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BILL FISHER, AIR FORCE DOG HANDLER 
 
Bill was raised Belleville and attended Belleville West High School.  Bill described 
himself as a horrible student, just getting by, but nevertheless decided to attend 
college.  After one-year Bill decided he needed a change and quit college. 
 
Bill had a belief that serving your country was important.  Bill’s brother-in-law was 
called up during the Cuban missile crisis in 1962.  President Lyndon B. Johnson 
(1963-1969) vowed, we have to take a stand against communism.  Many Americans 
agreed.  Bill didn’t second guess the president,  took him at his word, and decided 
to join the military.  Bill came home and announced to his family he was going to 
join the Marines.  Bill looking back said, “it was not a pretty picture.”  Everyone 
urged him not to join the Marines.  “I got the point.  I had an uncle that served  in 
the Air Force, so I changed my mind and joined the Air Force.  Everyone felt better 
about the decision.”  Bill was sworn in June 21, 1966.  “I joined because I had a 
sense of duty to our country and wanted to make a difference.”   

Bill was on a train later that evening bound for Lackland Air Force Base (AFB) in San 
Antonio Texas.  Bill said his objective in basic was to learn as much as possible and 
be the best soldier he could be.  Basic training would last for about 8 weeks and 
after completion, their sergeant called out names and told us where we’d be sent 
and what we were going to do.  Bill was assigned to the Security Police.   

Bill received a week leave, went home before he would report to Pease Air Force 
Base in New Hampshire.  Pease Air Force Base in the 1960’s was a Strategic Air 
Command Base.  From 1956 to its closure in 1991, Pease Air Force Base maintained 
a combat ready force for long range bombardment operations.  Bill’s assignment 
at Pease was to guard B52’s on “alert ramps” loaded with nuclear weapons during 
the cold war.  The base would regularly conduct drills and the security police would 
evaluate and verify the credentials of the air and ground crew as they scrambled to 
their planes.  “They were in the air in as little as 5-6 minutes” Bill said.       
 
At Pease AFB, five months after joining the Air Force, Bill volunteered for Sentry 
Dog School.  Bill had become good friends with a guy at Pease Air Force Base who 
accompanied him to Sentry Dog School.  “We were in the same barracks, became 
friends and we maintain that friendship today.”  Bill said, “we knew by volunteering 
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for Sentry Dog School, we were also volunteering for Vietnam.  Dog handlers were 
in high demand in Vietnam.”  At that time, you didn’t have electronic security 
devices that could be placed along the perimeter of a base.   
 
The security police, sentry dog training back then was divided into two major 
divisions.  One was called Law Enforcement which was very similar to what Police 
officers do on a day-to-day basis except at a military installation.  The second 

division was called security.  Security was  provided 
training similar to infantry training but in a defensive 
orientated posture.  They trained with the Army.  The 
dogs were being trained at the same time as the 
handlers were being trained.  Most handlers train with 
several dogs during the training.  Dogs seldom - if ever 
– trained and went overseas together.     
Bill said, “The last dog I ended up with in training was 
Bo.  Bo bit me several times.”  Bill continued, “I gotta 
tell you though, if I was going over to Vietnam with any 
dog or the dog of my choice it was that dog.  That dog 
could find anybody!  He was good!”  
 

Back then the dogs were trained for two jobs.  Number 1, was detection of people.  
Not like going out and finding a child or holding out a rag in front of the dog and 
letting him sniff the odor and find a particular person.  The whole point of sentry 
dog duty was detect and identify people trying to sneak in and out of the base.  It 
could be anybody.   
 
Bill was assigned to Phan Rang Air Base in Vietnam.  Bill served in the 35th Security 
Police Squadron.  Phan Rang was Located about 6 miles inland from South China 
Sea and about 90 miles north of Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City).   Bill served about 7 
months as Sentry Dog Handler in Vietnam.  “Morale was good.  We were all 
volunteers.  None of us were draftees.  The entire time I was in the service I worked 
with volunteers.  I was surrounded the whole time I served by people that wanted 
to be there.  My lasting friendships all evolve with people I served with in Vietnam.”  
Bill would say.   
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Bill continued, “when I got to Vietnam, there was extensive dog training.  The 
dogs were being trained, handlers were trained with the dogs, and there was 
sentry training.  When you were assigned a dog, you have to earn the trust of the 
dog.  The dogs did not trust anybody.  You had to earn that trust.  That often took 
a while and a number of visits before entering the pen with the dog.  When a dog 
handler is deployed outside of the perimeter there should be nobody!  NOBODY!  
So, if the dog detected anybody, you have to assume that person is an enemy and 
you take that posture.  The dogs were trained to detect people and be vicious!  
But not to the handler.  The way that was accomplished, the trainer would tie the 
dog up in the woods and be mean to the dog.  The handler would come along 
chase them away and be nice to the dog.  When you do that a few times, the dog 
starts to trust the handler and only the handler.  That was the point of the 
training.”  
 
Handlers would go out at night and the trainers would attempt to penetrate the 
post.  Once the dog training was done, the handlers received about two weeks of 
pure combat training including hand-to-hand combat.  Bill said, “none of the dog 
handlers I know ever had to use their hand-to-hand skills.  But it was always a 
possibility because what we got involved in was very close situations.  You didn’t 
know the person was there.  By the time you saw the person, you are really close 
to each other.  It was important you had the skill, we were fortunate we never had 
to use it.”    
 
The combat training was how to engage the enemy and succeed in a combat 
situation.  Bill continued, “by succeed, it doesn’t necessarily mean survive.  Of 
course, that is what you always want, but your objective is to neutralize the 
enemy.  When the handler and dog are walking the perimeter and your dog 
detects the enemy (we say goes on alert) and if it truly is the enemy, then your 
job is to number one, you radio it in to the command post.  Once it is radioed in 
that the enemy is in the perimeter, or possibly inside the wire, that triggers a quick 
response team equipped with machine guns.  The gun towers are also alerted.   
That is your objective, that is your main job.  That is how a dog handler succeeds.  
If it is the enemy attempting a penetration, our job is to make sure the others 
know it, so they can respond.  You want to survive, but that’s not your main job.  
You have done your main job, now you are fighting to live through this if it is the 
enemy.  Fortunately, most of the time it was not the enemy, but sometimes it 
was.”   
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The base had about a 12-mile perimeter and utilized about 81 handlers deployed 
at any given time.  Dog handlers only worked at night.  During the day, you could 
easily see the towers and they could easily see you.  The understanding at the time, 
was the dogs were only effective at detection at night.  The dog handlers job was 
to detect anybody attempting to infiltrate and the enemy was usually most active 
at night.  
 
The first point of detection was along the perimeter of the base was the dog 
handler and dog. So, if the North Vietnamese (NVA) or Viet Cong (VC) tried to 
infiltrate, and attack the base, the dog and handler was the first person they had 
to neutralize.  If they got past the dog handler, there were towers with M60 
machine guns.  Dog handlers and were in the precarious position of our guns at 
their back and the enemy to their front.  If your dog tells you someone is out there 
(alerts), that he is detecting somebody, the way he does it is all of a sudden, he 
gets real focused.  You and the dog live together, and you really get to know the 
dog really well.  Your focus is on the dog watching him for a reaction.  You then 
radio it in, then you have to go find them.  The quick response team could come 
along, but it’s still the handler’s job to go in and find the intruder.  It could be a 
sapper team (3-5 enemy soldiers) or a sniper.  “Most of the time we had to deal 
with Viet Cong (VC) snipers not NVA hardcore” Bill said.  “The VC would usually 
come up to the wire knowing the dog handlers are there and take shots at them 
and run.  You have to find them.  If they sneak on base, you have to find them.”  
Enemy probes and sniper fire was common.   
 
My first patrol when I first got to Vietnam, I was so scared.  I thought the VC was 
behind every bush.  We wore camouflage uniforms back then.  Stealth was very 
important for us as we were in close combat situations.  Most of the posts had 
heavy vegetation, high elephant grass around the perimeter.  Most of the time 
you never saw anyone else around.  If your dog alerted, it was your job to go in 
and find them.  In doing that, you have to focus on the dog and take risks.   
 
My first alert happened about 2-3 days after my first patrol.  I was petrified.  
Fortunately, it was a friendly on the other side of the fence.  I didn’t know that at 
the time.  I radioed it in.  I could hear my voice shaking and then I realized, I’m not 
going to get through this.  I could barely move.  I thought, I could die here if I don’t 
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get ahold of this.  So I changed and put all my feelings deep down.  I handled my 
fear that way.     
 
By pushing it down, you push a lot of other feelings deep down.  When I think about 
my friends and I back then, you don’t have the same level of caring as you did back 
then.  If you face the enemy, you can’t hesitate and say or think about this person 
has loved ones.  These were life and death situations where we had to make quick 
decisions.  You’d walk a bit, squat down and make yourself blend in the dark by 
making yourself look like a bush and focus on the dog and what he sees and senses.  
We had the advantage of the dogs and the dogs would tell us where the enemy 
was.   
 
 
My first dog in Vietnam was Wolf.  He weighed 105 pounds and was mostly German 
Shepard.  They preferred mostly German Sheppard dogs.  I had Wolf from February 
67 to June 67.  My second dog was Rex.  I had Rex from June 67 to November 67.  

Then Rex was taken away 
from me.   
 
Both Wolf and Rex saved my 
live once.  For Wolf, it cost 
him his life.  We were 
patrolling the western 
perimeter and there was 
heavy vegetation.  He 
alerted, I radioed it in.  As I 
got close to the wire, I could 
hear people walking in the 
vegetation.  I could only see 
inches beyond the wire.  But 
I could see trip flares 

fluttering through the tall vegetation grass.  Whoever was out there, tripped the 
flares.  Wolf told me they were out there.  I moved back to get a better field of 
fire.  I positioned myself so if they attacked the firebase (near the 101st Airborne 
encampment) or the ammo base (both likely targets) I would see them.  They 
didn’t come through.  But shortly after that, the firebase opened up with 
howitzers right over our position.  I heard extremely high-pitched shells overhead 
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and suffered an immediate concussion.  This barrage seemed to go on for an 
eternity.  Wolf’s ears were destroyed and he was in obvious pain.  Because he was 
in such pain, and he could not longer hear, he had to be put to sleep.   
 
That’s when I got Rex.  Rex was also a German Sheppard though much smaller than 
Wolf.  Rex weighed 60 pounds.  We’d often work with an ambush team.  Ambush 
teams had an uncanny sense of knowing where the VC (or NVA) would try to 
infiltrate.  So, it was often very hazardous duty.  Very often, the ambush team 
would head out to set up while it was still light.  Our shifts began at night time after 

dark.  So, we would have to go 
out in the dark and locate the 
ambush team.  It turned out 
the ambush team that night, 
set up in the perimeter I was 
preparing to patrol.  And that 
post had previously been hit 
before I had arrived.  I could 
hear the radio chatter 
between the post - the guards 
in the tower - and the ambush 
team while I was in the truck 
being transported to the post.  
I could see tracers which made 
me a little nervous.  When I 
jumped off the truck, 

“something” told me, I was going to be alright.  “Call it whatever you want…Each 
of us have our own belief system.  Something said to me, I was going to be okay.”   
 
I asked the guys in the tower to tell the ambush team I was coming out to their 
position.  I had to go through tall elephant grass before I got to an old rice patty 
where they had set up.  I didn’t know that.  Hopefully they had radioed the 
ambush team.  At that time (I didn’t know) the guys in the tower couldn’t radio 
the ambush team.  I believe sometimes the enemy had a way of jamming our 
radios.  The tower could not tell them I was coming out.  The only thing visible of 
me was my head above the grass.  I heard a rifle bolt close by.  Oh crud, I said.   At 
that split second, I had to make an instant decision.  Is it friendly or enemy?  If it’s 
a friendly, I could shoot one of our guys.  Enemy, if I hesitate, I get killed.  At that 
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very second when I heard the rifle bolt, they had me targeted.  They could see me, 
they didn’t know I was coming out.  At that very instant, my dog Rex jumped 
straight up, as high as he could and got his head above the elephant tall grass.  
Right then, I could hear them. Somebody said, don’t fire it’s a dog handler!  I had 
never, ever seen Rex jump like that ever before.  I truly believe I am here because 
of that.  I didn’t fire thinking if it had been the enemy, they would have wanted 
to stay hidden.  They wouldn’t have made a sound.  My immediate thought, was 
they were our guys.   
 
During the Tet Offensive Jan 30, 1968 – Sep 23, 1968 we got lucky.  I got lucky again.  
We didn’t get attacked like the other bases.  One night, there was a gunship 
dropping flares.  On the other side of the tree line, someone had attempted to 
shoot down it down.  Immediately afterwards, there were tracers on the other side 
of the tree line. They banked, fired their Gatling guns 2 to 3 times and that was it.  
I think the enemy was going to attack us, got caught and we got lucky.    
 
Sometimes as the shells went overhead I made a game of it.  I could hear the 
rushing sound.  I could tell a high explosive round rushing sound from a flare.  Like 
many young men do, you make a game of it.  But someone else is dying when the 
shell hits.  It all seemed surreal.   
 
I served as a dog handler in Vietnam from February 1967 to November 1967.  I had 
a choice to serve another year as a dog handler or go home.  I chose to go home.  
Since I was not going to stay, they took my dog away and reassigned him to another 
handler.  I then was assigned for about 5 months in what is called a panther flight.  
Panther flight also provided security for the base at night.  I would man the M60’s 
in the towers, be part of an ambush squad or guard truck convoys moving between 
the bases.   
 
One day I saw a woman with her kids the river bathing, washing clothes.  When  I 
saw that I realized everyone has the same basic needs.  It reminded me I had 
become very callous.  She was out there, needed to forget about the war, and take 
care of her family.   
 
One time we had an intruder inside the perimeter.  Between two dog handlers.  I 
believe he was testing our capability.  He may have been using a tunnel to evade 
detection.  He was in the tall grass and he seemed to make a game of it.  The dog 
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handlers tried a long time to pin him down.  The intruder of course is armed.  We 
were told by our NCO’s (non-commissioned officers) that we (dog handlers) had 
a bounty on our head.  We were told to be very careful.  My friend thought he 
was closing in on the intruder.  He thought he was in a clump of grass.  You’re not 
going to walk up to the clump of grass, he fired.  It was the other dog handler.  He 
was wounded, not killed.  My friend had to go to the brig while the incident was 
investigated.  I didn’t know until recently that the dog handler that had fired was 
my friend.  He never talked about it until recently.   
 
Those guys with scout dogs were on point.  They would be on patrols they would 
have to find the ambushes before they could execute the ambush.  Because they 
were on point so much, they took heavy casualties.  A lot of them killed in action 
(KIA).  A few of them Air Force.  The vast majority were Army and Marines.   
 
We   had another gentleman, a dog handler that was killed.  They tried to contact 
him, couldn’t. They went out and found him.  They said it was a sniper.  He had his 
helmet with a hole in it.  The message was be alert, do your job the right way.  This 
is life or death stuff!  What I heard later in the 1990’s, the death had been 
reclassified as accidental.  He accidentally shot himself.  The four years we were 
there we lost 1 dog handler and something like 6 men.  Eight guys didn’t come back.  
Only one was KIA.  War zones are dangerous.  The situations are dangerous.  You 
can get killed in many different ways.     
 
Bill continued, “One of the things I’m very proud of and know all the guys I served 
with are very proud of is not one person was injured or killed because of any type 
of a ground assault at Phan Rang Air Base.  We didn’t all make it home. We did 
our job.  Nobody got through.  That’s something I’m very proud of…  And that’s 
over a period of years.  Almost all my military friends are those I met in Vietnam.  
All the details and memories from my time in service are from Vietnam.  I’m sure 
that is because that time was the most traumatic, most important and 
meaningful in my life.”    
 
While stationed in Vietnam we wrote letters to home.  The letters seemed to take 
two weeks to get home and their response seemed to take two weeks to arrive.  
We seemed to get letters once a month.  “One time my mom sent a box of 
chocolate chip cookies.  I opened it up and there were ants everywhere.  Even 
though I had to throw it away, I really appreciated her caring.  
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Bill says, he changed in the military.  He learned a lot about himself and how to take 
care of himself.  What I had to do was survive and then translate that later on to 
what I needed to do to succeed.  I focused the same way as I had in Vietnam.   
 
When we came back home, we all separated for a while.  A few got together, some 
Army, Air Force and Marines and formed the Vietnam Dog Handlers Association.  It 
didn’t matter what branch we were in.  What mattered is we were all dog handlers.   
 
Our website vdha.us.  The VDHA was founded with three core objectives in mind.   

1. Educate the public of the accomplishments of dog handlers in the United 
States Armed Forces during the Vietnam Conflict and the dogs that served 
with them.   

2. Provide opportunities for the research and preparation of a detailed history 
of the use of dogs in the Vietnam Conflict. 

3. Locate and provide fellowship among dog handlers of all US Armed Services.   
 
I didn’t experience much public resentment when I got home.  I was changed by 
the experience.  When we went camping, I didn’t feel comfortable in the woods 
unarmed.  When someone threw a rock, hit my windshield I thought oh my god, 
someone is shooting at me.  I looked at jobs, tasks differently.  Many things were 
less important.  Things were not life or death situations.  Nobody goes through that 
without some kind of change.   
 
I went back to college immediately.  This time around, I excelled at school.  I 
received my bachelors and graduate degree.  We joked, I met my future wife Fran 
in a mental hospital where we both worked.  We married in 1972 and have a 
beautiful son.   
 
Bill volunteered for the USO at Lambert Airport for a while.  Bill said it was a great 
feeling being able to help the soldiers.  Bill also volunteers to speak at schools 
about his Vietnam experiences.  When now asked if he owns dogs today, he said 
yes.  He loves dogs.  He has two spoiled little lap dogs NOTHING  like Bo, Wolf or 
Rex.  Their names are Ross and Rachel.  Bill says, “Fran and I treat them as if they 
were our children.” 
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Why do we do what we do? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bill Fisher was an Air Force Sentry Dog handler at Phan Rang Air Base during the 
Vietnam War. We were honored to meet Bill earlier in the year. Bill told us about 
his duties as a Sentry Dog Handler at Phan Rang. Each night they would go out 
beyond the fence line (our guns to their back), trying to detect the enemy. Their 
objective was (in order) detect the enemy, radio it in to the base, and hopefully 
survive. 
 
Bill told us about a picture he’s had in his mind for nearly 50 years. The picture was 
a VC crouching in the elephant grass near the wire, and his dog going on alert. He 
had hoped someone, someday could draw, paint or sketch the image. We put Bill 
in contact with Linda Wilmes, an artist in Wentzville. Linda is also part of the 
museum team.  Linda sketched a drawing for Bill. Bill was very pleased with Linda’s 
rendering.  
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Bill recently returned 
from a War Dog reunion 
where he showed Linda’s 
sketch to his 
counterparts.  
In gratitude they all 
signed a framed note that 
reads: 
 
 
 
Dear Linda Wilmes, 
Thank you for the sketch of the sentry dog handler in Vietnam. In your drawing you 
have captured the essence of the experiences of all sentry dog handlers that served 
in Vietnam. Your support of the United States Veteran is very much appreciated. 
From the men of the 35th Security Police, K9 Flight Phan Rang Air Base, Vietnam. 

Want to hear more about Bill and other Vietnam 
Veterans? Come by and visit the St Charles County 
Veterans Museum, Thursday through Saturday. 
Where, “Every Veteran has a Story.” 
Thank you, Bill for your service. Thank you, Linda. 
 
 
 
 
 

Please contact the St. Charles 
County Veterans Museum Oral 
History project at 
sccvetsmuseum@gmail.com or 
call 636-294-2657 for more 
information and lets’ talk. We 
want to hear from you because we know…Every Veteran has a story. 
 


