
SometimeS a police dog can accompliSh 
what gunS and SirenS can’t.
By Jeannette Cooperman • photography By wesley law
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when robert dean was 7 years old, he came home, saw the back door ajar, 
and surprised a guy stealing two radios. “Your brother told me to come and get this,” the 
young man said.

“No he didn’t!” Robert burst, grabbing for one of the radios. The man pulled 
out a knife. Robert fell backward to avoid being stabbed, and the man took 
off running. Robert called 911. 

Less than an hour later, an officer walked him past “what looked like 
100 police cars—but I was 7.” A man stood on the grass, handcuffed and 
floodlit, and a German shepherd sat off to one side, head erect, keeping 
watch. “This the guy?” the officer asked. “Our police dog caught him.”

“I knew from then on I wanted to be a K-9 officer,” Dean says. “But in 
the black community, especially back then, you had to be a sellout or 
an Uncle Tom to be in the police. So I’d say I wanted to be an archi-
tect or a doctor.” He spent six covert years as a Police Explorer and 
applied to the force as soon as he turned 21. Eight years later, he was 
accepted to the elite canine unit. 

in april 2006, Dean drove out to Von der Haus Gill Ger-
man Shepherds—a kennel in Wapakoneta, Ohio, run by a former 
deputy sheriff—to get his first four-legged partner. Dean wanted “a 
clearheaded dog, intimidating-looking, not one of those—we call ’em 
Marmadukes. They look goofy: big ears and big feet.” He also wanted a 
medium-size dog, for agility and endurance: “Smaller dogs get thrown 
around more, and bigger dogs wear out too fast.” Finally, he wanted a 
male: “Females are more temperamental. We have one female in the 
unit. You crank on her too hard, it hurts her feelings. You gotta put her 
back in the car: ‘I’m not doin’ nothing for you today.’”

To test clearheadedness, Dean went outside a fence and gave a sort of 
martial-arts yell, lunging forward, hands out. The dogs that recoiled, skittish, 
he eliminated. Then he made kissy noises. The dogs that stayed aggressive 
and refused to approach, he eliminated. Three dogs were left. Told to appre-
hend the kennel’s professional decoy—a guy who wears a padded suit for a 
living—two of them grabbed for his padded sleeve and, when he slipped the 

ne unit in the St. Louis County Police Department gets flagged regularly for 
use of excessive force. The computer automatically spits out the names and 
suggests guidance counseling for the officers. Their supervisor, Sgt. Jerry 

Lohr, teases them about it and files the explanation. His six officers—really 12—are called out 
for every SWAT operation; they’re brought in on assaults in progress, burglaries in progress, foot 
pursuits, carjackings, rape cases, drug deals, riots, and hostile barricades. Their special weapon 
inspires more terror than a Sig Sauer or an assault rifle—even though it has never killed and, un-
like a bullet, can be recalled after launch.

It is the only weapon on earth that can never be used against the officer, even if a suspect were 
fool enough to grab for it.

And it eats kibble.
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sleeve, trotted away with it. Lass, a young shepherd from the Czech 
Republic, ignored the sleeve and went for the arm.

“That’s what I want,” thought Dean. “He doesn’t want the equip-
ment. He wants the man.”

He brought Lass home. The first week, all he did was bond with the 
dog, stroking and brushing him, memorizing his Czech commands, 
and throwing his tennis ball. “We’d just sit up on this hill and I’d talk 
to him. My wife said, ‘You talk to him like he’s a person!’” 

Eight years later, Lass holds the unit record: 74 apprehensions. 
“We’ve been in any situation you could put a K-9 team in,” Dean says. 
“Attics, underwater, shot at, in the dark, inside cars, under cars, on 
top of cars—nothing scares him.”

in march 2010, St. John police officers chased a car, lost 
it in pursuit, then found it abandoned in a subdivision. The driver 
was wanted for allegedly raping a 13-year-old girl. Lass tracked him 
500 yards down a concrete street, ran around a house to a rear patio, 
and pulled the suspect out from under a table surrounded by trash 
cans. Lass had to drag him out by the ankle. (In deciding when to 
use canines, Lohr says, “We use the U.S. Supreme Court decision 
Graham v. Connor, which takes into consideration the totality of the 
circumstances and the information available to officers at the time of 
the incident.” The decision offers a three-part test: “1. The severity of 

the crime; 2. whether the suspect poses an immediate threat to the 
safety of law enforcement officers or other persons; and 3. whether 
the suspect is actively resisting arrest or attempting to evade arrest 
by flight.”)

The man was taken to the hospital for treatment. Soon after, Dean’s 
phone rang. The hospital had taken X-rays of the man’s ankle and 
thought it could see a dog’s tooth. Dean groaned and checked Lass’ 
mouth. The root was showing. Lass was anesthetized—Dean fought 
unexpected tears—and given a new titanium tooth. The dog got a 
week off, with canned food instead of kibble.

Less than a year later, Dean and Lass responded to a call from a 
woman who’d come home to find her daughter screaming and cry-
ing and a naked man running away, clothing in his arms. Dean sent 
Lass over a 4-foot fence in the direction they said the man had run. 
As Dean hauled himself over the fence, he heard, “AAAyyeooohhhhh!” 
The suspect had hidden. Lass had found him.

Another officer saw that suspect’s X-rays. “It’s the funniest thing,” 
he told Dean. “It looks like there’s a dog’s tooth stuck in his leg.”

“Aw, man!” Dean checked Lass’ mouth. Sure enough, the titanium 
tooth was gone. This time, they didn’t even bother replacing it. And 
Lass didn’t need it to chase down a man who’d run over his girlfriend 
with his car, breaking multiple bones. Or to dispel a fighting crowd 
outside a concert. Or to find 85 pounds of marijuana in the 2nd Precinct.

Often, he’s a step ahead of his partner. Late at night on January 9, 
Dean was called to a burglary in progress at Nu Fashion, a beauty-
supply store on Bellefontaine Road. Three women had smashed the 
front window and stolen hair weaves worth thousands of dollars. Police 
caught two of the women running away, but the third was nowhere to 
be seen. Dean was ready to put Lass back in the car, but Lass alerted 
and led Dean toward a snow-covered thicket. Dean couldn’t see down 
to the creek below, but Lass was straining on the lead, so Dean let him 
go. A few seconds later, he heard a shrill “Get him off me!” 

Dean called Lass back, yelling, “Got the third one in custody!” as a 
woman emerged, dripping wet and shivering. It turned out she was 
already wanted for a prior felony theft charge. 

every tueSday, the canine unit trains, honing the dogs’ 
abilities so neither judge nor jury can doubt their skill. Nationwide, 
there have been cases of officers prompting their dogs to give false 
alerts, and there’s always a percentage of false positives, so the unit’s 
officers want to make sure their dogs have street cred.

They also drill the dogs in tactical obedience, to keep them safe. 
Officer Mike Castellano demonstrates, going down on one knee and 
giving a command. His dog slides between his knees and lies down, 
staying low to dodge bullets.

“His name’s Tank,” Dean says. “But we call him Precious.”
The next Tuesday, the dogs enter an empty house in Spanish Lake 

one by one and search for hidden drugs. Officer Dave Porter puts Otto 
through his paces, urging him to pinpoint, nose down the crevice, 
rather than just alerting to the couch. “The whole thing about training 
is, we don’t want the dog to fail,” Castellano explains. 

Otto finds the meth, the ecstasy, the heroin. Porter keeps the red 
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rubber Kong bone ready and calls “G’boy!” in a voice you’d never 
expect to squeak out of his heavyset frame. 

Nathan Repuyan, a new canine officer from a small municipal police 
department, is in the next room getting instructions: “Don’t be embar-
rassed about anything. Play with the dog. Get loud. Get crazy.” When 
his turn comes, Repuyan gives the “dopeseek” command, and his dog 
skitters around the room and jumps onto the couch. Repuyan gives 
a loud “Sit” command to remind her to alert. His praise is hearty but 
out of sync, like a backslapper at a party who’s forgotten your name. 

“They haven’t bonded yet,” Dean murmurs. “He’s only had her three 
months, and they gave him one week of training. We went to a six-week 
class, and it took over a year for Lass to really trust me.” 

“Most departments only train every other week, and some say, 
‘Train your dog on your day off,’” Lohr adds. “So we don’t charge if a 
handler from another department comes for help.”

The team switches to a person search. “Hide in the upstairs bath-
room,” Porter tells Repuyan, “and don’t open the door until Lass is 
back on lead.”

“God save me,” Repuyan mutters as he closes the door.
Dean stands at the bottom of the steps, Lass at his side. As soon 

as Dean yells, “St. Louis Co—” Lass starts barking and doesn’t stop. 
“County K-9,” Dean yells over the barking, which is harsh and relent-
less. “You inside, make yourself known. This is your final warning.” 

On command, Lass bounds up the stairs and goes almost imme-
diately to the hall bathroom, jumping up on the door, pushing and 
clawing at it. “Get him outta there,” Dean yells, just to keep Repuyan’s 
heart rate up. Then he says, “Leave it.” Lass sits instantly, and Dean 
fastens the lead. Repuyan opens the door a few inches and tosses Lass 
a tug toy before he steps out.

The other officers joke about Lass turning the knob someday. But 
that barking’s sufficient terror for most humans. 

Dean grins. “In eight years, I can count on one hand the number 
of times he’s barked in my house. But from the time I get him in that 
police car until we go home, he does not shut up.”

aS oakville high School students take their seats, 
the loudspeakers crackle: “Place all book bags and purses in the hall 
outside your classroom, then return to class.” Lockdown. A police 
officer gives a signal, and four German shepherds rush through the 
entrance with their handlers. Dean and Lass run up two flights and 
along a long hallway, Dean trailing his hand low above a crooked line 
of backpacks, keeping the dog’s nose focused. Lass stops in front of a 
neon-green backpack. The assistant principal squats to rifle through 
it. While he’s searching, Lass alerts again and keeps going, hurtling 
over a bulky backpack at the end of the hall and turning the corner. 
In the girls’ locker room, he alerts again. “Bottom one?” the assistant 
principal asks. “Try the top, too,” Dean says. “Scent falls.”

They head down to the boys’ locker room, still moving at SWAT-
team speed, and Lass scrabbles on the floor, eager to get inside. Dean 
unsnaps his lead. Another alert in here. An administrator murmurs 
into her walkie-talkie. No actual dope’s been found yet, but a few kids 
are called out of class for a chat with principal Jan Kellerman, who 
welcomes these routine searches. “Lass isn’t hitting on the drugs; he’s 

hitting on the odor,” Dean explains. “So if they smoked this morning”—
or stood next to someone who did—“it’ll be there. It’s like popcorn: 
The smell lingers for hours.”

After each alert, Lass gets to hold a dented length of PVC pipe, a 
souvenir from his training class. Other dogs prefer Kongs, and Ali, a 
chocolate Lab, loves his squeezy rubber chicken. But Lass wants that 
pipe. He’s had it since training: It was shot through a hole in a wall 
whenever he alerted to a drug scent behind that hole. When he and 
Dean rejoin the other teams, Lass is moving at a relaxed trot, head 
high, carrying the pipe like a trophy. 

“The last sniff we did was Valley Park, and Lass found marijuana,” 
Dean says. “We found drugs at Rockwood, at Webster Groves.” The 
officers talk about the expected outcry; there are usually a few par-
ents who protest what they perceive as a fascist invasion of privacy, 
a source of allergens, or a danger to their children. 

 “As soon as their kid overdoses,” Dean says, “they’ll be the first 
ones complaining.”

Lohr pats his leg, and Lass comes up for a cuddle.
“And they say patrol dogs have to be vicious,” Dean says dryly.

dogS uSed to detect drugS, bombs, or arson can 
be any hunting breed, because it’s basically nose work. But for patrol, 
the force chooses German shepherds, wanting the breed’s trademark 
courage, heart, protectiveness, and ability to learn to chill on command. 

Lass can sniff a heroin needle hidden beneath a car’s console, but 
he’s also a patrol dog, and he loves chase and capture. “We were in 
pursuit of a carjacker,” Dean recalls, “and I got rear-ended by a city 
police car. Pow. I let Lass out and told him to chase the guy. The police 
helicopter saw the reflection of his silver K-9 patch moving faster than 
the guy he was chasing.” (Lass runs about 23 miles an hour.) “He took 
the bad guy down.”

Lass’ first priority, though, is protection. So is Dean’s. Once, they 
tracked someone through a yard and came to a trellised fence. Lass went 
over first, and Dean felt the lead go taut. His partner was dangling in the 
air. He’d gone over a retaining wall with a 15-foot drop to the next yard.

Dean hauled him back up and grabbed him. He held the dog close for 
a minute, then grinned at him. “I saved your life!” 7


