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The police dog became a highly controversial
law enforcement tool in the early 1960s. The
propriety of using dog-handler teams for crowd
control drew sharp, prolonged questioning.

The issue surfaced with intensity in the wake
of several police-civil rights activists confronta-

tions in the South. Public utterances by promi- -

nent officials only intensified the issue. For ex-
ample, in April 1963, as police dogs attacked
civil rights demonstrators, Birmingham
{Alabama) Police Commissioner Eugene
“Bull” Conneor is alleged to have shouted to
newsmen, ‘1 want them to see the dogs work.
Look at those niggers run.”’ He is also reported
to have exclaimed, **Look at that dog go! That’s
what we train them lor — to enforce the law.™"!
In November 1968, Boston Superintendent-
in-Chief William J. Taylor framed the issue in
substantially different terms than Commissioner
Connor did five and one-half years earlier, when
he said although his dogs are never committed
to action in crowd situations, “‘their presence
has a very good effect on crowds and their con-

I “*Revolling Police Action,” The Cleveland Flain
Dealer, May 4, 1963. Also see: “"Police Dogs Scatter
Megro Marchers,” The Berkeley (California) Daily
Gazene, April 8, 1963,

trol; the dogs have a very commanding pres-
ence.""?

The Taylor and Connor perceptions are‘
worlds apart, representing polar approaches to
the issue of using dog-handler teams for crowd
control, One equates a show of brute strength by
lh_? dogs and their handlers with “‘law enforce-
ment'";, the other stresses psychological advan-
tages of using dogs for crowd control. The con-
trasting statements mirror the concern of civil
libertarians and law enforcement authorities
about just what is the proper role of police dogs
in crowd control.

Experience has shown that dogs and handlers
can be trained to work well and humanely with
different kinds of crowds, However, some kinds
of crowds do not warrant the presence or use of
dogs on the scene. These include instances
where the use of dogs would be divisive and psy-
chologically damaging and may even lead to dis-
ruption.

CIVIL RIGHTS DEMONSTRATIONS

To many Americans, especially younger peo-
ple, it is difficult to comprehend years later what

I David England, “Controversy Trails Police K-9
([:;.rrps," The Christian Science Monitor, Movember 13,
63,
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the civil rights situation was like in the carly six-
ties. It is also hard to imagine what a great sym-
bolic impact the use of dogs on demonstrators
had on the country. To many, it appears that po-
lice literally sanctioned their dogs to attack black
demonstrators.

It was not always that way. In fact, in the late
1950s, the public and the media seemed general-
ly sympathetic toward the use of dogs in group
control situations. The first national exposure
came in early March 1959 when there was a
racial incident surrounding a black family’s
moving into an all-white area in Collins Park,
Delaware. A crowd of about 300 whites, armed
with stones and firecrackers, massed in frontl of
the house to proiest. The Delaware State Police,
whose canine unit was formed in 1958, brought
in three trained police dogs and their handlers to
help break up the crowd. In the ensuing action,
two members of the crowd who tried to interfere
with the police were bitten. The frightened
crowd eased back.,

The results gained nalional recognition when
Life magazine printed a picture story about the
incident. ““This use of dogs drew angry pro-
tests,” Life wrote. “*But the troopers stood by
their action. The dogs had been leashed at all
times and their presence as a deterrent had
undoubtedly avoided more serious injuries.”™

Soon, however, storm clouds gathered over
the issue of dogs against crowds. One of the first
instances where the public spoke out with inten-
sity occurred in June 1961 in Wichita, Kansas,
which is about 1,000 miles north and west of
Birmingham where the issue was to explode two
years later.

There was racial violence in Wichita. It began
not as a part of a civil rights demonstration but
as an oulgrowth of a perfectly normal social
function. Turmeil started when police tried to
clear the street near the YWCA building where a
dance was in progress. As offlicers went about
their business, youths attending the dance
poured into the streets. A riot ensued, partici-
pants dispersing only when the police brought in
their canine teams. The Wichita newspaper said
that:

¥“Four-Footed Riot Squad,” Life, 46 (March 9,
1959), 39-40.

several of the riolers were bitten by the
animals and others ran from the scene
bleeding from cuts. . .. Police reported
some persons left the [YWCA] building
by diving through windows when officers
took the dogs inside.*

Reaction to the Wichita incident was immedi-
ate, and citizens took sharply differing stances.
Emotions ran high. The NAACP held 2 protest
rally to decry “*the use of police dogs on our chil-
dren.” Chester Lewis, President of the Wichita
NAACP branch, wrole in a letter to the paper:

we have not stated . . . that the actions of
the officers at the Y™ stemmed from
racial bias. Nor are we stating that ofTicers
do not have the responsibility and duty to
use police dogs on an unlawful gathering.
But we adamantly and vociferously protest
their use when the opposite situation
obtains.?

Others in Wichita vigorously protested the po-
lice use of dogs in this incident. A minister
wrote: ]

the improper use of these dogs was a con-
tributing factor in the widespread mass
hysteria and public state of confusion. In
such a state of affairs the oflicers lost the
“initiative of proper control of dogs and
teenagers, many of whom were arrested
and injured without justification.®
There was citizen outpouring of support of the
police use of dogs in the Wichita incident, too.
One citizen wrote the newspaper to laud the po-
lice **for its coolness in the face of disgusting vo-
cal threats and its forebearance [sic] in seeing
that the two dogs used Lo disperse the mob actu-
ally only bit in defense of themselves or their
handlers. It proves thal the police and their dogs
are excellently trained and supervised.™’
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