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From East Texas to the SEAL Teams 

Will “Cheese” Chesney grew up as an “ordinary” high 

school student in the piney woods, living in a trailer 

park. But he harbored an extraordinary ambition—to 

become a Navy SEAL. In 2002, at just 18, he enlisted in 

the Navy and set his sights firmly on becoming a SEAL, 

raising his own bar of expectation: “SEALs or nothing”. 

In the patriotic fervor of 9-11’s aftermath, many young 

people flocked to the recruiting stations. Will was one 

of them. 

Will’s path was far from easy. SEAL training—known as BUD/S—is notoriously grueling, a six‑month 

trial of physical and psychological endurance that pushes candidates to the brink. Out of 168 trainees, 

Will was one of just 22 who prevailed. In his own words, he wants people to know he’s no superhero 

or super athlete. Yes, he was in good physical condition, but not like a professional athlete. 

 

After deployments to South America and Iraq, Will’s career took an unexpected turn. During a 2006 

demonstration in Kentucky, he watched a Belgian Malinois—a military working dog—perform, and 

the display left him awestruck. By 2008, amidst another deployment in Afghanistan, Will decided to 

pursue the demanding role of dog handler—a position that meant doubling his responsibilities: caring 

for his canine partner and executing combat missions. 

 
Will’s pairing with Cairo—a 70-pound Belgian Malinois—began in summer 2008. Cairo was no 

ordinary dog; he was a “one-percenter,” elite in athleticism and work ethic. He trained in skydiving, 

fast-roping from helicopters, detecting IEDs, and even disarming insurgents—missions usually 

reserved for human operators. 
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 Will and Cairo tested their mettle together repeatedly. Cairo engaged two 

insurgents in a wooded area to protect his team. One insurgent shot Cairo 

in the chest and a foreleg, but it didn’t stop the loyal SEAL. The team 

killed the insurgents and rushed their beloved four-legged pal to surgery 

as they would any other wounded comrade. Cairo survived and kept his 

fighting edge. 

 

Cairo was not only a lethal asset on missions, but also a gentle companion 

off-duty—watching movies, sleeping in Will’s bed, even riding in a 

sidecar on a motorcycle, clad in his “doggles”. 

 

By 2011, Cairo, then about six years old, had become battle-tested and 

near retirement. But destiny called: Will, serving with DEVGRU’s (SEAL 

Team Six) Red Squadron, was tapped for the raid on Osama bin Laden’s 

compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan—Operation Neptune Spear. 

 

On that nighttime mission, Cairo and Will didn’t go as backup—they were 

first in. Cairo cleared the perimeter, sniffing for explosives and escape 

passages. Together, they entered the compound, sweeping floors and 

ascending toward the target. While countless accounts of the raid exist, 

seldom do they spotlight the four‑legged operator who stood at the 

forefront. 
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In his book No Ordinary Dog: My Partner from the SEAL Teams to the Bin Laden Raid, Will makes 

it plain: “Cairo was my dog. And I was his dad.” There’s no euphemism there—it was a profound, 

immersive partnership born of round-the-clock training and deep emotional connection. 

 

Will reflects that while Cairo could switch into “work-mode” when donned with his vest, he could 

also shut it off—becoming playful and calm among strangers and children. 

 

When Cairo eventually succumbed to inoperable cancer in April 2015, he was mourned like a family 

member. Will kept Cairo’s blood-stained harness from the bin Laden raid and placed his ashes—along 

with the metal plate left in his leg from when he was wounded—in his home. 

 

Will “Cheese” Chesney’s journey—from an East Texas trailer park to the darkest depths of global 

counterterror missions—highlights both extraordinary grit and humility. It’s not false modesty when 

Will casts the spotlight on his canine partner. Cairo saved his life multiple times. In times of trouble, 

Texas has always been able to say, “Heroes will rise.” 

 

 
w w w . f a i t h f u l t e x a s f o o t p r i n t s . c o m  

 


