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			To the dogs of the United States Secret Service,

			who have been steadfastly and enthusiastically protecting presidents since 1976 and have never let politics stand in their way

		

	
		
			A NOTE ON MISSION SECURITY

			The United States Secret Service is not an agency that jumps at the chance to be the subject of a book. It is, after all, the Secret Service. It took nine months to secure permission to research and write this book, in part because of some sweeping changes within the agency, but also because of concerns about OPSEC (operational security).

			With security missions as vital as the Secret Service’s, I didn’t want to do anything that would jeopardize OPSEC, but I also wanted to be able to tell the full and vibrant story of its canine teams. We came to an understanding that would safeguard OPSEC while granting me both unprecedented access and editorial control.

			There were certain items I agreed not to disclose, including the names of explosives the dogs detect, certain tactics, and names of any of the dozens of venues that allow dog teams to train in realistic scenarios (including stadiums, arenas, parks, airports, and malls). In addition, I opted not to mention names of family members.

			The Secret Service also asked me not to include last names of current employees—just first name and last initial, or a nickname.

		

	
		
			FOREWORD

			The United States Secret Service is constantly updating its protective methods and procedures, seeking to improve its ability to carry out its various missions and responsibilities. In the mid-1970s, I, as the assistant director for Protective Forces, along with my deputy Paul Rundle and members of our staff, maintained a continuous dialogue with the various Protective Units, discussing what they believed was needed to improve their protective posture. One subject that continuously came up was the use of K-9 units, in both explosive detection and emergency response. We had been receiving K-9 assistance from local law-enforcement agencies and, when appropriate, the U.S. military services. These requests always put a strain on the agencies, who had their own responsibilities and problems to deal with. The discussions finally came to a conclusion in 1975 when Director H. Stuart Knight agreed to our researching the possibility of having our own K-9 units.

			We selected one of my staff members, Special Agent in Charge Bill Livingood, to be in charge of the research project and he began the task of determining just exactly what would best fit the requirements of the Secret Service. He interviewed local law-enforcement agencies using K-9 units, visited federal facilities where K-9 units were trained, observed their training methods, determined how they selected the handlers, and researched the type of dog best suited for our needs. Cost was always a concern, and this, being a new project, had to be included in the final analysis. Once Livingood’s research was concluded, and approved by Director Knight, the K-9 program began on a very limited scale.

			Dogs have been used for centuries to protect property and individuals. They have been used as trackers to locate escaped prisoners and find human remains. They have been used successfully by the military services in a variety of ways. Increasingly, canines were being used throughout the entire law-enforcement community, and as a result of Livingood’s research, it was clear that the time had come for the Secret Service to include this addition to our protective umbrella. In July 1975, as I was about to retire, the K-9 unit within the Secret Service became a reality.

			Maria Goodavage has become known as an authoritative author on the subject of K-9 utilization by the military and law enforcement. Her previous books, Soldier Dogs: The Untold Story of Canine Heroes and Top Dog: The Story of Marine Hero Lucca, give an insight into the effectiveness of canines under the most stressful conditions. In Secret Service Dogs: The Heroes Who Protect the President of the United States, she takes the reader into the selection process of these dogs, the training, their maintenance, and, most of all, the extremely close relationship and respect that develops and is maintained between dog and handler. In this interesting and informative book you will come away with a new understanding of the tremendous value these special dogs provide in protecting the leaders of our great nation, the United States of America.

			Clint Hill

			Assistant Director, Protective Forces (Retired)

			U.S. Secret Service
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			CHAPTER 1

			A VERY STRANGE DAY

			Marshall M. had been protecting the president of the United States for eight years and was ready for just about anything. Even terrorists, if God forbid they made it to the White House fence.

			But when he woke up early on the morning of October 22, 2014, with his canine partner staring at him next to his four-poster bed, he didn’t know what to make of it. Hurricane had never ventured upstairs without being invited. And yet here he was, on the third floor of their downtown Baltimore home, looking like a normal dog who wanted to go for a walk.

			“’Cane, what’s your deal, buddy?” Marshall croaked, squinting at his clock and his dog.

			For the two and a half years they’d been partners in the United States Secret Service’s elite Emergency Response Team (ERT), the only place Hurricane had wanted to be while his handler slept was near the front door. From there, the black Belgian Malinois could keep watch on the entire first floor, including the back door and the main windows. All roads led to Hurricane. His fur, the color of midnight, blended him into the darkness. Perfect for surprising an intruder.

			Hurricane wouldn’t move from his bed unless Marshall called him upstairs, and even then, he always seemed to be in a rush to get back to his spot. He reminded Marshall of a kid who wanted to finish watching his favorite TV show, although he imagined Hurricane’s show was more like a live version of The Wire.

			Marshall lifted his head off the pillow to get a better look at his dog. It was still dark out, but the street lamps bathed the room in an amber glow. As soon as Marshall moved, Hurricane trotted over to the top of the stairs eight feet away, then back to the side of the bed. Stairs. Bed. Stairs. Bed.

			“’Cane, what are you doing? What’s gotten into you?”

			Marshall closed his eyes, hoping his dog would settle down. They’d be pulling a long shift later at the White House. No need to get out of bed at this hour. He heard Hurricane’s paws pad the hardwood floor in a new direction. He looked and saw him standing on the other side of the bed, close to the window, over Marshall’s gear bags and tactical boots. Hurricane gazed at Marshall with an intensity the handler found unsettling.

			Marshall realized what his dog was trying to tell him.

			Grab your gear and let’s go.

			Hurricane lived to work. The dog could tell by what Marshall was wearing if it was going to be a workday or not. If his handler came downstairs in civilian clothes, Hurricane usually stayed in his bed. But when Marshall greeted him wearing his black uniform, Hurricane jumped up, tail wagging, and shadowed him until they left for work.

			Hurricane lowered his head toward his handler’s gear bags and exhaled forcefully through his nose, making an odd grunting sound that always got Marshall’s attention.

			Marshall laughed. “OK, you little weirdo, we’re not going to work yet. You need to go empty or something?” In their early days together he would say, “Go potty,” but he quickly realized that didn’t sound very badass. The dogs who protect the president don’t “go potty.”

			They were out the door in less than a minute, even with leashing and muzzling Hurricane. Marshall slept in shorts and a tank, no matter what the weather. He kept a pair of size 12 slip-on Nike 7.0s at the front door and the back door. In an emergency, he could be on his way in seconds. As part of ERT, it was second nature to be ready for anything—even, it seemed, a dog with pressing bathroom needs.

			Marshall headed left toward the park. Hurricane had other ideas. He jerked to the right, toward their white work van. He pulled so hard that he would have dragged anyone who wasn’t as strong as his muscle-bound 235-pound handler. Marshall reeled him back with a word and a quick tug.

			Hurricane usually marked every tree and rock he came across. But now he didn’t bother lifting a leg until Marshall told him, “Go empty,” in a firmer voice than usual. On the walk back home, Hurricane pulled the whole way, ending up back at the van. Marshall had never seen him so anxious to go to work.

			The dog wouldn’t relax at home as Marshall tried to go about his morning routine. Even their tradition of catching up on sports news together in the living room didn’t settle Hurricane. Instead of reposing on the floor next to the couch, he paced the hall back and forth to the front door.

			“You’re so wound up, dog! Let’s get you some real exercise,” Marshall said, and ran upstairs to get dressed for work.

			—

			The vice president’s residence (VPR) looks far more like a traditional home than the White House. The Queen Anne–style mansion’s location, on the sprawling, tree-flanked grounds of the U.S. Naval Observatory, keeps it fairly hidden from would-be onlookers. By comparison, the White House is a fishbowl.

			There’s a secluded field on the grounds, and if no one is around, it’s an ideal spot for ERT dog handlers to run their dogs. Even though the dogs are under exquisite control, handlers aren’t supposed to let them out in public areas without a muzzle and leash unless they’re working. But these are high-energy dogs, and they need to cut loose.

			Marshall pulled up and eyed the area. On this misty October morning, it was deserted. Time for a half-hour game of fetch—on steroids. Marshall, a southpaw, had pitched for the Kutztown University baseball team for four years. Two of those years they’d gone to the College World Series.

			He launched a black rubber Kong ball for his dog. Hurricane streaked out in its direction. The Kong jettisoned past him and landed seventy yards out. Hurricane caught it on the bounce and dashed back to him, wagging and bracing himself for the next throw.

			Ever since he could remember, Marshall had wanted to be a pro ballplayer or to work for the Secret Service. Both had the team vibe and would provide plenty of athletic, adrenaline-charged moments. His arm didn’t get him into the majors, but it proved convenient as a dog handler.

			Soon after he entered the Secret Service at age twenty-three, he learned about ERT, the Service’s version of a SWAT team. The challenging program takes guts, strength, speed, courage, smarts, and a level head. Many apply, but few make it through the rigors of the class.

			Marshall spent two years patrolling around the White House, and made the Emergency Response Team on the first try. After three years on ERT, he was offered the chance to be part of the canine team. Marshall had never owned a dog but had worked alongside ERT tactical canines at the White House and was so impressed by their capabilities that he found himself wishing he could work with a dog.

			He realized that if he became part of the ERT Tactical Canine Unit, his responsibilities would only increase. ERT canine handlers don’t transition away from their tactical capabilities. Handlers are in the stack just like the other ERT techs, but they have a dog on top of everything else.

			When he walked into the kennels on the first day of the ten-week class in 2012, the dogs—all Malinois—barked with a ferocity that jarred him. They growled. They whirled. Foam flew. Teeth flashed.

			Except this one dog, all black. The dog Marshall had been assigned for his first day of training stood at the kennel door and stared at him.

			“You want me to just walk in there?” he asked the instructor as he stood outside the kennel holding a harness, leash, and muzzle.

			“He’s all yours.”

			“Why is he all ‘stealth’ like that?” Marshall said with a chuckle, trying to sound like he was at least half joking. “Is that for a good reason or a bad reason?”

			Marshall cautiously opened the door and took one step in. As the dog jumped toward him, Marshall braced for the worst.

			In a flash it was over. The dog was standing on his hind legs, front paws on Marshall’s chest. He wagged and looked into his new handler’s eyes. The canine version of a hug.

			Oh thank God! Marshall thought. He stroked the dog’s head and neck as they took each other in amid the surrounding canine cacophony.

			Marshall immediately knew this was the dog for him, and not just because Hurricane would be the only black dog in ERT—although he’d enjoy having a dog who stood out from the rest. There was something about him.

			He vowed that by the end of the week, when the instructors matched handlers with dogs, Hurricane would be his. If that meant putting his thumb on the scale to increase the likelihood of getting him, so be it.

			Throughout the week, handlers played a version of musical dogs, taking different dogs out of kennels each day and switching dogs when instructed. Whenever Marshall had the chance to partner with Hurricane, he took it. He also took it when he didn’t have the chance, switching dogs back and forth with the deft hand of a magician performing a cup-and-ball trick until Hurricane was at his side again.

			By the end of the week, instructors assigned him Hurricane. When no one was looking, Marshall tapped his chest. Hurricane jumped up and rested his front paws on top of his new handler’s Kevlar vest. They had a few quiet words with each other before going back to training.

			—

			Almost everything they did together as partners in training came easily. Ridiculously so, Marshall thought.

			“Why is everyone saying this is so hard?” he asked his dog one morning when they’d aced a few new commands.

			All it took was one run-through for most tasks and Hurricane nailed it. In the first few days of training with their new canine partners, handlers used sliced hot dogs to reward their dogs and speed up bonding. Marshall’s stash of sliced hot dogs remained robust, while other handlers ran out. All it took was one piece of hot dog and Hurricane knew what he was supposed to do.

			The dog even learned advanced techniques in one try. The first time Marshall told Hurricane to stop biting a decoy in a bite suit—a “verbal out”—Hurricane let go immediately.

			“I think I’ve got a real knack for this!” he razzed his teammates during a break as they went hunting for more hot dogs.

			“You didn’t do anything!” one heckled back. “You told your dog to do it and he did all the work!”

			About halfway through training he found out what was behind his knack. Hurricane was not the young dog many of the others were. He was at least three and a half years old. And the Netherlands-born dog was titled in Europe—a champ in a popular police dog sport.

			Most of the dogs the Secret Service purchased from its U.S. vendor in Indiana were about two years old with minimal training. The Service’s trainers didn’t want to have to untrain them on certain tasks in order to train them in their own techniques. Besides, highly trained older dogs were getting harder to come by as demand for them increased.

			Marshall got to see Hurricane’s European training papers once. They were in Dutch, but he Googled a few of the terms.

			“His résumé is, like, a thousand times better than mine!” he said to a supervisor as he leafed through page after page of his dog’s accomplishments.

			Hurricane saw the supervisor look down at where he was resting on the floor. Not one to let an opportunity for affection pass by, the dog was instantly at his side, nudging his hand insistently. When the supervisor relented and gave him a quick head rub, Hurricane flipped onto his back, four legs sticking up.

			“He’s good at training people to give him love,” Marshall laughed as the supervisor gave Hurricane the requested belly rub.

			“Your dog has a very big ‘off’ switch. He’s an anomaly,” the supervisor said, shaking the black fur from his hand as Hurricane tried to persuade him to continue.

			“I know! He’s the best dog ever!” Marshall beamed.

			Hurricane’s friendly nature made the long commute from Baltimore bearable. On their way to and from the White House, Marshall often chatted with Hurricane.

			“Man, that maniac cut me off! Can you believe that guy, Hurricane?”

			Hurricane, the ultimate good listener, could not believe that guy.

			Marshall usually smiled when he spoke to Hurricane outside the training arena. His tone was happy and friendly. He sounded like a father talking to a smart toddler. A smart toddler who could whup some serious terrorist butt.

			—

			At ERT headquarters near the White House, the shift got a briefing and assignments. The First Family would be in residence. Not that this information changed how they protected the White House, but it was important to know.

			Marshall and Hurricane would be working on the north grounds of the White House, facing Pennsylvania Avenue. So would Mike J. and his dog, Jardan (pronounced jar-dan). The four had gone through canine school together and trained with each other more than any of the other guys and dogs. Jardan was more of a typical ERT dog. He had smarts and brawn, and was friendly enough as far as a SWAT dog goes. But no one ever accused him of being overly affectionate.

			The handlers drove their vans onto the U-shaped driveway and parked close to the White House, Marshall on the east side, Mike on the west. For the next several hours they’d be keeping highly trained eyes (boosted by technology) on the fence line and surrounding area. Vigilance was key. Anything out of place, and someone would be notified, or they’d take action themselves. They didn’t sit in their vans and peruse the grounds wearing more than forty pounds of full kit plus their weapons for nothing.

			Marshall hoped Hurricane’s half hour of chasing the Kong at the VPR would take the edge off the odd way Hurricane had been acting. Normally, the dog spent much of his shift chomping on his black Kong as Marshall kept vigil. Sometimes Hurricane napped in his open kennel in the back of the van, but at the slightest movement of his handler, the dog would jump up, ready for action.

			But Hurricane still wouldn’t settle. He bolted in and out of his kennel. He stood with his front paws on the console between the two front seats, ears forward and eyes looking in the same direction as his handler’s. He hopped to the flat area in front of the kennel and just stood.

			Marshall was focused enough not to let Hurricane’s actions interfere with his attentiveness to the fence line. But this wasn’t the same Hurricane he’d been with 24/7 for these last years. In a fleeting thought, Marshall wondered if the dog somehow sensed danger, like some dogs were purported to sense earthquakes ahead of time.

			“Trust your dog,” the instructors always told handlers.

			But these were SWAT dogs, not psychic dogs, he reasoned. Hurricane was smart, but no soothsayer.

			“Did you sneak out for some Starbucks before I woke up, ’Cane?” he asked as he gently elbowed him down from the console. The image of Hurricane jumping up and putting his front paws on the counter to order a cup of coffee made him smile. It lightened the moment. He realized his dog was probably just having one of those off days he’d heard others complain about. Chances were that everything would be back to normal tomorrow.

			Still, when night fell, he found himself leaning forward an extra half inch, even more vigilant than usual.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			HIGHLY SKILLED OPERATORS

			They need you in the freight elevator! Down that hall and to the left. EOD’s already there.”

			Kim K. and her explosives detection dog, Astra, hustle past tables resplendent with croissants, elegant pastries, cheeses, and thinly sliced melons and pineapples in the lower lobby of the Grand Hyatt, Washington, D.C. The lithe Malinois doesn’t so much as glance at the upscale continental breakfast as she streams through the room largely unnoticed.

			The cavernous elevator is waiting, doors wide open. Kim surveys the situation. Not exactly an emergency, but a job that has to be done. The cargo—stacks of folding chairs and bottles of juice—needs to be swept for explosives before it can be cleared and brought onto the floor. The president will be here later, and nothing can come into the area without being checked by a dog team.

			“Seek!” she tells her dog.

			The smell of fresh-brewed coffee permeates the air. But to Astra it’s just olfactory white noise, no impediment to the rock-and-roll scent of explosives. With a little direction from Kim, Astra inspects the contents of the freight elevator. She’s fast, but thorough. In twenty seconds, she’s done. An explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) tech stays on to check that nothing got past Astra.

			Kim and Astra have been here since 4 A.M., working with other dogs and handlers from the Secret Service Explosive Detection Team. The dogs have already inspected every bit of the ballroom where the president will be speaking at 4 P.M., as well as the food prep area, the restrooms, the lobby, and the halls where the president will be walking to get to the dais.

			They head over to a handler and his German shepherd, Max, waiting near the magnetometer. Everyone attending the Women’s Leadership Forum has to pass through it. The main mission of the dog teams now is to inspect the equipment brought in by members of the media.

			It’s only 7 A.M., and the trickle of early guests and media is becoming a steady flow. A photographer sets down a bag filled with gear. Since Astra is already sniffing some high-tech recording equipment, this one’s for Max, waiting a few feet away.

			When Max’s handler points to the bag, Max lets out the kind of excited cry some dogs might use when begging for a pork chop. Max is hungry to do his job. He pulls hard on the leash. The photographer unzips the bag and its interior compartments.

			“Seek!” the handler tells Max.

			Three rapid sniffs and the job is done. As an EOD tech continues the inspection, Max stands in front of his handler, tilting his head and staring at a small pouch attached to his belt. It contains Max’s paycheck: his rubber Kong.

			Max likes to be paid frequently in Kong-chewing sessions, but it’s getting busy, and his handler can’t make deposits to his account as much as Max would like. He pets his dog’s head instead. Several feet away, a videographer is laying out his equipment on the carpet. Max sees it and lets out a whistle-like cry of joy, pulling toward it to do his job. He knows the check is in the mail.

			—

			Wherever the president goes, there will be dogs. They’ll be there no matter what the country or state. They’ll be there regardless of the political climate, the danger level, the weather, or the hour.

			Most of the time, presidents don’t see their canine protectors. The dogs who sniff out explosives arrive at a destination well before the president arrives and typically remain in the background while the president is present. The dogs who protect the president physically—the ERT dogs—tend post covertly.

			Though not usually seen, dogs are an integral part of the Secret Service’s many circles of protection for the commander in chief and vice president. The canine teams can also protect members of the First Family, the vice president’s family, and often visiting heads of state from other countries. Before presidential elections, dogs may be part of the entourage of candidates who are granted Secret Service protection.

			Handlers, like others in the Secret Service, don’t let political preference get in the way of their jobs. They protect just as diligently no matter how much they agree or disagree with the administration or presidential hopefuls. And since dogs are completely nonpartisan, it’s never an issue for them either. Republican, Democrat, it doesn’t matter as long as they get their Kongs and some praise for a job well done.

			Secret Service canines work at some functions attended by former presidents (formers and their spouses are under lifelong agency protection) and at certain events designated as National Special Security Events by the Department of Homeland Security.

			Every vehicle that enters the White House complex gets searched by a dog. The average Secret Service explosives detection canine will search 7,020 vehicles per year.

			After a car is ushered through the initial checkpoints, on E Street NW at either the Fifteenth or Seventeenth Street NW kiosks, the driver turns off the engine and pops the trunk. Depending on the weather and how busy it is, dogs will be waiting for vehicles in their handlers’ vans or on the pavement. A large strip of pavement was recently painted white so paws wouldn’t suffer during hotter months.

			One of the dogs walks over and sniffs inside the trunk. His handler then guides the dog around the vehicle. If the dog doesn’t alert, the car moves on. If it’s a bigger vehicle, like a truck, human inspectors will then give it a thorough check under the hood, in the cab, in the truck bed or cargo area, under the vehicle—anywhere someone could be hiding something bad.

			The president could look out the windows of the White House and see the canines who work there 24/7. But looking out windows for long periods isn’t on the agenda of most presidents. To get an up-close view of what Secret Service dogs do to protect them and their families, presidents head about twenty miles northeast to the Secret Service’s main training ground, the 493-acre James J. Rowley Training Center (RTC), in Laurel, Maryland.

			—

			The businesses that line a few streets in a corner of RTC seem to need someone to help them improve their curb appeal. Among the bland names of the gray edifices: “Italian Restaurant,” “Gun Shop,” “Hotel,” “Office Building,” and “Bar and Grill.” The place looks like a dreary leftover downtown from the 1970s—a lifeless casualty of a mall moving into a nearby suburb.

			But wait. Someone is shouting on L Street! A gun fires. More yelling. Oh no, man down!

			“This is a very bad place for the Secret Service,” says Special Agent Bill G., canine program manager, as he takes a visitor on a driving tour of Rowley Training Center. “We always get attacked.”

			BOOM! In the middle of the street a block away, a fiery flash. Secret Service personnel sprint in, weapons drawn. Not wanting to get in the way, Bill drives off from the tactical village before the end of the drama is revealed.

			Down the street from the village stands a mock White House. Very basic, far too small, no grandeur whatsoever. White House architect James Hoban would cringe to see this interpretation. It’s just four plain white walls with about a dozen small windows in the front and a U-shaped driveway. If it were a model in a new home development, no one would choose it. But it works well enough for the Secret Service to practice some basic protection scenarios.

			Nearby, two aircraft—stand-ins for Air Force One and Marine One—sit on the “tarmac” outside a one-building airport. Air Force One is actually just the front half of a plane, known around here as “Air Force One-half” and Marine One is an old military helicopter with a flat tire. Nobody’s flying these birds anywhere, but they’re good for practicing protection work.

			Next on the tour is a blacktop driving pad, where protective operations drivers practice the kind of maneuvers that could help save the president in a dire event. There’s nothing going on here during the tour, but painted lines show where they perform their high-octane feats.

			RTC is home to another tactical village, multiple firearms ranges, a raid house for nabbing counterfeit suspects or other ne’er-do-wells, a faux courtroom, and buildings that house gyms and classrooms. Woods, meadows, and fields provide important training grounds for scenarios that might unfold in more natural settings.

			From Perimeter Road, if you turn onto Canine Way, you’ll come to what most VIPs who visit here consider the highlight of a tour of RTC: the canine training area. This is ground zero for Secret Service dogs and handlers. They all start their training here and come back frequently for the intensive year-round training required by the agency. Most of their training is in the field, but this is home base.

			It’s not much to look at. There’s an old concrete kennel that will be razed for a state-of-the-art kennel when funding is approved. It’s next to the canine offices and a fenced training yard with an obedience course consisting of matching beige ramps and tubes and other equipment used in canine agility.

			It’s here that VIPs get to witness demos of Secret Service canines in action. The training staff frequently hears from members of Congress, athletes, actors, and other notables who tell them that of all the demos put on for them during the RTC tour, the canines are their favorite.

			President Barack Obama was the most recent chief executive to watch the dogs through the training yard fence. Michelle Obama had visited previously to learn about how dogs help protect their family. Other presidents, vice presidents, and their spouses have visited RTC over the years and seen demos by bomb dogs as well as the more badass ERT dogs.

			A canine program instructor or experienced handler often starts off explaining the blanket of protection the First Family gets from the dogs and handlers.

			And then it’s showtime:

			A handler wearing a full protective bite suit is the bad guy. He runs as best as he can in the stiff, heavy getup in the training yard. His movements, while encumbered by the unwieldy gear, are purposefully haphazard: a jog to the left, a jog to the right, a sprint forward and then some zigging and zagging.

			On the other side of the field, a dog barks and wags as he heels so close to his handler that he’s lightly touching his leg. No leash binds them. The handler—rugged and muscular, as all ERT handlers are—shouts police warnings to the bad guy.

			“Police! Police canine! Get down on the ground or I’m going to deploy my dog!”

			Those words tend to quickly bring real-life suspects to the ground. But not this guy. Another warning. And another. The dog barks steadily. There’s no question he means business. But this man isn’t giving up.

			The handler gives his dog a command in German, and in a flash the dog tears down the field. When he’s within six feet of leaping for the bite, the bad guy comes to his senses and throws his hands up in the air.

			Is it too late? Will the bad guy forever regret his belated decision to give up?

			The dog’s handler shouts another German command, and the dog—now inches from the suspect—whirls around and gallops back to his handler. Once at his handler’s side, the dog does a quick one-eighty and is back in heel position again, ready for whatever is next.

			The dog was probably aching to bite the bad guy, but even more, he wanted to please his handler. The result is a textbook “call off.”

			Later the dog gets to sink his teeth into the bad guy’s bite suit. The suspect yells and tries to push the dog off and makes it look like he’s fighting the dog. But the dog hangs on. Dogs with prey and fight drive find this extremely satisfying.

			The handler yells: “Stop fighting with my dog! Suspect, freeze!”

			Eventually it seems to dawn on the bad guy that he can’t win, and he freezes. With one word from the handler, the dog lets go immediately. Someone explains to the president that this is known as a “verbal out.”

			These are challenging skills to master. Many canine teams attempt them, but few perform them as exquisitely as the dogs and handlers of the Secret Service ERT. They’re among the nation’s best.

			Every few years, three ERT handlers and dogs attend the K-9 Olympics at Vohne Liche Kennels (VLK) in Denver, Indiana. They usually clean up. ERT handlers who want to go have to compete with one another for months to claim one of the three coveted spots and represent the Secret Service.

			The in-house winners for the August 2015 K-9 Olympics all had call offs of zero feet, among other impressive victories. This meant the handlers called back their dogs just as the dogs were leaping, ready to bite. The dogs turned their heads away and changed direction, maybe bumping the guy in the bite suit, but nothing more.

			Of 110 military and other law-enforcement canine teams that participated in the patrol portion of the Olympics, the Secret Service teams took first, second, and fourth place individually, and first place overall. They won eleven out of twenty-eight trophies—a handsome showing by most standards.

			But there were no high fives. They were not happy. They beat themselves up over what they could have done differently, and their instructors beat themselves up, too.

			“We can always do better,” bemoans lead instructor Brian M. “We put huge pressure on ourselves. We should be ecstatic, but it wasn’t good enough.”

			Brian, a fellow instructor, and the three dog teams missed the big K-9 Olympics barbecue to train on a new task, hoping the dogs would learn it quickly, which they did. When they arrived at the barbecue, the roast pig was barely more than a skeleton. All that was left to eat was corn on the cob.

			The previous time Secret Service dog teams attended the Olympics, in 2010, they took first, second, and third place individually, and first overall. They won sixteen out of twenty-five trophies. They were a little easier on themselves but still talked for days about what they could have done differently, and in the weeks that followed, worked to improve what they saw as their deficiencies.

			They’re quick to note that in the end, it’s not about winning games. It’s about the mission, about the significance of whom and what they’re protecting. It’s something Brian thinks about around the clock.

			“Every day after work, on the long ride home, you wonder: Are we more prepared today than our enemy?”

			—

			Compared with many military dogs, Secret Service dogs are specialists. Most military dogs perform two jobs: They sniff out explosives and they do apprehension/patrol work. These dual-purpose dogs are known as PEDDs, patrol explosives detection dogs. They’re the backbone of the military working dog world.

			Today’s Secret Service dogs do one job or the other. A dog like Astra is not going to take down a White House fence jumper. And a dog like Hurricane won’t be snorting around elevators for explosive devices. Neither dog has time for another job because of their rigorous training and work schedules. And there’s another thought process behind having single-purpose dogs.

			“Rather than have a dog and handler be good at everything, we want them to be great at one thing,” Brian says.

			Specialization is everywhere these days. Just ask your general practitioner, if you can find one. If anyone has a good reason to specialize, it’s the dogs who protect the POTUS. Mistakes could have dire worldwide consequences. Being focused in one area creates the kind of expertise that can save lives. You wouldn’t want that general practitioner to be your brain surgeon.

			The four-legged specialists are almost always immigrants, starting out life in another country, and with another language, often Germanic.

			Secret Service dogs, like most military dogs, are usually born and raised in European countries known for their long history of police dog sports like KNPV and Schutzhund. Countries such as the Netherlands and the Czech Republic have been breeding dogs who excel in this kind of work for many decades.

			The Secret Service has a contract with a U.S. vendor, which procures most of the dogs in Europe and ships them back stateside. The vendor for all but a couple of years since 2000 has been Vohne Liche Kennels, which also hosts the K-9 Olympics. The northern Indiana facility has contracts to buy dogs for hundreds of federal, state, and local law-enforcement agencies, and to train dogs for departments worldwide.

			Secret Service canine crews visit VLK frequently to select new recruits. The Service has a reputation for being extremely choosy.

			The dogs the agency selects will train hard and work hard. And at the end of the day, they’ll get to go home with their handlers. Military dogs don’t have that luxury and, unless they’re deployed in a war zone, spend their nights in military kennels.

			The Secret Service won’t allow the number of dogs in its current programs to be published. There are concerns about operational security if the wrong people know an exact number. While there are enough dogs to get the job done well all over the world, more canines are in the pipeline as their roles continue to expand.

			The elite canine specialists selected by the Secret Service will spend their career in one of the following job categories:

			Emergency Response Team (ERT) dogs—The Emergency Response Team is the Secret Service’s version of a SWAT team. It began in 1992, and dogs were added in 2003, partly in response to the 9/11 attacks and concern about possible threats from bombers. ERT dogs function as part of the Tactical Canine Unit, sometimes called the ERT Canine Unit.

			ERT dogs are super-high drive, smart, energetic, and courageous. They’re trained in advanced SWAT tactics to physically protect some of the world’s key leaders.

			You can call them intrepid or heroic. Just don’t call them attack dogs.

			“Attack is a curse word for us,” says Sergeant “Stew,” an ERT Canine Unit supervisor and a former handler. “We ‘attack’ no one. These aren’t vicious attack dogs. These dogs are highly skilled operators that can slow their minds during stressful situations and think.”

			Many police-type dogs trained in aggression work are dogs you wouldn’t want to mess with even on a good day. But the Secret Service will only consider canines who are fairly social with people and other dogs, since they’re around so many people, and since they have to work and train with other dogs all the time.

			ERT dogs are an option of less-than-lethal force. Instead of being on the receiving end of a bullet, an offender might end up on the receiving end of a dog bite. Not much fun, but better than the alternative.

			All ERT canines are Belgian Malinois. Many people mistake Mals for German shepherds, but Mals usually have shorter hair, slightly different coloration, and tend to weigh less, which makes it easier to carry them when a mission calls for it. Malinois are known for being intense and energetic, with fewer hip dysplasia issues than shepherds.

			There are no female ERT canines. Brian says that while the males are typically bigger and stronger, “the female dogs are just as good as the male dogs. The aggression we’re looking for comes from the mind, and females have it in similar levels to the males, sometimes even more.”

			He says the problem is that if a female Secret Service dog goes into heat during class, the male dogs’ focus will fly out the window. Since the class for ERT is only ten weeks long, and a typical heat cycle is two to three weeks long, that’s a large portion of class to have distracted dogs. (Detection dog classes are seven weeks longer, so if a female goes into heat, it won’t be for such a significant chunk of class. Eventually the female explosives detection dogs get spayed, but not until the Secret Service is as locked in as possible about selecting them for keeps. Male dogs, per military tradition, are usually not neutered.)

			Costs for Secret Service dogs run in the thousands of dollars, with ERT dogs tending to be the most expensive. Law-enforcement agencies and military special operations canine programs are always looking for great dogs with this kind of drive. There aren’t usually enough to go around, so they command a higher price.

			Most of the dogs have been trained in rudimentary aggression work, but they’re otherwise green. If time allows, canine program instructors, who all double as trainers, work with the dogs for a few weeks more before the ERT canine course begins.

			ERT dog handlers have usually been on the team without a dog for about three years before they can apply to be handlers. Their teamwork and tactics have to become muscle memory before they add a living, breathing creature to their arsenal. (There are not currently any women in ERT, although there was one years back. ERT leaders say it’s a matter of the grueling physical standards. So far there have been no female ERT canine handlers.)

			The bulk of ERT work is at the White House, inside the fence. The ERT motto, Munire arcem, translates loosely to “Protect/fortify the castle.” The team had come up with the idea for the motto in English, and Stew had it translated by someone who spoke fluent Latin.

			For Stew and other members of ERT, the meaning of the motto goes beyond its normal translation: “It may sound crazy, but to us, those two little words mean, ‘Defend the castle/fortress against those who attack.’”

			ERT dogs can also protect the vice president’s residence. ERT canines may travel to protect the POTUS and VPOTUS, depending on the mission and situation. But most ERT dogs are not on the road much. When compared with their canine colleagues who sniff out explosives, they are positively homebodies.

			Explosive Detection Team (EDT) dogs—These bright, focused, driven, patient dogs are able to detect every known explosive. Their repertoire is constantly changing and expanding to keep a few steps ahead of those who might seek to do harm.

			EDT dogs are officially part of the Explosive Detection Canine Unit. These super sniffers are always stationed at the two main entrances to the White House complex for vehicle checks. But their job designation also takes them far from the Executive Mansion. EDT dogs hunt for deadly explosives around the world. They precede the president and vice president almost anywhere they go, and work until they leave.

			Unlike military working dogs, they’re not marching into war zones rife with improvised explosive devices (IEDs), with every step potentially being their last. EDT dog handlers contend with a different challenge.

			Most will never find a true explosive device. But their mind-set must be that it could happen anywhere, anytime. Deployed military dog teams have intensive and relatively short rounds in war zones, but EDT handlers and dogs will spend several years seeking out explosives day in, day out. It may be lower stress, but it’s over a far longer stretch, with little downtime.

			Secret Service dogs have found explosive devices. But you will not have heard about these “finds.” The Secret Service will officially say only this about the subject:

			“We confirm the presence of finds/hits historically, but we decline to discuss further details in interest of operational security.”

			It could give the agency a public image boost if these finds were publicized. But it’s not even a question at headquarters: No amount of publicity is worth compromising OPSEC.

			EDT dogs don’t get much public attention. They work mostly behind the scenes. They aren’t stationed within camera distance of the White House press corps as the ERT dogs are, or in the thick of the tourists around the White House.

			This doesn’t bother the dogs, who are content with a Kong and praise from their handlers. But some EDT handlers wouldn’t mind it if their dogs got a little more public recognition for the important work they do.

			Secret Service EDT training assistant Kevin H., a former handler, makes the best of it. When he gets together with his ERT handler friends, he likes to point out one benefit of being EDT:

			“ERT has 18.1 acres of land,” he ribs them. “EDT has the rest of the world.”

			Personnel Screening Canines (PSCs)—Despite their name, these dogs do not screen job applicants for human resources. If you’ve taken a tour of the White House in the last several years, chances are that you were sniffed by one of these dogs and didn’t know it.

			PSCs are all Explosive Detection Team dogs. The PSC gig is something many, but not all, EDT dogs do. Dogs who are too high energy to be sniffing for explosives in a small section of one room won’t make the cut. These dogs have to be cool.

			A PSC dog and handler stand behind a louvre screen in the first room visitors enter in the security process at the White House as strategically placed fans gently blow each person’s scent toward the dog. The slightest whiff of explosives can lock down part of the White House.

			Personnel Screening Canines Open Area (PSCO) aka Friendly Dogs aka Floppy-Eared Dogs—The official name for these dogs is an awkward mouthful that doesn’t quite match its acronym. Canine staffers have taken to using the other two names, which more accurately describe these affable sniffer dogs. “Friendly Dogs” is the one they tend to use.

			Friendly Dogs are the canines you’ll have the best chance of seeing while walking around the streets that flank the north and south grounds of the White House. They’re most often found strolling along Pennsylvania Avenue. You’ll recognize them by their floppy ears (with one notable exception, whom we’ll meet later) and black harness or vest.

			If you’re still not sure if a dog near the White House is a mere passerby pet or a real-deal Secret Service Friendly Dog, look at the other end of the dog’s leash. If you see a uniformed dog handler, perhaps wearing a black shirt with the words U.S. SECRET SERVICE POLICE K-9 emblazoned in yellow across the back, it’s a good bet that you’re in the presence of a Friendly Dog.

			But tempting as it may be, don’t pet this dog! The dog’s harness warns against petting for a reason. As approachable looking as they are, while they’re on the job they’re hard at work, and their handlers don’t want anyone to distract them.

			Like EDT dogs, these dogs sniff out explosives. The difference is that the odors are coming off moving people, not stationary objects. Even the indoor Personnel Screening Canines do their job only when a White House visitor has stopped. But Friendly Dogs track the vapor of an explosive as it moves.

			Friendly Dogs go for walks for a living. Rain, shine, sleet, heat, snow, ice—regardless of the conditions, they spend their workdays weaving among tourists near the White House fence line, focused on their mission. If someone smells “suspicious,” a dog will zip behind the person and follow the scent trail until it’s clear to the dog’s handler if something needs to be done.

			The Friendly Dog program began in 2014 to expand the circle of canine protection at the White House. These days if someone with an explosive device is going to try to get to the Executive Mansion, he or she will have to contend not only with human Secret Service personnel, but probably with an enthusiastic floppy-eared moving-scent hunter as well.

			The agency could have used typical police breeds like Belgian Malinois and German shepherds to do the job. But while some of these dogs can be robustly friendly, they tend to part a crowd when walking through it. This is especially true at a place like the White House, which attracts visitors from around the world, including areas where pet dogs may not be woven into the fabric of everyday life.

			For vapor-trailing dogs to work most efficiently, it helps if people don’t try to avoid them. Labrador retrievers, springer spaniels, and other breeds (and mixes) of floppy-eared dogs don’t usually have the same scattering effect as Malinois, who are decidedly unfloppy in every possible way.

			The Friendly Dogs are so appealing that it can be problematic. Some tourists see the dogs as a reminder of home, or a warm memory from bygone years, and want to pet them. Others have loads of questions. A few try to get training tips or give advice.

			Handlers may answer a few quick questions but always stay focused on their dogs, who are not distracted by questions. After that, a Secret Service officer will usually take over the conversation briefly so the handler and dog can continue their work.

			Friendly Dogs are bright, focused dogs with exceptional noses and an abundance of energy. They work intensely for varying amounts of time, and they take frequent breaks, trading shifts with other dogs waiting to take
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