
 

NATIONAL GUARD 
 

Mission Statement from annual Kentucky Derby 

support operations order, State Headquarters, 

Kentucky National Guard: “Kentucky Guardsmen are 

on duty not only to assist in handling a large crowd, 

but are also uniformed representatives of Kentucky, 

the official host of America and the world on Derby 

Day. Their personal conduct should be such as to 

reflect credit upon the Kentucky National Guard and 

the State.” 

 

 The Kentucky National Guard of the 21st 

century is well-versed in the latest technologies, from 

the C-130 Hercules aircraft of the Air National Guard 

to the UH-60 Blackhawk to the newest high mobility 

artillery rocket system (HIMARS) of the Army 

National Guard. Everyone from general officers to 

the rank of private is familiar with internet security, 

night vision goggles and global positioning systems. 

 There was a time long ago, however, when 

high technology meant something completely 

different. The mission is the same – defending our 

nation in time of war and supporting the citizens of 

the Commonwealth during disasters and 

emergencies. But the way Soldiers and Airmen 

accomplish that mission has changed drastically over 

the decades. 

 The Kentucky National Guard has had a long 

tradition with the horse. From the early Kentucky 

Militiamen who patrolled the frontier of the newly 

established Commonwealth of Kentucky in the 

1790’s to Richard M. Johnson’s Kentucky Mounted 

Riflemen at the Battle of The Thames in October 

1813, to the Kentucky Volunteer Cavalry Regiments 

of the Mexican War, to the bold Kentucky Cavaliers 

who rode with both Union and Confederate armies 

during the Civil War to Kentucky’s final mounted 

regiment, the 123rd Cavalry of the 1920’s and 30’s. 

(123rd Mounted Band was the last mounted band in 

the U. S. Army system). 

 However, the Kentucky Guard’s longest 

connection with the horse comes from its partnership 

with Churchill Downs and the Kentucky Derby, a 

partnership which has spanned more than 80 years. 

 It is not known exactly when the relationship 

between the Kentucky National Guard and the Derby 

began. The first official orders placing members of 

the Kentucky National Guard at the Derby appear in 

the records of the Kentucky Adjutant General in 

April 1936. A total of 36 officers and 600 men were 

ordered to maintain “…order and prevent rioting due 

to insufficient police powers in Jefferson County.” 

Payment for the support of the Guard came from the 

Kentucky Jockey Club, the holding company of 

Churchill Downs in the late 1910s and early 

1920s. Following 1936, payment for the travel to and 

from Churchill Downs and the meals for the 

Guardsmen were paid by Churchill Downs, Latonia 

Inc., the successor to the Kentucky Jockey Club.  

 In 1939, the Commonwealth of Kentucky 

began paying for the Kentucky National Guard’s 

involvement at the Derby. In his statement to the 

press, Governor A. B. “Happy” Chandler stated 

“Before my administration, the Derby Day expenses 

of the troops were paid by the track, but since I’ve 

been Governor the State has paid them. If you let one 

concern pay for the troops, you might as well let 

them all do it, but nobody’s going to buy our troops. 

There was enough reason to have the troops handle 

the Derby Day crowd and keep order for the State to 

be interested in having them there, and the State paid 

for them.” 

 In the early years it was considered a special 

privilege for Guardsmen to be selected to work the 

Derby. By the late 1940s so many units were 

volunteering for the mission that the Adjutant 

General had to limit the number of units and men 

approved to provide support. In many cases he had to 

deny units from participating. In those early years, 

few Louisville Guardsmen were authorized to work 

the Derby by the Adjutant General’s Office. This was 

justified by the office in its statement, “the Derby is 

not such a novelty to Louisville folks.”  

 Over the decades the mission of the Kentucky 

National Guard has changed. Prior to the 

establishment of the Kentucky State Police in 1948, 

the Kentucky Guard took on a larger role, as the only 

State-level police/law enforcement organization at 

the Derby. The role of the Guard has been expanded 

and evolved from strictly that of security support to 

include participation in Derby festival events, such as 

the Derby’s Pegasus Parade, “Thunder Over 

Louisville,” to having some of its members running 

the Derby Festival Marathon and Mini Marathon. 

And now, with the threat of terror being a 21st 

century reality, the Kentucky National Guard's role in 

homeland security is more important than ever 

before, particularly during high profile events like the 

Derby. During the 2010 running of the Kentucky 

Derby, 360 members of the Kentucky National Guard 

provided support to local, state and federal authorities 

during the Kentucky Oaks and Derby. And while 

their mission seemed on the surface largely 

ceremonial, they worked diligently behind the scenes 

to ensure the safety and security for both the 

participants and spectators of "the most exciting two 

minutes in sports." 

 

The Harrodsburg Tankers at the Derby 

 

 One of the Kentucky units which annually 

supported the Derby during the 1930’s, was 

Harrodsburg’s 38th Tank Company. In 1940, this unit 

was federally activated due to growing concerns over 

America’s involvement in the Second World War. 

These young Kentucky Guardsmen soon found 

themselves overseas in Philippine Islands. On 

December 8, 1941, they were attacked by the 

Japanese military forces. The Kentuckians became 

part of the allied forces defending the islands and 

were eventually part of the forces which surrendered 

to the Japanese, and were forced on the infamous, 

Bataan Death March. None of the Harrodsburg men 

died on the march, however, over 50% of the unit 

died while enduring 3 ½ years of captivity at the 

hands of the Japanese. 

 

The War Years, 1941-1946: 

Kentucky Active Militia at the Derby 

 

 During World War II the Kentucky National 

Guard was activated for war-time duty. Governor 

Keen Johnson enacted the Kentucky Active Militia 

Law. From 1941 to 1947, Kentucky’s Active Militia 

took on the Derby Day mission. The Kentucky 

Active Militia was composed of men from all walks 

of life, who gave without pay their time and talents, 

proudly serving the citizens of Kentucky. 

 In 1942, two-foot pieces of rubber hose 

replaced the riot baton. In a letter to the Editor of the 

Courier-Journal following the Derby, Second 

Lieutenant J. A. Hill, writes, “. . . informed that there 

was likely to be a crashing of the gates just before 

Derby time, Corporal Homer Dorris informed 

Captain Felts and immediately we stationed six men 

from our company that weighed over 200 just outside 

the gates. These men were armed with two-foot 

pieces of rubber hose. The crowd soon dispersed.” 

According to CSM (Ret) Mike James it was not until 

the mid-1980s that Guard Military Police personnel 

were authorized to carry weapons at the Derby. 

 In 1947, 138 Officers and 1080 enlisted 

provided the annual support for the Derby. This 

would be the largest contingent to support the Derby 

to date, following the establishment of the Kentucky 

State Police and the returning soldiers from World 

War II the number of Kentucky Guard personnel 

would slow decline over the years. 

 

Kentucky National Guard Valor at the Derby 

 

 Sergeant Gary D. Wall, 438th Military Police 

Company, Kentucky National Guard, distinguished 

himself by a conspicuous act of bravery above and 

beyond the call of duty while serving on State Active 

Duty during the running of the 102nd Kentucky 

Derby on May 1, 1976. While serving in the 

Governor's escort, Sergeant Wall saw an ignited 

smoke grenade thrown onto the track immediately 

after the Derby had commenced. The potential for 

disaster was immediate and incalculable. Without 

hesitation and with complete disregard for his 

personal safety, Sergeant Wall ran onto the track to 

retrieve the burning grenade. Though temporarily 

blinded by the smoke and unable to determine the 

location of the horses, he carried the grenade to the 

edge of the track where it was buried. Sergeant Wall's 

immediate reaction to the situation prevented the 

102nd Kentucky Derby from becoming a total 

disaster and without doubt saved the lives of jockeys, 

horses, and spectators. His heroic action prevented a 

catastrophic conclusion to one of the most exciting 

sports events in the world. This singularly distinctive 

act is in the highest traditions of the Kentucky Army 

National Guard and reflects great credit upon himself 

and the Commonwealth of Kentucky. 

 

The Derby’s World-Wide Ambassadors 

 

 The Kentucky Derby has left a lasting 

impression on the Kentucky National Guard and its 

members, of both the Army and Air branches. The 

Derby and the champion thoroughbreds have 

influenced the Kentucky Air National Guard to call 

their fleet of C-130 aircraft the “The Thoroughbred 

Express” and to name each aircraft in honor of a 

Derby Champion. On the Army side, deployed 

Kentucky National Guard units see the Derby as a 

connection to things “back home” and something to 

share with non-Kentucky commands. Several 

deployed units, over the years have conducted their 

own Derby activities in conjunction with the running 

of the actual Derby. These include, Derby Parades, 

parties, and “stick-horse, Run for the Roses,” 

followed by listening to or watching the actual 

televised race. Anywhere in the world a Kentucky 

soldier or airmen travel, during Derby time they are 

readily identified with the Commonwealth and the 

Kentucky Derby. This recognition has always been a 

true source of pride for our Kentucky National Guard 

soldiers and airmen who defend our freedoms around 

the globe. 

 

The Thoroughbred Express 

 

 In 2001, while serving as Chief of Staff for the 

Kentucky Air National Guard, then Col. Edward W. 

Tonini developed a marketing and branding plan so 

that Kentucky’s political representatives would be 

reminded on an almost daily basis of the role of the 

Kentucky Air National in our nation’s security. His 

idea was to design a poster connecting the names of 

the thoroughbred winners given to the Kentucky 

aircraft with the Kentucky Derby. 

 Kentucky Senator Ed Ford was responsible of 

securing 12 new C-130H aircraft for the Kentucky 

Air National Guard. In 1992, the first of these aircraft 

arrived in Louisville. On May 16th “Man O’ War,” 

was the first to be christened into the Kentucky Air 

National Guard fleet. 

 Sometime between 1992 and 2001, the 

“Thoroughbred Express” logo was designed and 

appeared on the each aircraft, along with the name of 

a Derby winner. The logo would be one of the first 

hurdles Tonini would have to overcome. It seems that 

no one had secured permission from Churchill 

Downs to use the twin spires design for the 123rd 

logo. Col. Tonini approached Churchill Downs 

president Tom Meeker with his idea and asked 

permission to use the twin spires image. Permission 

was given after Tonini explained the significance of 

the Air Guard’s mission, and the fact that the aircraft 

and their crews would be representing Churchill 

Downs in a positive manner around the globe. 

 After months of planning, coordination and 

approvals from numerous agencies, “Heading Down 

the Stretch” was completed. The limited edition 

posters were framed and presented to Kentucky 

politicians and dignitaries. 

 


