Throughout American military history, military working dogs have served as scouts, sentries, and protectors, quietly shaping battlefield

outcomes. Though often overshadowed by human heroics and technological advancements, they’ve consistently provided a tactical

advantage through their unmatched sensory abilities and adaptability. (U.S. Marine Corps photo by Cpl. Aaron Diamant)

War Dogs: More Than a Weapon

By Master Sgt. Opal Vaughn-Montanez
Sergeants Major Course

he night air over Abbottabad, Pakistan, carried the

faint smell of dust and smoke drifting from nearby

cooking fires. Two modified MH-60 Black Hawk
helicopters skimmed over rooftops and power lines before
descending into the walled compound where operators
believed the world’s most wanted man was hiding.

As the Navy SEALs sprinted from the aircraft into
the darkness, one figure moved differently from the
rest — lower to the ground, faster, silent. A Belgian
Malinois named Cairo surged forward on a short
leash, nose sweeping the dirt for explosives and armed
guards (Forer, 2011). Cairo didn’t understand the
mission’s significance or the name Osama bin Laden. He
understood scent, discipline, and trust.

Months earlier, Cairo had been on a mission and
suffered gunshots to the chest and front leg. When his
handler called out, there was no response. His handler
later found Cairo bleeding heavily and struggling to

NCO Journal

breathe. The radio call, “friendly wounded in action”
went out, making no distinction between a canine and
human casualty (Chesney & Layden, n.d.). Cairo was a
Navy SEAL.

On the mission to hunt down bin Laden, Cairo’s role
was simple: detect danger before danger detects the team.
His presence in the 2011 raid that killed bin Laden

wasn't an anomaly. It represented the culmination of

a military tradition that predates the U.S. itself. Long
before night-vision goggles and drones, armies relied on
animals to compensate for human limitations.

Horses hauled cannons, transported wounded
Soldiers, and carried cavalry into battle. Pigeons carried
messages for miles through blankets of arrows and
artillery fire. Dogs guarded camps, tracked enemies, and
warned of ambush.

Throughout American military history, canines have
served as scouts, sentries, and protectors, quietly shaping
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battlefield outcomes. Though often overshadowed
by human heroics and technological advancements,
military working dogs have consistently provided a
tactical advantage through their unmatched sensory
abilities and adaptability.

The U.S. Army has a long history of using military
working dogs as tactical instruments. Across conflicts
from the Revolutionary War to the War on Terror,
canines consistently enhanced detection, protection, and
maneuver, directly contributing to tactical success, as
exemplified by the pivotal role a dog played in the raid
on Osama bin Laden’s compound.

Staff Sgt. Megan Hobson, and her working dog Jalk. Despite satellites, drones, and biometric

scanners, the mission still depended on an animal’s nose and training. (U.S. Marine Corps photo

by Cpl. Aaron Diamant)

Early American Warfare

Using canines began long before official doctrine
existed in the U.S. Army. Drawing on ancient and
European traditions, colonial militias during the
Revolutionary War informally relied on dogs as
indispensable early warning systems.

In an era without modern technology, a dog’s
bark could signal approaching enemy patrols, giving
encampments critical time to prepare a defense (The U.S.
War Dogs Association [USWDA], 2026).

Beyond sentry duty, they also served practical
functions, tracking fleeing enemies and carrying
messages between dispersed colonial units (Lemish,
1996). This tradition continued into the Civil War, where
dogs served as unofficial regimental mascots and guards,
reinforcing their role in both security and morale.

Across these early conflicts, dogs consistently proved
their value by extending their human counterparts’
sensory range.
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World War I marked a pivotal turning point,
transforming military dogs from informal assets into
formally trained and assigned tactical tools.

As trench warfare bogged down armies, specialized
canines became essential. Messenger dogs carried orders
across no-mans-land when artillery fire cut telephone
wires, while sentry dogs provided warnings of enemy
patrols and deadly gas attacks.

This era produced legendary heroes like Sergeant
Stubby, a decorated American war dog who located
wounded Soldiers, warned of chemical attacks, and even
captured a German spy (McLaughlin, 2019). It was on
these battlefields that modern
military working dogs were truly
born, their value now officially
recognized and integrated into
combat operations.

Building on this foundation,
World War II saw the U.S.
military dramatically expand
its canine programs. Dogs were
formally trained for a wider
variety of roles, including as
scouts, sentries, and direct-action
attack dogs in both the European
and Pacific theaters. They
guarded critical infrastructure
like airfields and patrolled
dense jungle perimeters where
enemy ambushes were common
(Lemish, 1996).

Their tactical impact was
undeniable, as exemplified by
“Chips,” a German Shepherd mix
who famously attacked an enemy
machine-gun nest in Sicily,
forcing the crew to surrender
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(McLaughlin, 2019).

From their early days as camp sentries to their
formalized roles in global conflict, these canines
consistently prove their ability to detect, protect, and
communicate in ways humans cannot, solidifying their
place as essential instruments of war.

Tactical Evolution

The Vietnam War refined military working dogs’
tactical employment. They detected enemy movements
and ambushes and led patrols along narrow trails where
visibility was limited and booby traps were common.
Handlers learned to interpret subtle changes in posture,
breathing, and ear movement as danger indicators
(Lemish, 1996).

During one patrol, Nemo, a German Shepherd,
alerted his unit to enemy fighters. During an ensuing
firefight, enemy forces wounded both Nemo and his
handler. Despite sustaining severe injuries, Nemo placed
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himself over his handler until medical teams arrived
(USWDA, 2026). Both canine and handler survived.

Their silent warnings saved countless lives in the thick
jungle where ambush was constant and enemy fighters
blended into vegetation. They became living sensors.

Despite their effectiveness, after the U.S. withdrew
from Vietnam, commanders left many military working
dogs behind, which later prompted policy changes in
their treatment (McLaughlin, 2019). This underscored the
emotional and moral dimension of canine service. These
animals were not expendable tools. They were partners
and family members to those who served with them.

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries,
military working dogs
became fully integrated
into modern doctrine.
They trained for
explosives detection,
patrol, and search
missions in Iraq and
Afghanistan.

Improvised
explosive devices
(IEDs) emerged as
the primary threat to
U.S. forces, and dogs
proved unequivocally
effective in locating
them. Their ability to
detect minute chemical
traces surpassed that of
any mechanical sensor
(Forer, 2011). Patrol
dogs cleared buildings,
searched vehicles, and
protected convoys,
regularly proving their
tactical value.

Retired Gen.

David Petraeus stated
that technology alone could not replicate canine
abilities (Forer, 2011). Dogs enabled units to move
more rapidly and confidently, reducing uncertainty
and increasing survivability. In tactical terms, they
functioned as force multipliers.

Working dogs were transformed from equipment
into teammates central to operational success. Chesney
and Layden (n.d.) describe the bond as “profound and
intimate,” forged through constant training and mutual
dependence. Handlers trusted their dog’s instincts, and
the dogs trusted their handlers’ commands.

Special Operations Forces (SOF) integrated dogs into
direct-action missions. Dogs, and teams outfitted with
night-vision goggles and body armor, moved ahead of
assault teams to clear rooms and detect explosives and

theaters. (National Archives photo)
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hostile movement. Their use reflected the evolution of
tactical warfare from mass formations to small, precise
raids, requiring speed, stealth, and certainty.

Operation Neptune Spear

Operation Neptune Spear, the 2011 raid that
killed bin Laden, represented the apex of this tactical
evolution. Intelligence indicated that bin Laden hid
in a fortified compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. The
mission required a rapid assault with minimal collateral
damage. Explosive devices or armed resistance inside
the compound could have jeopardized the operation.
Including a military working dog mitigated that risk.

World War Il saw the U.S. military dramatically expand its canine programs. Dogs were formally trained for a wide

variety of roles, including as scouts, sentries, and direct-action attack dogs in both the European and Pacific

Cairo deployed with his SEAL handler aboard a
stealth helicopter. When one aircraft crashed inside
the compound, the plan threatened to unravel. Yet the
assault continued.

Cairo searched for explosives and hostile movement
outside the buildings. After the SEAL team killed bin
Laden, Cairo swept the interior of the compound for
hidden enemies and booby traps. His contribution was
tactical, not ceremonial.

He increased the assault forces” detection capability
and reduced the risk of surprise and possible casualties.
He allowed the team to move faster and with greater
confidence. The raid lasted approximately 45 minutes
and resulted in the death of bin Laden without any
American fatalities (Forer, 2011).
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Will Chesney later described Cairo as more than a
tool of war. He was a partner whose instincts guided
human decision-making under pressure (Chesney &
Layden, n.d.). Cairo later retired and was adopted by
Chesney, living with him until Cairo’s death from cancer
in 2015. His story mirrored that of earlier war dogs —
Sergeant Stubby in WWI, Chips in WWII, and Nemo in
Vietnam — each demonstrating how animals influence
the course of military action (McLaughlin, 2019).

The presence of a canine in one of the most significant
counterterrorism missions in American history
symbolized continuity and successful employment of
military working dogs. Despite satellites, drones, and
biometric scanners, the mission still depended on an
animal’s nose and training. Abbottabad was not merely a
technological triumph. It was the product of centuries of
tactical adaptation.

Conclusion

From Revolutionary War encampments to the
rooftops of Abbottabad, military working dogs have
shaped how Americans fight. They guarded camps,
carried messages, detected ambushes, and cleared
enemy compounds. Their tactical employment evolved
alongside war itself, shifting from alert sentries to
specialized sensors embedded in elite units.

The raid that killed bin Laden stands as one of the
clearest examples of this historical continuity. The U.S.
military’s use of dogs was not an accidental tradition,
but a deliberate tactical choice grounded in proven
experience.

While technology dominates modern warfare, the
enduring value of trained animals remains evident.
Military working dogs have served as weapons, sensors,
and partners, proving indispensable across generations
of conflict. And on a dark night in Pakistan, one ran first
through the gate. B

Spc. 4 Robert Bealock on patrol with “Chief,"a German Shepherd scout dog, during the Vietnam War (circa 1960s/1970s). The Vietnam War refined

military working dogs' tactical employment. They detected enemy movements and ambushes and led patrols along narrow trails where visibility was

limited and booby traps were common. (U.S. Army photo)
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Retired Chief Petty
Officer Will Chesney,
former SEAL Team 6
member, and his war
dog, Cairo. The raid
that killed bin Laden,
represented the apex
of working dogs’
tactical evolution.
When Cairo deployed
with his SEAL handler,
he searched for
explosives and hostile
movement outside the
buildings. After bin
Laden was killed, Cairo
swept the compound’s
interior for hidden
enemies and booby
traps. His contribution
was tactical, not
ceremonial.
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