"Transformation" is a Buzzword?

"Transformation" is one of the buzzwords that Department of Defense leaders have been using lately to describe how the military must adapt to the changing nature of war and the threat against this country. In its current usage, the focus of transformation is on getting faster and smarter, increasing our ability to see the battlefield and quickly react to opportunities on it. For the Guard, transformation specifically focuses on developing ways to deploy more quickly, integrate more seamlessly with the active component, and organize our headquarters as joint commands.

  Transformation is not new to the Guard. Guardmembers have had to adapt and transform themselves to changing circumstances throughout their history. English settlers in the colonies adapted the militia tradition of Britain to counter new threats in the New World. The formal, set-piece style of warfare practiced in Europe in the 17th century was of little use when fighting native americans in the dense forests and swamps of North America. In order to defeat these elusive master woodsmen, the colonists developed strategies and tactics that exploited traditional rivalries among the Indians, and focused on destroying their villages and foodstuffs. Campaigns of this sort were ruthlessly effective in displacing or eliminating much of the native American population on the east coast. 

  In the 18th century, as tensions with England grew, the colonial militia again showed its flexibility. The very concept of the minuteman was an adaptation of the basic militia model, where a few select members of the general militia underwent extra training and took on the role of a "quick reaction force" which would respond immediately to the raids conducted by the British Army into the Massachusetts countryside. Following in the footsteps of these "first responders," the rest of the militia formed up and acted as a reinforcements to the minutemen. 

  The militia also played a critical role in winning the revolution off the battlefield. The patriot militia, by virtue of its widespread membership, ensured the security of the countryside against British patrols and their loyalist sympathizers. To copy some of the present terminology, they served as a homeland security force, forward-deployed in virtually every community. To give just one example of their effectiveness, it was a patrol of New York militia which captured the British spy, Major John André, as he carried the plans detailing the defenses of West Point from Benedict Arnold to the British commander in New York, Sir Henry Clinton.

  The founders of the nation enshrined the militia in the Constitution, but the universal and compulsory militia of the Revolution deteriorated in the decades that followed that war. Once again, the militia concept was transformed, this time with the rise of voluntary militia companies. Companies were organized for a variety of reasons, often more social than military. Regardless, these units provided a basic degree of martial training that proved useful during the rapid expansion of the Army at the outset of the Mexican, Civil, and Spanish-American Wars. 

  While transformation has always been a part of Guard history, never has it been a more constant fact of life than in the last century. With the passage of the Dick Act exactly 100 years ago this January, the Federal government began taking a much greater interest in the National Guard. Federal funds began flowing to the Guard, but in return the Federal government required that Guardsmen drill regularly and attend summer camp. Between 1903 and 1913, 792 units were disbanded and 902 new ones constituted, largely due to the requirements that Guard units conform to Army standards. This "shake out" of units got rid of many that had been organized largely for social reasons and the members had little interest in drilling regularly and preparing themselves for war.

  Nevertheless, when the U.S. entered World War I the Guard was still organized for State duty, not for modern combat. Despite the urgings of the War Department, the Guard consisted almost entirely of infantry units - inexpensive for the States to maintain and effective for riot duty, but not capable of going off to war without support. Once America declared war in 1917 and the Guard came under Federal control, massive reorganizations took place. Many infantry regiments were consolidated to create larger units more capable of sustained fighting in the trenches of France. Many more were converted to other types of units necessary for conducting sustained "combined arms" operations - field artillery, machine gun, trench mortars, field trains (supply), and "pioneer" infantry (laborers). 

  Every Guard unit was stripped of its State designation and given a unique Federal designation - thus the 1st Minnesota Infantry became the 135th Infantry, while elements of the 1st, 4th and 5th Maryland Infantry consolidated to create the 115th Infantry. In an all-too-typical case, "transformation" for the 1st Vermont Infantry meant breaking up the old unit to provide personnel to three different machine gun battalions, an infantry regiment, a supply trains unit, and a pioneer infantry regiment. 

  Senior officers in particular found they were no longer needed or wanted by the Army now that the Guard was in Federal service. By one estimation, more than 2/3rds of all Guard officers were transferred, required to learn a new specialty, or released from the service. Thus the Guard was transformed again, but it was a hurried and painful process that took place in the midst of the general mobilization for war.

  The lesson of World War I - that the Guard needed to be organized in peacetime as it would fight in the next war - was only imperfectly applied during the 1920s and 1930s. When World War II broke out, Guard divisions were stripped of one of their four infantry regiments, their tank companies, and their aerial observation squadrons to make them more easy to deploy. Coast artillery and cavalry units were converted to new missions.  Once again, the transformation of the force structure was difficult for the Guard, but not as severe as at it had been for World War I. One of the reasons for this is that the interwar period was a time when the Guard integrated itself more closely with the Army, becoming a more professional organization through attendance at Army schools and participation in field and command post exercises.

  Since World War II, the pace of transformation has only increased. The creation of a separate Air Force and Air National Guard in 1947 made the National Guard Bureau a joint entity decades before the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act required the rest of the Department of Defense to organize its forces jointly. In 1952, the Guard became subject to involuntary callup by the President of the United States - previously, only a congressional declaration of war or national emergency could bring the Guard into Federal service. The increasing focus on Federal missions over State missions, even in peacetime, was reflected in the fact that the Guard was assigned real-world national defense missions even while in State status. Symbolic of this transformation was the 1950s Air Guard runway alert program and the 1960s assignment of the Nike-Hercules mission to the Army Guard. In the 1970s, Guard structure was transformed again as it became integrated into the "Total Force," taking on more critical missions in order to ensure that the nation would never go to war (as it had in Vietnam) without relying on its reserve forces. One indication of this closer integration was that Guard units began regularly training overseas in the 1970s. The Total Force "transformation" paid big dividends during the Persian Gulf War of 1991. Never before had the Guard mobilized so quickly for such a wide variety of missions. And the pace of mobilizations and variety of missions entrusted to the Guard has only grown since then.

  Transformation is not new to the Guard. We have a long history of it. If we embrace it, as we did the Total Force in the 1970s, it will serve us well. If we delay making the necessary changes in peacetime, as the States did prior to World War I, it can be very painful when events finally force it upon us. The decision is ours.

