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  ARLINGTON, Va. – September 11, 2001.  Like Pearl Harbor nearly 60 years before, Americans old enough to comprehend a radio or television broadcast will probably never forget the moment when they saw the first horrific images of the terrorist attacks on New York City and the Pentagon.    

  But as people all over the world gathered around satellite images of death and destruction, a small group of citizens in and around New York and Washington had no time for television. Even before the twin towers fell, and with phone communications down, Guardmembers from New York City units were rushing to their armories (which themselves became crisis centers in for relatives desperately searching for the missing). They knew that when disaster struck, they would be needed.   

  As these Army Guard members began to reach their armories, Air Guard fighter jets from D.C., Massachusetts, and North Dakota were in the air over New York City and Washington, ready to intercept other hijacked planes.  By the end of the day, these men and women would be joined by thousands of Guard members from Connecticut, D.C., and New Jersey called up to deal with this unprecedented crisis. The National Guard was the U.S military's "first responder" in the most damaging foreign attack against U.S. soil in history, and its role on 9/11 epitomizes the role the Guard has played in homeland defense since colonial days. 

  It was Native Americans defending their homeland who were the military threat when the English and Spanish colonies were founded, and with few European soldiers present, it was citizen/soldiers of the militia who defended isolated European settlements from attack. By the time the British Army arrived in New England to enforce unpopular tax laws, the colonial militias had evolved into a homegrown but sophisticated military system.  In the late 17th century the New Englanders had pulled special "marching forces" from the militia for long-term operations against the French and their Indian allies.  In the 1770s, "Minutemen" were recruited from the militia to be "first responders." At Concord Bridge in April 1775, the Minutemen were joined by thousands of militia from the surrounding townships, who mustered in the middle of the night to march to Concord as soon as news arrived of the British raid.  Like the Guardmembers of 9/11, they didn't wait for orders. 

  Local and regional defense was a large part of the militia's role in the Revolutionary War, especially in frontier regions.  In North Carolina, militia officer William Lenoir was called out repeatedly to defend against Indians, put down local Tories, and reinforce the Continental Army.  "I slept with my wife on one side and my rifle on the other," was Lenoir's description of his war years.  

  The "second war of American independence," as the War of 1812 is sometimes called, was characterized by large militia call-ups to protect coasts and waterways from invasion by Britain's Royal Navy, but victory ended the threat of foreign invasion. The nation's attention turned westward, as Americans brought the militia tradition to new territories and states. As long as Native American tribes contested the new settlements, community defense remained a key militia role, just as it was during the Civil War years. 

  Following the Civil War, focus shifted back to the longer-settled parts of the nation, as state militias in the industrializing Northeast and Midwest were reorganized to face a different kind of foreign threat: "radical" labor organizers who led large and sometimes violent protests against developing American industry. The huge waves of post-Civil War immigrants, increasingly non-Northern European in origin, frightened many "old Americans." With few city or state police forces, the militia, now increasingly called the National Guard, was the only organized force available to a governor or mayor trying to maintain order. Some historians note that the monumental and imposing stone armories built for the National Guard in years between 1875-1915 look like castles for a reason: they were built to withstand the assault of poor and exploited urban laborers.

  But putting down strikes was not popular duty with Guardsmen, who had long wanted an increased role as a reserve for the Army.  In 1903 and 1916, legislation mandating exactly that was passed, just in time for the Guard's largest-ever homeland defense mission.

  In March of 1916 the Mexican bandit/revolutionary Pancho Villa raided the town of Columbus, N.M., killing 17 Americans and wounding scores. The governors of Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico quickly called up their National Guards, and President Woodrow Wilson followed by calling up almost the entire National Guard, 158,664 men, and deploying them along the border.  Some Guard units were still there when the U.S. entered World War I in April, 1917.  

  With the entire National Guard called into Federal service, the states organized volunteer units, usually called "state guards," to take over the Guard's regional security missions. These organizations were revived during World War II, and in both wars were overseen by the Militia Bureau (now the National Guard Bureau). Today,  21 states have volunteer units which are affiliated with the State Guard Association of the United States, and these organizations are receiving more attention since the Guard's post-9/11 Federal call-ups have increased so dramatically.

  After World War II, a new Reserve Component, the Air National Guard, took the lead in the Guard's homeland security role. In 1953, the Runway Alert mission gave the Air Guard part of the nation's air defense mission, and by 1991 all the Air Force fighter-interceptor squadrons were from the Air Guard. It was no accident that three of the first squadrons scrambled over New York and Washington on 9/11 were from the National Guard.

  The events of September 2001brought tens of thousands of Army and Air Guard personnel into active service to deal with the threat of terrorism. Using civilian passenger airlines as weapons represented a new threat, but the Guard's great strength has always been its ability to adapt quickly, as the successful airport security mission proved. Guardmembers in their own states and communities moved quickly to provide armed security for the nation's air travelers, some on duty within hours of President Bush's phone call to their governors.   

  An advertising campaign in the 1980s described the National Guard as "always ready, always there." The Guard's role in defending the homeland since September 2001, while at the same time deploying overseas to fight terrorists on their home ground, proves that "always ready, always there" is truer than ever.

