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  YORK, Maine - He vividly recalls watching tracer rounds pierce the night sky over Baghdad when this country last went to war against Iraq in January 1991. He was in the sixth grade.

  "They brought our entire class to the library to watch it on CNN. It made quite an impression," said the man named Justin who has grown from a youthful spectator into a soldier in the Maine Army National Guard during the past dozen years. 

  Now perhaps, it is Justin's turn to help this country carry its 16-month-old war against terrorism back to Iraq.  He and 170 other members of the 1136th Transportation Company have been mobilized and have left Maine for Fort Dix, N.J., in a convoy of camouflage-green trailer trucks as troops from all over the country are being marshaled for another possible war against the forces of Saddam Hussein.

  "I've never been overseas before. I hope I never have to go again for something like this," said the young sergeant about his Army Guard unit's call to arms. "But we suspected this was coming because of everything that's happening in the world. And you've got to do what you've got to do."

  The sergeant and the other Guard soldiers are not being identified to help safeguard their families. Their comments indicate how much things have changed in the dozen years since 398 of this country's Army National Guard units were mobilized for duty during Desert Shield and Desert Storm.

  Many citizen-soldiers and their families, as well as other members of the reserve forces, were willing to serve but said they never thought they would actually have to go to war when they began being called up in August 1990. Now the universal attitude seems to be "we're ready to go so let's get on with it." 


  "I've heard a few people express surprise, but most of us are really anxious to go. We're tired of sitting around waiting," said another of the 1136th's soldiers who pulled a peacekeeping tour in Bosnia while he was on active duty.

  The "sitting around" ended on Feb. 25, a bitterly cold day, when heavily loaded trucks from the 1136th's headquarters element rolled out of Bangor, Maine, to the cheers of their families and friends at dawn.

  They refueled and joined up with company's smaller detachment from Sanford near the Maine-New Hampshire border and kept on trucking.

  This has already become the largest mobilization of Maine Army Guard troops since 1939, when the entire National Guard was called up to prepare for World War II. It is also becoming a bigger National Guard mobilization than the one for the Persian Gulf War.

  Approximately 200 members of three Maine Army Guard units were mobilized for several months of Desert Shield and Desert Storm duty beginning in 1990.


  So far, nearly 300 Maine citizen-soldiers, including 120 members of the 112th Medical Company from Bangor, have been called up as part of this year's massive buildup, and another 200 members of the 152nd Maintenance Company have been put on alert, Maine Guard officials explained.

  Members of the 112th served in Germany during the Gulf War.


  Meanwhile, more than 30 Army Guard troops have begun a year of active duty as part of the security force at the Bangor Air National Guard base.


  Preparations to wage war with Iraq unless that country agrees to disarm to President Bush's and the United Nations' satisfaction, prompted the increased call-ups. The National Guard is providing more than half of the reserve component troops who have responded 

  The number of Army and Air Guard people alerted for or participating in the war against terrorism vaulted from nearly 52,000 on Friday, Jan. 10, to nearly 99,000 by the following Monday, the National Guard Bureau reported. That was the largest Guard force since terrorists hit the American homeland on Sept. 11, 2001.

  The total surpassed 100,000 on Jan. 29 and had increased to nearly 122,000 by Feb. 18. That's about a quarter of the National Guard force. The total includes about 15,000 Army and Air Guard personnel whose units have been identified for mobilization even though they have not been officially alerted.


  "I don't know that it's any easier, but it's a lot better because of everything we've learned during the past dozen years," said Maj. Gen. Joseph Tinkham II, Maine's adjutant general and National Guard leader, who was an artillery officer in Vietnam. "We've learned a lot about taking care of families and how to process soldiers. Our soldiers are as ready as they can be, both physically and psychologically. Their equipment is ready."

  Peacekeeping rotations to Bosnia and Kosovo and the Sinai Peninsula as well as 90-day tours to support Northern and Southern Watch operations over Iraq have kept Army and Air Guard units sharpened up for the war on terrorism's mobilizations, National Guard officials maintain.

  "We know they work hard at what they do, so we have a lot of confidence in them," said the wife of one 1136th truck driver who rejoined the Maine Army Guard after the terrorists attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon

  "We all live in denial to some point, but it wasn't a major shock when we heard they would be mobilized," she explained. "All of the families got deployment checklists before Christmas. 

  "My husband had been out of the Guard for four years," the wife continued. "But on 9-11, they hit us on our homeland. 
That made it all different. And my husband said to me 'Honey, I don't feel right about just being a civilian now.'

  "I'm very proud of him," she whispered, holding back the tears as the big Army trucks driven by Maine Army Guard soldiers roared back onto the highway, headed for Fort Dix and then, who knows where.

