Rotary Report
by Jodie Cook


Highlands Police Department Officer John Cherry and Ruby, HPD’s K-9, returned to the Rotary Club of Highlands to talk about their exploits since their last visit. Highlands Police Chief Bill Harrell spoke first about Ruby, a genuinely beautiful black lab.

Now with HPD for over two years, Ruby received her training from the Tarheel Academy, near Sanford, NC, in tracking and narcotics searching. K-9’s, their preferred identification, are trained as either passive or aggressive. Ruby is a passive tracker, meaning she will sit in front of whatever she was tracking when she finds it, allowing Officer Cherry to take over from that point.

Car searches for narcotics, Chief Harrell explained, are something K-9’s are most often associated with doing. If a car is pulled over or stopped at a checkpoint and the officer has reason to suspect that illegal drugs may be present, Ruby and Officer Cherry are contacted. For the vehicle search to legally occur, Ruby and Officer Cherry must be close, time-wise, to the detained vehicle such that they can be there in usually less than 30 minutes. Courts have overturned evidence admissibility in those cases where the search was not timely to detaining a vehicle/driver for search. Ruby and the detaining police officer find narcotics in a quarter of such searches. Ruby has also searched the Highlands School and some area buildings.


Tracking is also a part of Ruby’s training. Chief Harrell told the story of an elderly man reported missing last year by a relative who thought he had wandered away the previous day. This 911 call brought the Highlands Fire Department to establish a search perimeter and, of course, Ruby and Officer Cherry for the scent search. 

Ruby was given the man’s scent from a coat in the man’s car. Interestingly, the police use gloves in handling the scent garment so as not to mix any scent from them with that of the scent source. In less than 10 minutes Ruby found the man – alive but severely injured from a fall, covered with mud and suffering from exposure. The man was ambulanced to the hospital where he would make a full recovery.


Officer Cherry explained that Ruby, when she tracks off leash, will always check to make sure that he’s following her. Ruby lives in a heated kennel built by police officers at Officer Cherry’s house just outside Highlands. 

Ruby will probably work for the next 5 to 7 years for HPD, which could utilize another K-9 to provide 24/7 K-9 availability. Although the cost is less than $10,000 – it’s not a budget item. Macon County Sheriff’s Office has four K-9’s but lack of proximity to Highlands limits their use. 

In a matter of minutes Ruby found the narcotic bait hidden in the Community Building before Rotary – watching her work is truly amazing. Officer Cherry said she helps officers do their job better, more safely and adds another dimension of police service to Highlands. Chief Harrell says he likes Ruby because she doesn’t talk back, doesn’t ask for time off and is always a happy dog.
