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Personal note: WTC attack (cut from SMH paper, May 2004) – MAJ Les’ Melnyk
As luck would have it, of the thousands of bases and armories across the nation owned by the active and reserve components of all the military services, the armory of my old unit, New York’s famous “Fighting 69th” Infantry, is located closer to Ground Zero than any other military installation.  In the days that followed September 11th, the soldiers of the Fighting 69th maintained a cordon around much of lower Manhattan, provided medical support at Ground Zero, climbed thousands of steps up the skyscrapers of lower Manhattan to search the rooftops for airplane debris or body parts, escorted residents back to their apartments, detained looters and unauthorized media and just plain ghouls who wanted to gawk at the dead, hosed down thick layers of grit that covered everything like nuclear winter, and, of course, manned the bucket brigades that slowly cleared debris from the site.

The 69th’s century-old armory on Lexington Avenue – a national historic landmark – served double duty in the week that followed, just another example of the Guard’s deep ties to the communities it occupies.  The upper floors of the head shed served as sleeping quarters for bone-weary soldiers between shifts down at Ground Zero, while the drill hall served as a Family Assistance Center for the City of New York as it took initial steps to deal with the thousands of people who had lost loved ones.  The interactions I witnessed as those two groups – citizens and citizen-soldiers – crossed paths will stay with me forever.  The walls of the armory, both outside and inside, had been plastered by the bereaved with thousands of photographs of the missing.  There was nowhere you could turn your gaze without staring into those faces, or the shocked faces of their loved ones.  But despite the overwhelming grief and shock, the reaction the soldiers got from the public – the New York City public! – was an incredible outpouring of appreciation.  It was a feeling none of us who wore a uniform will ever forget.

After several days, the Family Assistance Center was relocated to more spacious quarters over at a Hudson river pier.  The drill hall once again belonged to the Fighting 69th as their battalion commander – my former company commander – addressed the formation prior to their dismissal from state active duty.  As he addressed his troops, I turned on my tape recorder.  As he commended his soldiers for their service, in one brief passage he captured the reality that all Guardsmen faced in this new era: “Think about it.  All the military resources of the United States are dedicated to this fight … but the first battle of this war was fought right here at the Battery.  So of all the millions and millions of servicemen, the first soldiers to fight in this first battle of this war in the new millennium were our battalion with about 400 soldiers and another 400 out of each of those other battalions. … There’s no 101st Airborne, no elite 82nd Airborne, no 75th Ranger Regiment.  It was just us.”
  

As Guardsmen, we have to reach fairly far back in our historical consciousness to recall a time when militia men had to be on guard against attacks that could come without warning – almost, as it was on that beautiful day in September, out of the clear blue sky.  I don’t believe that history repeats itself, but there is a reflection there in that distant past of what our future holds.
� LTC Geoffrey Slack, address to troops, 18 September 2001.  Transcript in the holdings of NGB Historical Services.





