowsky blew his whistle, they came running, falling, knocking into each other and scrambling toward their assigned places. Barnowsky called them to attention and looked at his watch. It had taken sixty-two seconds. It was Barnowsky, trained at the Army dog training facility at Fort Robinson, Nebraska, who had the major responsibility for training the men and dogs. He dressed the ranks, walking from one end to the other, then tapped one Marine on the shoulder with his swagger stick.


“Stand over there. I’ll get to you later.”


The Marine moved out of ranks. His dungarees were dirty and wrinkled. His hair was scruffy and hung over his forehead, protruding from a crumpled cap that sat sideways on top of his head. He was about five feet ten, but stocky and powerfully built. He had one shoe in his hand and the other on his foot, the laces loose and untied. The look on his face was one of total despair.


The troops of A and B Barracks, like the ragged Marine out of ranks, looked like kids, which they were. Most were teenagers. A few were older, but not many. Just out of boot camp, they looked skinny and weak, and bore little resemblance to the tough, confident Marines on recruiting posters. Barnowsky returned to the front of the formation, saluted, and said, “Ready for roll call, sir.”


I looked at the roster and noticed that the names were so foreign to me that I feared I would never learn how to pronounce them. In desperation, I handed the roster back to Barnowsky and yelled loudly, “Sergeant, call the roll!”


I listened carefully as each name was called. Occasionally, there was a familiar Irish, Scottish, English or Jewish name, but for the most part they were Polish or Italian. I eventually learned how to call the roll, but it took a long time. One Marine’s name was Olswfski, pronounced Ol-shev-ski.


“All present and accounted for, sir,” said Barnowsky. Then he turned his attention to the Marine he had called from the ranks. He berated him for his sloppiness, then turned to me. “Maybe you’d better have a talk with him.” His voice had turned softer and showed genuine concern.


When the men fell in again, Raymond Tomaszewski lagged behind the other men. His fatigues were still a mess. He had his shoes on, but the laces still were not tied, and dragged on the ground. I beckoned to the bedraggled Marine and we headed to the training office. Inside, I asked him what was the matter.


He hesitated, then began. His uncle, it seems, was in the Marines and had told him how great it was. When Raymond’s number came up, he chose the Corps and went to boot camp. That was okay. He had expected it to be tough. But he didn’t volunteer for this outfit. Some gunny sergeant had pointed his swagger stick at him and said, “You just volunteered for the dog outfit.”


He lowered his head. “Sir, I ain’t ever had a dog in my life. I just don’t feel right talking to a dog. Makes me nervous.”


But the problem was not so much a lack of expertise as a lack of pride. Tomaszewski, or Ski, as we came to call him, had been a high-school football star who had dreamed of being a Marine and whose vision of the Corps was every bit as romantic as mine. Now he was talking to dogs instead of killing Japanese, and he was ashamed. The question of respectability was one that I would face with many of the men in my platoon and outside of it and, at first, within myself as well. I loved animals, of course, but I had not come to the Marines for them. My veterinarian’s license was, at the moment, unwanted expertise: it had relegated me to the ignominy of the dog corps.


While I thought about the morale of my men, Stewart, working on a dog nearby, called out to Ski, “Give me a hand with Sparky. I’ve got to probe his foot and I need some muscle.”


A large Doberman was lying on his side on the examination table, his handler off to one side, one hand on the dog’s shoulder, the other clamping the dog’s mouth shut. Tomaszewski stepped forward, put his right elbow on the dog’s shoulder and grasped both front paws with his right hand. He placed his left elbow over Sparky’s flank and held his rear feet in his left hand.


Stewart took a probe and a pair of forceps from the instrument cabinet and advanced toward Sparky’s hind foot. He inserted the forceps into a hole in the footpad and extracted a small stone. Sparky strained, but his entire body was caught in Tomaszewski’s vise grip. There wasn’t the slightest motion in the foot. Stewart applied a swab of Metaphen to the wound and gave Sparky a pat on the buttocks. Stewart said he had some twenty-five dogs coming in the afternoon. Could Ski lend a hand?


I was impressed at how easily Ski had controlled the big Doberman, rendering the animal absolutely motionless on the examining table. After Ski left, I told the vet that Ski was having a tough time adjusting to being a dog handler. Would Stewart use him as an assistant? It might come in handy when we went overseas to have someone trained as a dog corpsman.


Stewart laughed. “It’s fine with me—I like his unmilitary appearance.”


I spoke to the top sergeant, who gave it his blessing. From now on Tomaszewski would report to Stewart. For Tomaszewski, his work as a veterinary assistant was the beginning of the pride that he would eventually feel in himself and in the 2nd Platoon. For me it was the beginning of leadership and the start of what would soon become a profound sense of attachment and dedication to the 2nd. I had helped a Marine and in doing so strengthened the whole platoon. I had done a good deed, and it would be repaid manyfold in the jungles of Guam.


* * *


Ski was not the only Marine who hadn’t volunteered for the war dog detachment—the four-legged Marines hadn’t volunteered either. Sergeant Barnowsky had taken nineteen Marines to the Army’s dog training facility at Fort Robinson, Nebraska, where he and the men completed a course in dog training. In early February 1943, they returned to Camp Lejeune with forty Army dogs. These dogs, mostly German Shepherds, became the first Marine Corps war dogs.


After this initial acquisition, the Doberman Pinscher Club of America stepped in and persuaded the Corps that club members could provide, for free, all the dogs necessary for the duration of the war. As a consequence, the club became the official recruiter, the Doberman became the official dog, and the president of the club became a powerful influence at Marine Corps headquarters.


The Doberman Pinscher is a relatively new breed, being recognized only in 1900. It was perfected by Ludwig Dobermann of Thuringia. In its ancestry are the Rottweiler, the Black and Tan Terrier, the Smooth-Haired German Pinscher and the Manchester terrier. It is classified by the American Kennel Club as a working dog, measuring twenty-four to twenty-eight inches tall and of very muscular build, often weighing much more than would appear. The Doberman thus has an appearance of nobility. It is sleek and quick, loyal to its master, and devoted to his family. The dog has an excellent nose, and, more important, the heart and spirit of a gentle-man—when properly trained.*


But a problem arose right away. Many of the dogs were not well trained. Owners of vicious dogs were certain their dogs were just what the Marine Corps was looking for in a war dog. In fact, the opposite is true. Some aggressiveness is necessary, but it is acceptable only when the handler can control it. More important traits are similar to those that most people value in a hunting dog or household pet: intelligence, tractability, loyalty, stamina, dependability and an acute sense of hearing and smell.


But we learned that even dogs that appeared incorrigible could often be reformed. One such dog was Herman.


One morning as I returned from chow, Stewart called to me across the quadrangle to meet him at the kennels. Would I go into town with him and Ski to receive a shipment of dogs coming from Chicago?


We drove into Jacksonville to meet the train carrying our latest canine recruits. As we pulled into the railroad yard, one of the two Marines who had accompanied the dogs from Chicago waved us over. Everything was shipshape on the trip, he reported, except for one really mean dog. This particular dog was so angry and so tough that every time they took him out to clean his crate they had to use a “come along”—a three-foot pipe with a looped rope at the end that enabled the men to control the dog while keeping him at bay. The Marine warned us to keep our hands away from this dog unless we wanted a bloody stump.


Herman was not hard to find. As Stewart walked down the row of crates containing dogs, a big Doberman suddenly charged the door of its cage, snarling and even biting the bars in frenzy. Stewart jumped back and yelled at the others to stay away. He feared the dog’s attacks might have weakened the crate’s bars and hinges during the ride from Chicago. If Herman didn’t get over his rage, Stewart said, he’d be sent home with a discharge “for the good of the service.”


The men began loading the crates and dogs into the trucks. It was an easy job until two Marines picked up Herman’s crate. The big dog let out a howl and charged the door again. The Marines dropped the crate and headed to the door, knocking down three others in their great desire to escape to the safety of the outdoors. Stewart broke out in laughter and chided the Marines for their cowardice. But then he stopped and in a serious voice admonished the men to never approach a strange dog with sudden movements. Announce your presence by calling the dog’s name, Stewart said, then proceed with confidence.


The two men eyed the veterinarian apprehensively, but gamely approached the crate again. They called out the dog’s name and said in reassuring tones that he would not be hurt. But as soon as one of them jiggled the crate, Herman charged again, snarling and howling as before.


“Isn’t having much effect on him, Lieutenant,” said the nervous Marine.


Stewart said not to worry, just pick up the crate and put it in the truck. Eventually, all the dogs made it into the trucks and back to camp. The crates were unloaded and lined up, and Stewart ordered the men to bring the dogs into the sick bay one at a time with their papers.


One by one, the dogs were given their physicals. Ski lifted each onto the examining table and took its temperature while Stewart opened the envelope containing the dog’s papers and health records. Stewart measured each dog’s height at its withers, examined his eyes, teeth, coat, legs, feet, heart and lungs. Then he drew urine through a catheter and blood from the dog’s right forearm. Spreading a drop on a glass slide, he looked through the microscope. Heartworm was a potential problem because of the large numbers of mosquitoes at Camp Lejeune. “Lots of these dogs are going to get infected,” he grumbled. “They should have put this camp someplace else.”


After this initial exam, the dogs were kept in quarantine for ten days to watch for incubating diseases. The waiting period helped the dogs to adjust to their new life. Afterward, if they passed our behavioral tests, all their health data would be transferred to a permanent record, and a serial number would be tattooed on the inside of their ear. From then on, they would be Marines.


Finally, it was Herman’s turn. For him an exam was out of the question. Herman was still in such a foul temper that Stewart had him taken to the fenced-in quarantine area still in his crate, and used a long rope to open the door latch. When the door swung open, Herman flew out, charging the men standing outside the chain link fence. Frothing at the mouth, fangs exposed, he took one leap, grabbed the fence in his teeth and bit down hard.


Stewart instructed the men to leave Herman alone and under no circumstances to open the gate; water and food were to be pushed under it. Then he ordered Ski to go to the supply shack and draw a padlock. “I’ll lock him in myself and keep the key in my pocket.” To more effectively illustrate the danger Herman posed, Stewart opened his jacket, exposing his right armpit and the area eight inches below. It looked like a hand grenade had exploded under his arm. In March, a Doberman had gotten him down and Stewart had raised his arm to protect his face. Fortunately, one of the men grabbed a mop with a heavy handle and beat the big dog off of him. It took fifty-seven stitches to close Stewart’s wound.


Of the twenty-five dogs examined, four failed to pass and were put in quarantine to await shipment back to their owners. One was rejected because of a generally unthrifty condition and emaciation; one was too small to meet the standards; the third was blind in one eye because of an old injury; and the last showed evidence of a broken leg that had not been set properly, reducing the motion in the knee joint. Stewart looked at the card and noted that the dog had been recruited as a messenger dog. The poor devil could hardly walk, much less run.


Herman didn’t get his physical that day or the next or the next— it took a whole week.


The following day, Lieutenant Wilson Davis, a thirty-seven-year-old wholesale produce merchant from Baltimore who had been an amateur dog trainer in civilian life, administered the behavioral test to the other dogs, which consisted of tests for gun-shyness, cowardice aggressiveness, or overaggressiveness. He began by throwing small firecrackers in the vicinity of a dog. If the dog did not try to run or hide behind his handler or begin shaking violently, the size of the explosive was increased. Finally, Davis tossed torpedo bombs, which made a terrific noise and caused some minor concussive damage when they exploded. Meanwhile, the handler walked the dog around the ring on a leash, calling him by name and assuring him that everything was all right. If the dog showed no sign of excessive nervousness, he passed.


Next the dogs were brought into a ring and tethered to a two-foot-long spring that was attached to a wall. To test for aggressiveness, a Marine dressed in a padded suit entered the ring. He approached the dogs with a menacing stance and began beating the ground with a limber switch. Occasionally, he swatted the dog’s front leg to see if he could arouse the dog to attack him.


Many would not: one dog was rejected for cowardice—instead of attacking, he crouched behind his handler, whimpering and shaking; another was rejected because he was a fear biter, a very dangerous animal in any situation. In most cases, a fear biter is an outright coward. In this case, the dog gave a good show of courage, at first, but could not suppress all of the telltale signs of cowardice: in a threatening situation his tail was pulled down over his backside and his hind legs were pulled underneath him. When pressed by the agitator, the dog backed up and cowered, but the moment the man turned his back, the dog leaped forward and tried to bite the seat of the man’s pants. This kind of dog may be the most dangerous and is often responsible for injuring children and old people. When children cry or scream, these dogs can become hysterical and attack. Finally, one dog was rejected because he was too aggressive. He worked himself into such a frenzy of hysteria during the exercise that he could not be calmed despite his handler’s best efforts. He turned on his handler, howling and biting. When the handler retreated to the center of the ring, blood dripping from his left hand, the dog then went after the dog next to him. We sent him home to his lucky family.


In all, seven of the twenty-five dogs received were now rejected, a typical percentage, Stewart said. Throughout the war, 25 to 30 percent of the dogs received at Camp Lejeune were returned because they were unsuitable, and even more would be sent home after the greater test of combat where the lives of the handler, the dog, and the Marines with them depended on an intelligent dog that never lost its cool under any kind of fire.


A week later, Stewart and I went to check on Herman, in the hope that he had settled down. Several Marines were lounging around the quarantine area, and one of them, a man who appeared to be much older than the others, was singing a tune in a foreign language and playing a small concertina with hands almost as large as the squeeze box.


Someone yelled, “Officers on deck,” and the men jumped to attention.


As soon as the music stopped, Herman charged the fence, fangs bared, screaming as usual. The concertina player yelled something in a foreign language, and Herman suddenly backed down. He had understood.


The singer’s name was Mike Pappas, from Tarpon Springs, Florida, the song, Pappas told Stewart, a Greek lullaby often sung by sponge divers as they sat around their boats after harvesting sponges. He didn’t think the song had a real name.


Pappas was older: in fact, he was a “retread,” a Marine who had served before and had reenlisted to serve away from the front lines and thus release a younger man for combat duty. The Corps had agreed that when his training at the War Dog School was over, he and his dog would be sent to a defense establishment in the United States as sentries.


Stewart asked Pappas to sing the song again, and as he sang, Herman crawled to the front of the run and lay down with his feet outstretched and his head cocked to listen. Stewart asked Pappas to call Herman in Greek. When he did, Herman sat up, looked at Pappas and then slowly backed away, his eyes glued on the big Marine. Pappas pulled a piece of hard candy that we Marines called “pogie bait” from his pocket. “Come on, boy, here’s a treat for you,” he said in Greek, “come and get it.”


He held out his hand with the candy, but Herman wasn’t ready and backed away a little farther. He understood what Pappas was saying but was not yet ready to fully trust him. Too much had happened to him in the last week: he had been taken from his home, thrown into a crate and kept there for days until being placed in a cage surrounded by incomprehensible strangers.
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