


BY STEVE DALE

To the Rescue
hris Christensen was near

the top of one of those
piles of concrete, glass and
twisted steel that was once
the World Trade Center in

New York City.
It was Thwsday, two days after the ter-

wrist attack. Those piles were still smol-
dering. The smoke was so thick in places,
Christensen could barely make out his
partner, a search and rescue dog. Only a
few feet away, Servus, a nine-year-old Bel-
gian Malinois, was sniffing for survivors.

Together, they continued climbing the
pile, following what appeared to be foot-
prints to a place where there was once an
escalator-now compressed like a Slinky.

Suddenly, Servus slid down 20 feet,
landing face-first into a pile of white ash-
like debris and lying very still. Christensen
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Canine Heroes Work Tirelessly in the Wake of Terror
rushed to his motionless partner. At first
he thought the dog had broken a leg, but
that wasn't the case. Servus had inhaled
the concrete dust and he couldn't breathe.
"I could see debris was lodged in his nose;
I tried to get some out, but I just didn't
know what to do," Christensen says.

He hoisted the 70-pound dog over his
shoulders and somehow managed to run
down the treacherous hill, hollering, "I
need help!" Reaching the bottom, he was
surrounded by over a dozen firefighters,
police officers and at least one nurse. It
was the nurse who administered IV fluids

right there on the sidewalk, and a fire-
fighter provided suction. A police officer
poured water over the dog, who was now
having convulsions-at least a sign of life.
What appeared to be liquid concrete
streamed uncontrollably from the dog's
nose. "It kept coming and coming," Cluis-
tensen says.

A paramedic offered a stretcher. With
help, Christensen ran down the street with
his still convulsing dog, while that same
nurse ran beside him with the IV bag.
They flagged down an ambulance to take
the dog to a veterinary hospital, but the
paramedics actually refused to take him.
A police officer volunteered his car, and
as soon as Christensen and Servus settled
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in, with lights flashing and sirens blaring,
they were rushed to the Animal Medical
Center on 62nd Street-more than 80

blocks away.
A team of five veterinarians and tech-

nicians greeted the patient. "I've never
been so happy to see veterinarians in my
life," says Christensen, with a catch in
his throat. "In seven minutes they had
him stabilized." Speaking from his cell
phone at the Animal Medical Center,
Christensen described his dog's nostrils
looking "raw, and like someone scraped
the insides with a razor."

Struggling to control his voice, Chris-
tensen says he is fully aware that, without
the help he received on the scene and at
the Animal Medical Center, or if he had
arrived at the emergency clinic only min-
utes later, his beloved dog would be dead.

"I can't believe I nearly lost him," says
Christensen, who pauses, obviously hold-
ing back tears. "There's no words, just no
words to describe it." Christensen is a

police officer, and Servus has saved his
life-twice. "I just couldn't let him die,"
he says softly.

And the story doesn't end there. After
vets observed Servus for a few hours, dur-
ing which Christensen says, "he was
spoiled and adopted by everyone at the
clinic," they released him. Christensen
decided to go back to the scene and help
out, thinking he'd leave Servus in the back
of his car to sleep. A police car drove him
back, and when he arrived at the place
now designated Ground Zero, he learned
that Building 5 in the World Trade Cen-
ter complex had just collapsed-right on
top of the hole he and his dog had been
searching. "In reality, my dog getting hurt
saved my life," Christensen says.

Servus wouldn't stay in the back of his
car, either, despite repeated commands.
So Christensen put a lead on the dog and
they worked through another long night.
Finally, as the dog was leaping across steel
construction beams covered with mud
and four feet off the ground, he slipped
again. A fireman caught him, but the con-
vulsions returned. Another trip to the Ani-
mal Medical Center was followed by a

900-mile drive home. Christensen says
Servus slept most of the way, and he cried.

Christensen isn't a part of an organ-
ized Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) response team. He was
watching the horrors on television, like
most of America. "I just couldn't sit home;
I had to do something," he says. So, he
and eight friends piled into two cars and
drove overnight from East Carondelet,
Missouri, (near St. Louis) to New YorkCity.

Typically, search and rescue dogs on
bomb sites or other disasters that involve
terrorism are carefully limited to those
from FEMA or other organized teams,
because the sites are considered to be
crime scenes. In New York City, there were
nine urban FEMA response teams called
in, totaling about 35 search and rescue
and cadaver dogs. Some arrived by mili-
tary aircraft from as far as Puerto Rico. In
addition, several invited dog teams, as well
as dogs from the Port Authority and New
York Police Department, were on the
scene. In Washington, D.C., four FEMA
urban response teams were deployed, with
about 15 dogs at the Pentagon.

Sadly, after Wednesday, the dogs at
both locations have been unable to locate

any survivors. This leaves the remaining
work to dogs trained to find bodies or
body parts. "These aren't the dogs who
receive attention on the networks," says
Laura LoPresti, a dog groomer from Mon-
roe Township, Missouri, on the scene in
New Yorkwith Osa, who is three years old,
and her father, Mikey, a lO-year-old Ger-
man Shepherd Dog. "But closure is so
important to those who have loved ones
missing." And in fact, LoPresti and others
on her team did locate several bodies.

Bob Sessions, a real estate agent in
Dickerson, Maryland, was part of the first
FEMAteams to arrive at the Pentagon. His
Recon Urban Search Team entered the

building while it was still on fire. "Of
course, it was dangerous and it was very
hot," he says on his cell phone, only a few
feet from where the hijacked airplane
ploughed into the Pentagon. "We climbed
to the second floor to look for survivors.

Before entering the search area, I placed
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Sky on a sit-stay, and then I proceeded to
ensure his safety the best I could. In real-
ity our lives depend on one another, but
that's what we train for."

Sessions has a hopeful take on not
finding survivors: "It means more people
were able to get out of the building alive."

His dog is training to bark with a more
exdted intensity if a live person is found,
which is standard for FEMAteams. How-

ever, EricClinton's dog, a five-year-old Rot-
tweiler-black Labrador Retriever mix
named Thunder, is trained to bark if he
finds a living person, and to scratch at the
ground at the location of a body. Clinton,
a dog trainer in Loquillo, Puerto Rico, says
he got the call late Wednesday night, and
arrived in Washington, D.C., on a Nation-
al Guard C-130 jet on Thursday at 5 a.m.
with the rest of his team.

Some of the handlers were actually
surprised to report that about 10 to 15 per-
cent of the dogs working in New York and
Washington were mixed breeds. Thunder
was rescued from a shelter, and Clinton
hopes that one day Thunder will return
the favor and rescue a person. But that was
not to be in Washington. Clinton says, "1
couldn't believe the devastation." He was

on vacation in Oklahoma City at the time
of the 1995 bombing, and says, "This is
10 times worse."

Clinton was briefed about the scene

before entering the Pentagon. However,
Sessions was on the scene so early, author-
ities wouldn't have known what to brief

him about. He says rescuers really don't
know about what's going on in the news.
"We're too busy working." He says he
knew that the World Trade Center had

also been hit, but had no other knowledge
of what was happening in New York.

Each handler works anywhere from
an hour to several hours with their dog
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Search and rescue dogs
like Woody also act as
therapy dogs for those
involved in grisly work.

before taking maybe an
hour-long break. There's a
day shift and a night shift,
so dogs are sniffing 24 hours.
Sessions says most handlers
are lucky to get four or five
hours of sleep, and a catnap
or two with their dog during
a break.

For Sonny Whynman
and Piper, his five-year-old
German Shepherd Dog, New

Yorkwas their first FEMAdeployment. The
retired schoolteacher says, "It was like
walking into hell."

"It's that dust and the smoke from fires
still burning, the charred remains of what
was once heavy steel-it's all so sickening,
all so amazing," says Pat Pittore, who, like
Whynman, is from the New Jersey Task
Force One, based at the Lakehurst Naval
Air Station. Pittore is an occupational ther-
apist in Lambertville, New Jersey; his part-
ner is a two-year-old black Labrador
Retriever named Sarge.

With all that dust and at least some
trace levels of asbestos in the air, rescuers
and even reporters on the scene in New
York wear oxygen masks, or at least some
sort of filter mask over their faces. Of
course, the dogs couldn't wear such a
mask, even if a special mask were avail-
able for canines, because this would great-
ly hinder their sniffing ability. "Naturally,
I'm concerned about Sarge," Pittore says,
as he looks down at his partner. Without
a mask, just breathing the acrid air for a
few moments causes a sore throat in peo-
ple; it must do the same to the dogs.

loPresti, who is also with the New Jer-
sey team, says, "Listen, this is important
work-maybe lifesaving work. I don't see
an alternative. This job doesn't guarantee
good health for me or my dog Osa." Still,
all the handlers take great care to ensure
their dogs' safety the best they can. Bot-
tled water is always being offered, and the
dogs' eyes are frequently washed.

"You couldn't walk without kicking
up dust, and there is still smoke every-
where," says Phil Fox, DVM, a veterinary
cardiologist with the Animal Medical Cen-
ter. The dogs working at the scene have
been treated for eye irritation, dehydra-
tion and cuts and scrapes. At the Suffolk
County SPCAmobile animal hospital each

dog is given a bath, IV, food and drink,
eye cleansing and any other veterinary
care they need. No one knows if there will
be long-term effects from inhaling the
smoke and dust without protection.

There are several groups, induding the
ASPCA and the Suffolk County SPCA,
which are offering medical care at the
scene. And as many as 100 veterinarians
and veterinary technidans are donating
their time. Food and water for the search
and rescue dogs-as well as for the bomb
sniffing dogs on the scene-has been read-
ily available thanks to donations.

The drive for dog booties presumably
began on the Internet. While well intend-
ed, Sessions, who has been involved in
search and rescue work for 17 years, says
most of the dogs don't use booties. "These
dogs are trained to have a light step. Yes,
of course, there's danger-after all, look at
what these dogs are navigating through:
twisted steel, broken glass, duct work,
insides of computers and all the rest. But
we frequently check their [foot] pads. A
dog that's wearing booties can't truly feel
its way and have the proper balance,
which is essential. Our dogs have to be like
mountain goats."

After their first go-through on the site,
Pittore noticed his dog Sarge's hair was
slightly singed from the heat. Otherwise,
he was fine. And so was Pittore-at least

physically. "Of course, you can't duplicate
this scene in a practice run-it's just so
awful I can't believe it." The challenge is
for rescuers not to become too emotion-
ally affected by what they see. "Youcan't,"
says Sessions, "because then the dogs pick
up on your emotions, and they can't work
as effidently. The dogs don't understand
the horror of what has happened."

Still, rescuers are only human. loPresti
says firefighters and police officers have
walked up to her dogs and hugged them;
some have shared secrets only her dogs
know. "They may not cry to their fellow
firemen or police, but somehow they open
up to the dogs," she says. "Just petting a
dog provides comfort to those who need
it. And where I am now, so many need it."

Sessions says, "If these dogs only knew
what a difference they make. Certainly,
there's nothing that can replace the pre-
cision of a dog's nose-and absolutely
nothing that can replace a dog's heart."

Steve Dale hosts Animal Planet Radio and

Chicago's Pet Central on WGN Radio and
www.wgnradio.com. and writes a biweekly
national newspaper column about pets.
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Our Pets Are All We Have Left
David Dunn, 31, was sleeping in on Tuesday, September 11th.

He was awakened by a friend calling to ask if he had heard that a plane

crashed into the World Trade Center. Dunn wasn't groggy for long. He

looked out his window and saw smoke blowing toward his windows.

Dunn lived in Gateway Plaza, a group of residential buildings barely a

block away from the World Trade Center.

Dunn felt his building shake when the second plane hit. "At that

point, I figured I better take out Faetza," he says, referring to his 11 -

year-old Rottweiler-German Shepherd Dog mix. While Faetza relieved

himself in the building's courtyard, neighbors screamed in horror as

they saw people leaping to their deaths from the World Trade Center.

He returned his dog to his apartment, figuring Faetza would be safer

and happier indoors, and went back outside. Shell-shocked survivors

began joining Dunn in the courtyard. Some stopped to watch the fire,

but others kept on walking, zombie-like.

Then the second tower collapsed. "We

had to run for our lives," says Dunn. "Moth-

ers grabbed their babies and left the strollers."

Dunn says it's lucky Faetza wasn't with him.

"There's no way my arthritic dog could have

run-he wouldn't be alive today."

Some civilians were shuttled by ferry to

New Jersey, while Dunn landed on a pier on

Manhattan's west side. Luckily, he has a

friend in the area, with whom he's been stay-

ing ever since.
He had no idea at the time what had hap-

pened to his belongings, but didn't care. He

just wanted to see Faetza. "I wasn't too pan-

icked on Wednesday, but by Thursday I was

getting frantic," Dunn says. Faetza, who has

kidney problems, requires water regularly.

Dunn was worried that if his dog wasn't able

to drink, he might die.

Rnally, late Thursday night he was escort-

ed by an officer of the American Society for

the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA)

into his apartment. He was given five minutes

to get his dog and whatever belongings he

could carry.

"I was never so happy to see Faetza," he

says. Luckily, like so many guys, Dunn had

left the toilet seat up, so Faetza had plenty of

water. And, because of his kidney problems, Faetza had been trained

to use the shower stall to relieve himself. So that's just what he did.

"I did grab my passport and laptop, but other than Faetza, that's

alii have left," says Dunn. "Having my dog makes me feel so much

better," he adds. "He's more than just a pet."

Dunn was one of the lucky ones. While some pets, such as

Faetza, were rescued as early as Thursday, most of the pet retrievals

didn't begin until Saturday afternoon, four days after the disaster.

It's not that the ASPCA and other humane organizations weren't

available. To the contrary, they mobilized with amazing speed. Both

ASPCA Care-A-Van and the Suffolk County SPCA were on the scene

Wednesday moming, offering care for the search and rescue dogs.

However, getting into nearby residences to rescue pets proved more

difficult. Many of the buildings were deemed unsafe, and government

authorities weren't allowing any access to some areas close to Ground
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Zero because they considered it a crime scene. There was also some

confusion among various humane organizations and the city's animal

control officials over jurisdiction and authoriity.

Some New Yorkers weren't about to wait. They were so deter-

mined to rescue their pets, they broke the law and even put their own

lives in danger by sneaking into their buildings. However, by Thursday,

beefed-up security made it increasingly difficult for any resident to

sneak in alone. Investigators and agents at the ASPCA have police

power, and residents were only allowed to return if they were accom-

panied by one of them.

Additional assistance arrived from at least a dozen humane groups,

even as far away as the Best Friends Animal Sanctuary in Utah. The
Animal Planet! American Humane Association Disaster Relief Vehicle

ran errands to pet stores-particularly in association with PETsMART

charities. They also provided harnesses and
leashes to the New York Police K-9 Unit. Oth-

er groups offered supplies, collected donat-

ed items and worked to find homes for pets

of people who had been displaced or killed.
By the end of the week, the ASPCA had

reunited nearly 300 pets with their people.

But not all of the stories have a happy end-

ing. In a search for two cats, JoAnn San-

dano, a special agent for the ASPCA, entered

an apartment on Cedar Street that faced the
World Trade Center. "The fumiture was blown

all over, turned on its side-it looked like a

bomb went off," she says. "The cats were

gone. Maybe they somehow escaped, but,"

she pauses. "I still have hope, but." She

pauses again. "The cats' owners said, 'We've

lost everything we have, but we're dealing

with that. Losing our cats-now, that's
unbearable.'"

Sandano says what keeps her going are
the success stories. She and an officer from

Pennsylvania pretty much had to break into

''''''~''-''''~ an apartment building because the landlord
wouldn't bring them the key. "Ash was every-
where-it was hot and hard to breathe. I

thought, 'How are we going to find a cat in
here?'''At that moment, she looked down and

there was the cat, offering a soft meow, as if
it were saying, "It's about time."

Annemarie Lucas, a special investigator at the ASPCA, accom-
panied a couple back to their apartment on West Street, about two
blocks from the World Trade Center. ''We walked up 20 floors because
the power was out. They were so worried about their kitten-it's all
they could talk about. And when they opened the door, there was the
cat. They both dropped to their knees and cried."

ValerieAngeli, director of public information and special projects
at the ASPCA, says thousands of pets may be orphaned by the World
Trade Center tragedy. Many people in the metropolitan area have
already offered to foster or adopt these pets, but some may still be
looking for homes. The ASPCA and Suffolk County SPCA could use
some financial help, too. For more information, visit www.aspca.org
or call (212) 876-7700 for the ASPCA; visit www.suffolkspca.org or
call (631) 382-SPCA for the Suffolk County SPCA.

Julie Royzman carries her dog, Max,
whom she managed to rescue from
her apartment on September 13.
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