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  A Florida Army National Guard infantry commander has a hard time believing everything that he and the citizen-soldiers in his battalion are seeing and hearing and doing in Baghdad these days.

  "It is absolutely amazing to think that a Florida Guard battalion is here in the first place, let alone doing what we are doing. If you ever thought you had it bad, you have no idea what bad really is," states Lt. Col. Thad Hill, commander of the 3rd Battalion, 124th Infantry, in a detailed and moving letter from Iraq to his friends back home. "The men … will never forget what we have done here and what we have seen."

  What have they done? They have taken charge of Zone 17, where there are many medical facilities and schools, in the heart of Iraq's capital city, replacing a battalion in the 101st Airborne Division. 

  They have detained medical directors who are trying to sell drugs on the black market. They have encountered an Iraqi teacher who asked the Americans what she could teach her students and when she could give them tests. They have visited the birthplace of Abraham. They have ridden past the burned remains of destroyed Iraqi tanks. They have guarded one of overthrown President Saddam Hussein's palaces. 

  These National Guard soldiers have done virtually everything that soldiers do in a dangerous and deadly combat zone while they have been engaged in Operation Iraqi Freedom. Most importantly, they have deployed – because that is what National Guard troops do. They have been doing that for a long time - since 1636 when the National Guard was born in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

  The Guard's contributions have not gone unnoticed.

  "When we were attacked on Sept. 11, more than 100,000 reservists and National Guard members sprang into action - Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, Coast Guard," Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld told about 1,000 members of the Reserve Officers Association in January as the U.S. armed forces were gearing up for Operation Iraqi Freedom. "They helped defend our homeland, they helped drive the Taliban from power, they shut down the terrorist training camps in Afghanistan, and liberated the Afghan people.

  "At this moment, Guard and Reserve [members] are patrolling streets, seas, and skies across the globe, disrupting terrorist networks and helping to prevent them from killing more innocent men, women and children," Rumsfeld added. "These contributions have been vital to our success thus far in the global war on terrorism."

  "The National Guard is a balanced force. [It] has been a very substantial portion of our nation's strategic reserve," Paul McHale, assistant secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense, recently told the House Subcommittee on National Security.

  "We anticipate that in the years ahead, that overseas war fighting mission will be retained, but that it may be enhanced by additional homeland defense missions."

  Anyone who thinks otherwise or who wonders why need only listen to Lt. Gen. H Steven Blum, the new, no-nonsense chief of the National Guard Bureau, who explains what the Guard is all about in a way that everyone can understand.

  "The National Guard's number one priority is the security and defense of our homeland. We have a non-negotiable contract with the American people to win our nation's wars," Blum has told everyone who has gotten to know him or heard him speak since the United States Senate confirmed him as the Guard Bureau's 25th chief on April 11. That, he added, means protecting and comforting Americans close to their homes and taking the fight to enemies far away.

  "What's going on in Iraq and Afghanistan these days is an away game," Blum maintains. And the National Guard, he insists, has been and will continue to be a driving force in the effort to prevent anyone from ever again bringing "an unscheduled home game" to the American people as terrorists in hijacked jetliners did on Sept. 11, 2001.

  "We can no longer count on the protection of the oceans. We no longer have the luxury of time to train our soldiers and airmen to fight a war. We have to be ready right now," he states. 

  He also makes it perfectly clear that he knows it is not a game - like the Yankees playing the Red Sox or the Super Bowl. 

  "This is very serious work we are about. Very serious work, at a very, very unique and wonderful time in the history of our country," Blum told several hundred members of the Guard Bureau's military and civilian staff in Arlington, Va., on May 9. "You talk about relevance? You're living it. You want to go into combat? You're there. You've got a chance to defend your country - right now. 


   "What you're doing is probably more meaningful and important now than at any time since before we were a nation," he stressed. "That's the last time that the National Guard was as important as it is today - before we were a nation, when we didn't have an army, when the [militia] from several states had to march to Boston to form the Continental Army for George Washington. That was the first mobilization."

  There have been a lot more since then, and the numbers clearly support the idea that the 462,000 members of the Army and Air National Guard are ready to be mobilized and to serve within this country as well as anywhere in the world.

  All told, more than 131,000 traditional members of the Army and Air Guard have been mobilized to support that war at home and abroad in the last 20 months, Blum told members of the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense on May 7. That, he added, is in addition to the Guard's full-time force of 35,000 people whose workloads have increased significantly. 

  Men and women from every American ethnic group and nearly every faith, bankers and teachers and bookkeepers and carpenters leave their homes to become fighter pilots and cooks and infantry soldiers and personnel specialists and combat and civil engineers.

  Full-timers answer the call as members of 32 civil support teams certified to check for chemical, biological and radiological agents, the kind that could be delivered by a weapon of mass destruction.

  That's the cross-section of Americans who have proven countless times that they can stand with their active duty and other reserve component brothers and sisters to defend this land. Here's what they've been doing during the war against terrorism.

   "Operation Noble Eagle has mobilized in excess of 16,000 [Army Guard] soldiers from 36 states and territories to provide force protection at various Department of Defense facilities and at our nation's borders," Blum told the Senate subcommittee.

  "Operation Enduring Freedom has mobilized about 16,100 soldiers from 29 states and territories to support the global war on terrorism in Southwest Asia through the U.S. Central Command area of operations," he added.

  The Air Guard has also earned its keep, Blum told the senators.

  "As fiscal year 2002 came to a close, we had flown 25 percent of the fighter sorties [for Enduring Freedom], 31 percent of the tanker sorties and 27 percent of the airlift sorties," he said.

  "Air National Guard citizen-airmen are the backbone of Operation Noble Eagle [in this country]," Blum added. "By the end of 2002, we had flown 74 percent of the fighter sorties, 62 percent of the tanker sorties, and 36 percent of the airlift sorties. We maintained almost 100 percent of the alert sites."

  The Air Guard is over achieving in a couple of ways. 

  Forty-four percent of its security force personnel, for example, are serving on active duty. So are nearly 30 percent of the people in intelligence, services, weather and tactical airlift control elements.

  Its F-15 and F-16 fighter wings have been tasked with 64 percent of Noble Eagle missions even though the Guard has 31 percent of the fleet, according to a report from the Air Guard's Readiness Center at Andrews Air Force Base, Md. The same is true for the Guard's KC-135 tanker and C-130 airlift fleets. The tankers, that constitute 43 percent of that fleet, are tasked with 72 percent of the missions. The C-130s are hauling 67 percent of the load with 52 percent of the fleet. 

  The Army Guard, meanwhile, has sent soldiers to 71 foreign countries since last Oct. 1. It had also mobilized nearly 68,000 soldiers by early May. That included more than 46,000 mobilized for the U.S. Central Command which is responsible for the actions in Afghanistan and Iraq.



  The Guard has paid the price for going into harm's way. Two Army Guard soldiers and an Air Guardsman have been killed in Afghanistan during the past 13 months. Maj. Gregg Stone from Idaho Air Guard was killed in Kuwait during the first week of Iraqi Freedom. He was the first Air Force casualty for that war.  

  Others have been wounded and injured while serving their country.

  Four soldiers with the Pennsylvania Army Guard's 131st Transportation Company serving in Iraq were hospitalized after a piece of unexploded ordnance blew up in a plastic foot locker that was located in the unit's sleeping tent. None of the injuries were described as life threatening. 

  Army National Guard Command Sgt. Maj. A. Frank Lever III sadly shook his head about that incident and said, "Well, they're not in Pennsylvania." 

  The same can be said about a lot of members of the National Guard from every single state and territory. They are deployed.

