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Part I

Background


Chapter 1

Defending these Shores

The Shield Wall

One August morning in the year 991, an English army, under Ealdorman Byrthnoth, faced a large Viking raiding force on the causeway that links Northey Island in Essex to the mainland and the town of Maldon. The subsequent battle, which saw the defeat of the English army and the death of Byrthnoth, as well as the withdrawal of the invaders, not only marked the first English defeat of the Second Viking Age, but also gave English literature one of its great early poems – The Battle of Maldon.1 It is this poem, probably written very soon after the event, which tells us:

There against the fierce ones stood ready
Byrhtnoth with his men. He commanded that with the shields
They form the shield wall, and that the company hold out
Firm against the fiends. Then the fight was near.2

Byrthnoth’s army which formed the shield wall, the bordweall, was made up of his aristocratic warrior comitatus drawn from a professional military elite, but also a host of other Englishmen – the fyrd. The fyrd was a part-time force, drawn from the towns and countryside, and designed to repel invaders and raiders. The parallels between the situation in Essex in 991 and Essex in 1941 are clear. In both years, a small professional army, supported by a part-time force of local men, faced invaders from the sea. There were, in fact, more than the obvious similarities, for, as one historian of early English warfare has argued, ‘the Anglo-Saxon’s preferred tactic for dealing with a raiding force […] was to pin it between a land and a naval force’.3 Nine centuries later, in a similar fashion, the Royal Navy was central to the defence of not only England, but also the United Kingdom. For example, in a War Cabinet discussion of 18 July 1940, Winston Churchill drew attention to the difficulties that would be faced by any German invasion force, and predicted that it would be trapped between British coastal craft, destroyer flotillas and the defenders on the beaches, both regular forces and the new Local Defence Volunteers, soon to be known as the Home Guard.4 Some things, clearly, had changed in the intervening centuries. The navy that Churchill put so much hope in during the summer of 1940 was supported by a military arm, the Royal Air Force, undreamed of by the Anglo-Saxons. Nonetheless, there were constants – invasion, the sea, and the volunteer or amateur tradition of defending the country’s shores, whether embodied in the fyrd of the tenth century, or the Home Guard of the twentieth century.

The Home Guard is of perennial interest, as is evidenced by the continued publication of local histories of the force. In recent years there have been some notable local and regional histories, such as David Orr’s excellent history of the Home Guard in Northern Ireland, and Austin Ruddy’s detailed account of the force in Leicestershire and Rutland.5 The popularity of local studies is of interest because it reflects the very local experience of Home Guard service. The force was, literally, a territorial force, designed to protect ‘hearth and home’, or workplace, or school. Members of the Home Guard paraded and trained in their own localities. Their great strength was their local knowledge; their key role, as it developed in 1940–41, was to provide area defence. Hence, the force is the natural focus for local, and regional, historians. However, there is also a wider, national, UK, story to be told. A number of contemporary accounts of the force were written, and were widely bought, if their frequent appearances in second-hand bookshops are anything to go by. In particular, Charles Graves’ valuable, The Home Guard of Britain (1943), John Brophy’s beautifully illustrated and elegiac, Britain’s Home Guard (1945), and John Radnor’s history of the military amateur in Britain, It All Happened Before (1945)6 all attempted the bigger picture. But it was not until 1995 that S P MacKenzie published ‘a military and political history’ of the Home Guard, one that is still a leading general history of the force.7 It is the intention of the current history, In Search of the Real Dad’s Army; the Home Guard and the Defence of the United Kingdom, to provide an overview of the force during the Second World War. This history will attempt to plug some of the gaps that are apparent, for example, in MacKenzie’s The Home Guard. For instance, MacKenzie made little note of some of the unique aspects of the Ulster Home Guard, while no previous work covers the force on the Isle of Man, which lay in a strategically important position in the ‘Western Approaches’ to Britain. Both of these areas are covered here. In addition, a variety of sources, held by The National Archives, the Imperial War Museum, and the National Army Museum, are used, providing both a ‘top-down’ view of the Home Guard, as seen at War Cabinet level, as well as a ‘bottom-up’ perspective, with reminiscences of individual Home Guards, and contemporary personal records from the period. Finally, it has been possible to draw on the emerging academic and archaeological interest in the Home Guard to cover new insights into such vital topics as the Fifth Column, and the Home Guard and the historical landscape in the UK. The intention of this opening chapter is to provide an account of the historical background to the Home Guard in the modern period, showing how the force had a strong volunteer, amateur military tradition behind it. This was a heritage that helped propel the volunteers to the defence of the country, when government preparations for war had overlooked the probable need to defend these shores.

‘They never charged anything but their glasses’8

In the modern period, Britain has periodically faced the possibility of large scale raids or invasion, and the volunteer tradition has waxed and waned with changing perceptions of the threat. The parallels between earlier volunteer movements and that of the Home Guard are often striking, and frequently highlight unreadiness on the part of government contrasted with popular demands for home defence to be supported by part-time, unpaid volunteers. In addition, many volunteers found that they were, at times, the butt of much popular humour aimed at their part-time and amateur status, but, occasionally, they discovered that the population’s hope of salvation rested upon them. This was the case for the various volunteer forces that were, in part, responsible for the defence of Britain during the long French Wars of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.

At the start of the wars with France, the territorial defence of Britain was supposed, in part, to be in the hands of the militia, which the Militia Acts of 1782–3 had, in theory, revived and put on a firmer footing. However, this was far from being the case, and this element of the country’s defence was of limited value. In consequence, volunteers began to form Associations to help defend the country from external threat, and from those Britons who were deemed to be sympathetic to the French Revolution. The first such Association was formed in March 1794 for the Parish of St George’s, Hanover Square in west London.9 Within a few weeks, the government passed a new Act, empowering counties and cities to raise volunteers for local, and, if necessary, national defence. The spontaneous action of the St George’s Associators in 1794, had, as similar spontaneous action would in May 1940, provided the spur to government action designed to harness the enthusiasm of those who wished to defend the country at a time of crisis. And, in February 1797, it was Welsh Volunteers who played a famous role in defeating the French landings at Fishguard.

The French revolutionary government intended to mount simultaneous attacks on Ireland and Wales in December 1797, with the intention, at least, of distracting the British government from operations overseas. In addition, the French harboured hopes that sympathisers for the Revolutionary cause would aid French forces. In Ireland there was some hope of this, and the miscarried and ill-fated attempt at Bantry Bay, involved the famous Irish nationalist, Wolfe Tone, who hoped for a successful Irish rising against the British. The second prong of the French attack was aimed at mounting a large scale raid into south Wales, with the aim of destroying the docks in Bristol, before marching up the Welsh-English border and attacking Chester, then Liverpool. This large scale raid was led by an American named William Tate, who had fought against Britain and the Loyalists in the American Revolution, along with strongly Jacobin French officers who believed that Welshmen and women would rally to their political cause. Their army was made up of around 1,400 men released from French prisons and galleys. The force landed at Fishguard on 22 February 1797, and found themselves faced largely by Welsh volunteers, in particular, the Pembroke Fencibles, the Fishguard Fencibles, and local Yeomanry.10 The Fishguard landing was a confused, haphazard, and poorly executed affair, and neither the American Colonel Tate, nor the ex-prisoner army he led, appeared to be over enthusiastic invaders. In addition, there was no Revolutionary uprising by Welshmen or women. In fact, the women of Fishguard were to the fore in defending their homes, lining a headland, wearing red clothing, to give the French the impression of British troops ashore. Although there was no set piece battle, lives were lost, and the French surrendered. The Welsh volunteers, despite confused leadership, had defeated what was, potentially, a serious raid, and dealt French prestige a blow. For the British government, the whole affair provided evidence of the effectiveness of domestic defence arrangements, and the value of the volunteers:

The invasion had provided a massive test, under realistic conditions, of Pitt’s home defence measures and the results were highly reassuring. There had been an effective ‘closing up’ of forces from as far away as Hereford and Gloucester, and some impressive performances by individual units. The New Romney Fencible Cavalry covered 61 miles from Worcester to Brecon in 5 hours, the Brecon Volunteers marched 20 miles to Llandovery in four, double the official rate of three miles in an hour and a quarter. The speed of communications, too, exceeded expectation.11

For the volunteers, the whole affair was an enormous boost to their morale and standing with the general public, and ‘recruits poured in to the Volunteer forces, so often mocked in the past’.12

If the threat from France was real in the late eighteenth century, it was fear of France that led to the next outpouring of patriotic defence enthusiasm, and the emergence of the famous Rifle Volunteer Movement. By the 1840s, there was concern in some military and political quarters that Britain was open to invasion as a result of changing naval technology, the small size of the Regular Army and its extensive imperial commitments, and, from December 1851, the fact that France was under the modernising dictatorship of Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, Napoleon III. In addition, the British public seemed to be ‘peculiarly susceptible to the phenomena of the invasion panic’.13 This susceptibility was exploited by the press, with newspapers such as the Morning Star, Daily News, Examiner, and, above all, The Times, enthusiastically stoking fears that Britain was open to a rapid crossing of the Channel by French forces possessing temporary superiority in those narrow seas, and thereby able to land an army that would quickly overwhelm the defending British forces. Further, as would be the case later in the century, invasion fiction also played on fears of rampaging foreign soldiers destroying Britain and its place in the world. The fact that in 1850, for example, there were only some 37,000 regular soldiers stationed in Britain, whereas the French could call on 400,000 regulars and two million Garde Nationale,14 seemed to lend credence to these fears. Added to this was the knowledge that, unlike many of Europe’s main cities, London at that time was unprotected by fixed fortifications. This was the background to the invasion panics of 1846–47 and 1851–52. In both periods, there were calls for the creation of new volunteer forces that would defend the British homeland; calls that neither governments nor the military were keen to hear. However, the final invasion panic of the period was enhanced by new factors that did, finally, lead to the emergence of the great volunteer movement that would last for some fifty years.

In January 1857, Napoleon III appointed Dupuy de Lôme as the director of construction for the French navy. De Lôme was a renowned naval innovator, and, following the success of France’s armoured floating batteries in reducing the Russian fort of Kinburn at the mouth of the rivers Bug and Dnieper during the Crimean War, began a programme to create the first ironclad fleet. The initial French ironclad in the programme, La Gloire, was an armoured frigate, laid down at Toulon in March 1858. Its very design made it clear that this ship was not a blue water warship, for ‘its gunports were barely six feet above the waterline. This feature, and bunkers capable of carrying just 700 tons of coal, reflected the fact that the ship was designed not for traditional frigate duties but for line-of-battle service in European waters’.15 This was taken, not unreasonably, to represent a threat to Britain in its home waters. Further, an earlier attempt on Napoleon III’s life, by the Italian liberal nationalist, Felice Orsini, on 14 January 1858, in which eight people were killed and 142 were injured, led to popular outrage in France when it became clear that Orsini’s bombs had been made in Britain, where the plot was also hatched by the Italians. The French military, in particular, was incensed by the attack on Napoleon III, and by Britain’s harbouring of the terrorist and would-be assassin. The heightening of tension, and the threat posed by new naval technology, fed what became known as the ‘Third Panic’ in Britain, and finally brought success to the demands of the press and supporters of the volunteer cause.

The popular demands for the raising of volunteer corps for home defence were met on 12 May 1859, when the government authorised Lords Lieutenant to raise such units. Both government and the military were still largely unenthusiastic. Despite the government’s reservations, ‘the Volunteers had the over-riding advantage of satisfying public opinion at absolutely no cost to the Government’.16 The corps were supported financially by public donation and subscription, with Volunteers providing their own uniforms and equipment. The details of service, training, and the actual role of the Volunteers were, at first, unclear, but enthusiasm for the force was undoubted. Even before the official founding of the Volunteers, some 60,000 men had come forward. Three weeks after the official announcement, there were 134,000 Volunteers;17 and the movement was no flash in the pan. By 1863, for example, the Volunteers numbered 200,000 men,18 and the typically grey-clad Volunteers became a social and military fixture of the Victorian age. In addition to providing rifle corps, the Volunteers also provided cavalry and artillery units, manned coastal artillery, and were later quick to take to new technological innovations like the bicycle and automatic weapons such as the Gatling gun and the Nordenfelt machine gun. In tactical terms, the Volunteers were envisaged, at the outset, as light troops, benefitting, as the Home Guard was expected to eighty years later, from local knowledge, and enthusiasm to ‘hang with the most telling effect upon the flanks and communications of a hostile Army’.19

The Volunteer movement formed a popular and long-lived element in the Home Defence landscape of Britain. Further, Volunteers eventually saw action, but in Empire defence during the Boer War of 1899–1901, when Volunteer companies were raised for service in South Africa. This would prove to be the swansong of the movement, as the hard-earned lessons of the South African conflict led, eventually, to the military reforms of the Liberal government elected in 1906. The subsequent ‘Haldane reforms’ saw the passing of the Territorial and Reserve Forces Act, 1907, that brought into being the Territorial Force, which absorbed the Volunteers and the Yeomanry. This appeared to mark a new phase in the military history of the country:

The birth of the Territorial Force appeared to mark the demise of the amateur tradition. Instead of spontaneously generated local corps of men, quite willing to accept government aid when needed but nevertheless seeing themselves as essentially independent entities, there was from 1908 onward to be (in theory at least) a truly national and professionally administered part-time reserve force. The days of the volunteer corps, a more or less satisfactory method of local defence in time of emergency up to the mid-nineteenth century but now anachronistic, seemed over for good.20

However, the long history of volunteer home defence, combined with intense, and often exaggerated, public fears of invasion and occupation that were not shared by government, kept the idea of popular mobilisation for defensive purposes alive.

One of the main factors that underpinned the volunteer movement was the influence of the press and fiction in maintaining the fear that Britain was open to sudden invasion. This was certainly a key factor in the ‘Three Panics’ over the intentions of Napoleon III and the French military. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, this factor was, if anything, of even greater potency. Educational reforms in the late nineteenth century, largely driven by government fears that the United Kingdom was falling behind its industrial rivals in new areas of manufacturing like the chemical and electrical industries, created a newly literate population. The first of these reforms was the Education Act of 1870, which began the process of ensuring that a basic education was the norm for all Britons. This helped create a vast new market for newspapers, magazines, and popular fiction–and ‘invasion fiction’ had a notable place in that market. Today, the most famous book in this genre is The Riddle of the Sands, by the complex and tragic Erskine Childers, an enthusiastic British patriot who went on to be a noted Irish Republican, finally, and ironically, executed by the Irish Free State during the Irish Civil War of 1922–23.21 However, Childers’ book was not published until 1903, and was simply another highly successful book in a long line of popular invasion fiction.22 The first invasion story best seller in Britain was published in 1871, and was a response to the defeat of Britain’s old enemy, France in the Franco-Prussian War, and the emergence of a new dominant power on the continent in the shape of the German Empire. The novel, The Battle of Dorking: Reminiscences of a Volunteer, written anonymously by General Sir George Tomkyns Chesney, imagined the future in 1920, fifty years after a successful German invasion of an unprepared Britain. The Battle of Dorking:

sounded a Last Post for the British Empire that alarmed the nation, angered the prime minister, astonished all Europe, and taught anxious patriots everywhere how to tell the tale of ‘The Next Great War’. More than that – it was the first short story to have an instant response throughout the world. By the end of 1871 there had been overseas printings in New York and Philadelphia; Toronto; Melbourne and Dunedin; and within months there were immediate translations into French, German, Danish, Dutch, Italian, Portuguese.23

Invasion fiction was popular in all the main European countries, but the difference, in the British public’s mind, was that whereas Germany and France had vast standing armies, conscription and access to large reserve armies, Britain did not. The fear of Britain undefended on home soil animated many enthusiasts for volunteer based defence, just as it would during the great Fifth Column panic of the spring and summer of 1940. The growth of the German fleet was also taken as evidence that a lightening attack on the UK was planned. In many minds, such planning also included the use of German agents already in Britain; and the figure of the German spy as immigrant waiter or barber haunted many imaginations. The Haldane reforms did not change this. In fact, the creation of the Territorial Force, with its potential for overseas deployment, seemed to have weakened home defence as the Volunteers had effectively been disbanded. It was the continued, often pronounced fear of invasion combined with no dedicated home force that ensured that the volunteer tradition did not die in 1908. Indeed, in 1914, it was to re-emerge.

The aim of the 1908 reforms had been to create a Territorial Force that, unlike the Volunteers, was capable of being fully integrated with the Regular Army. The Territorials would, during wartime, supply garrison troops, resist enemy attacks on the UK, and, by voluntary enlistment, provide additional men for service with the Regular Army overseas. This latter element meant that the force had a much younger, and fitter, age profile than the Volunteers, and, in the event, would mean that almost all Territorials volunteered for service overseas with the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in 1914. The BEF famously delayed the German army at Mons in 1914, as it attempted to seize the Channel ports, but that fighting retreat was costly, and increasing numbers of Territorials were fed into the frontline. In Britain, there was, from the outset of war, fear that, as had long been predicted, there would be a German landing on the east coast of England. The response was very much in line with the volunteer tradition. The letters page of The Times provided a forum for politicians and well-known figures like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and H G Wells to call for the raising of local defence units, and within days of the outbreak of the war ‘local “Town Guards” and dozens of other similarly named groups were making an appearance in a variety of locations’ around the country.24 Both the government and the army were unhappy about these initiatives, and acted quickly to forbid them, with the War Office issuing the notice that ‘All unauthorised bodies to be at once disbanded’.25 However, the London based committee – the Central Association – that had led calls for a volunteer defence force for London, consisted of influential political figures who continued to press for the right of citizens to drill and undertake weapons instruction. This was eventually permitted by the War Office, but still fell short of the demands to establish local defence forces. Finally, in November 1914, as it became clear that the UK would need to send as many of the young and active male population as possible into overseas service, the War Office permitted the Central Association, and its affiliated bodies, to form Volunteer Training Corps (VTC).

The function of the VTC was to enable those who wished to make a contribution to the defence of their local area to do so. Men who were eligible to join the Regular Army or the Territorial Force were not permitted to enrol in the VTC, although, later, those men who had ‘attested’ under the Derby scheme and were waiting for call up were permitted to join a VTC. In keeping with the volunteer tradition each VTC unit was responsible for its own uniform and weapons costs, paid for by members’ subscriptions and public donations. The only uniform item the authorities contributed was a red armband bearing the letters ‘GR’ in black. Just as the Local Defence Volunteer armbands of 1940 would lead to various jocular interpretations of the initials ‘LDV’, so ‘GR’ was said to stand for ‘George’s Relics’, ‘Genuine Relics’ or ‘George’s Wrecks’. By the end of 1914 there were more than 1,000 VTC units, with over a million volunteers,26 and within a year ‘volunteers were being employed to guard ammunition stores and other vulnerable points, were digging trenches, and were acting as an ad hoc Army Service Corps’.27 The threat to the UK seemed to intensify, too, justifying the volunteers. In December 1914, the German navy made its heavy raids on Scarborough, Hartlepool and Whitby, while on 31 May 1915, London suffered its first Zeppelin attack, when LZ 38 dropped 3,000lbs of bombs on the East End. Both events highlighted the possibility of raids in force on the English east coast, as the need for manpower for overseas service continued to grow. These concerns led to the incorporation of the VTC into the armed forces, their reorganisation and the introduction of conscription to the force in early 1916. The VTC was reorganised into standardised volunteer battalions, service was for the duration of the war, and army style khaki uniforms were issued as opposed to the original grey-green VTC uniforms. In addition, volunteer battalions were given Regular Army adjutants, sergeant-majors and musketry instructors, while volunteer officers and NCOs could receive army training. Nonetheless, continued weaknesses in personnel, organisation, training and equipment led many to doubt the effectiveness of the force as a home defence army, and the War Office raised the possibility that volunteer numbers should be reduced to around a quarter of its total numbers, with only the more able volunteers remaining. Even then, it was felt that the volunteers were really only of use as guards and general labourers.28 In February 1919, the volunteer force was stood down, and in October 1920 the force was disbanded. In the words of S P MacKenzie, ‘the positive contribution of the volunteer battalions to victory as a military force was, to say the least, rather limited’.29

Preparing for War

The spectre that overshadowed home defence planning in the 1930s was not invasion, but the expectation of an overwhelming air attack. In the popular imagination, the fear of such an attack was encapsulated in the dramatic scenes of area bombing in Alexander Korda’s film of H G Wells’ The Shape of Things To Come. The film was released in 1936, and portrayed civilisation brought to its knees by area bombing, and the use of chemical and biological weapons on civilian populations. The fear of air attack was widespread, especially as the Spanish Civil War seemed to confirm the capacity, and willingness, of air forces to use mass bombing raids to instil terror among civilian populations. The Spanish Republican government was quick to utilise bombing atrocities committed by the Nationalists to boost international support for their cause. The famous images of children killed in Nationalist air raids, supposedly on the town of Getafe (but not its important airfield) in October 1936 were transmitted around the world by aficionados of the Republican cause. It was only recently that it has become clear that the raids did not, in fact, take place, but the powerful images helped reinforce the sense that the next war would, largely, come from the air;30 a belief strengthened by the air attack on Guernica the following April. George Orwell, who fought in the Spanish Civil War, and was later an enthusiastic Home Guard, captured the underlying fear of civilian populations with regard to air attack in his pre-war novels, Coming Up For Air (1939), and Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936). In the latter novel, Orwell’s protagonist, Gordon Comstock imagines a future full of ‘the reverberations of future wars. Enemy aeroplanes flying over London; the deep threatening hum of the propellers, the shattering thunder of bombs’.31 It was an understanding of the capacity of air power that led the government to put much of its pre-war home defence planning into volunteer organisations designed to combat air assault on the UK. In particular, Air Raid Precautions (ARP), the Observer Corps, the Auxiliary Fire Service (AFS), the Auxiliary Ambulance Service, and other elements of Civil Defence, such as the Women’s Voluntary Services (WVS) were designed to counter air attack and its effects on the civilian population. Of these, the WVS was closest to the volunteer tradition, and, during the war, would be a vital prop for the civilian population, the regular armed forces and the Home Guard. By June 1943 there were 966,425 women volunteers in the WVS, with, for example, 27,253 volunteers providing canteen and hostel services for HM forces, 879 working with mobile canteens, and 8,237 women supporting the Home Guard.32 The other organisations were, in contrast, organised by the authorities to take advantage of the volunteer spirit among the population. The Observer Corps, for example, with its origins in primitive attempts to track Zeppelins crossing the East Anglian coast (sitings were to be reported by post card), developed in the 1930s into an extremely effective air defence organisation. The force proved its worth during the Battle of Britain, as the radar defences of the country were ineffective under 500 feet and over land. Later, members of the corps accompanied the invasion flotillas, their recognition skills saving many Allied pilots from being shot down by their own forces.33 In all these elements of home defence planning, however, there was no intention to create an armed, trained, and volunteer local defence force. The nearest thing that had existed in the post-Great War period was the almost stillborn National Defence Companies, created in 1936 to provide garrison guards from the ranks of ex-servicemen. However, not even the tiny establishment of 8,500 effectives was reached, and even in October 1939, the force could not be maintained, and ‘in the following months the small number of active volunteers faded entirely from the consciousness of ministers and public alike’.34 It would take the events of spring 1940 to shatter complacency and renew the volunteer spirit.

Phoney War to Blitzkrieg

The German and Soviet conquest of Poland in September 1939 was, to those more familiar with the slogging matches of the Great War, a stunning event. In the first few weeks of fighting, the German armed forces had, indeed, proved the effectiveness of what would soon become known as ‘Blitzkrieg’, or lightening war. However, the assault on Poland had not been an entirely one-sided affair. Polish forces valiantly defended Warsaw, inflicting significant casualties on 4th Panzer Division as it tried to batter its way into the Polish capital; and in the three day Battle of Kutno, the Poles destroyed the 30th Infantry Division; while individual garrisons, typified by that of the Westerplatte complex at Danzig, put up ferocious resistance. Nonetheless, the combination of superior numbers, and new techniques of battle soon brought the Poles to near defeat. Matters were made worse by the failure of either France or the United Kingdom to mount any effective attack on Germany in the west, thereby showing that their guarantees to Poland in the days before the German invasion had, in fact, been hollow. Poland’s fate was finally sealed on 17 September, with ‘the Polish command system […] disorganized and their defensive front shattered, it was clear [to Stalin] that the moment had come’ to attack Poland from the east.35 This development ended any hope of Poland surviving. The fighting continued until 5 October, and some 120,000 Polish troops managed to fight their way to Romania and Hungary, from where many were able to make their way to France, to continue their war.

In the UK, the declaration of war, on Sunday, 3 September, had not, as many had feared, led to almost immediate destruction from the air. In fact, in the months to come the British public began to suffer from what the French were calling ‘la drôle de guerre’ –the Phoney War. Men were dying at sea and in the air, but there was little direct impact on the Home Front. There was, in fact, an increasing sense that all the Civil Defence preparations had been overdone. The press began to suggest that the fulltime members of the Civil Defence organisations were little more than overpaid army-dodgers.36 Members of the Auxiliary Fire Service, who were paid for their work, also found that, like the ARP, they were seen as being unnecessary, or worse. One AFS member remembered:

So bad did the feeling become in some places that Auxiliaries never wore their uniform (if they possessed one) in public, if they could avoid it. Not being thin-skinned the candid remarks so often heard about three-pounds-a-week men doing b***** all for their money didn’t worry me at all, but quite a number of competent firemen gladly got themselves into one of the services, usually the Air Force, in order to get away from the cutting remarks of ignorant members of the public.37

Many members of the public chaffed at new regulations, whether it was carrying gas masks or identity cards, driving at 20mph in built up areas, or the evacuation of children from towns and cities. But the sense of anticlimax was shattered on 9 April 1940, when the Germans attacked Denmark, followed by Norway, in Operation Weserübung.

The tiny Danish armed forces, with only 14,000 men in the army, 3,000 in the navy, and an air force of fifty obsolete aircraft,38 could offer little resistance to the German attack. But what was a sign of things to come was the use of airborne assault. The first parachute attack in history took place at 05:00 on 9 April, when German paratroopers seized the fortress of Madnesø, the airport at Aalborg, and the bridge between the islands of Falster and Fünen. The capture of airfields, bridges and the neutralisation of fixed fortifications by paratroopers, and glider borne assault soldiers, followed by the rapid insertion of reinforcements by air, were to be key features of subsequent German attacks in Norway, the Netherlands and Belgium, and the main motivation behind the creation of Britain’s Local Defence Volunteers. Other aspects of Blitzkrieg were less apparent in the Scandinavian campaign, simply because the topography of Norway mitigated against the use of massed formations of armour and mechanized troops. Instead, Norway also experienced assault from the air, and the confused involvement of Norwegian traitors under Vidkun Quisling. The propaganda and psychological aspects of Quisling’s opportunistic attempt to seize power in Oslo far outweighed any benefit to the invaders in real terms, and it was not until February 1942 that the Germans made Quisling ‘Minister President’ of Norway. In fact, members of Quisling’s Nasjonal Samling (NS) party fought the Germans in 1940, with, for example, the gunner credited with firing the torpedoes from the coastal defence battery at Oscarborg that sank the German heavy cruiser Blücher being a member of NS. Nonetheless, the assault on Scandinavia saw the emergence of the perception that not only did the German armed forces possess large numbers of highly trained airborne troops, but that they were also able to benefit from organised Nazi sympathisers and agents within countries that they attacked, made up of native fascists and German spies. This perception gained even more strength in May 1940, when the Germans turned their attention to the Netherlands and Belgium.

Both the Dutch and the Belgians had significant armed forces, and extensive field fortifications. In addition, the Dutch believed that their defensive situation was greatly improved by the water defences that criss-crossed the country. The Belgians also believed that the lessons of 1914, when their army had dramatically slowed the German advance, could be replicated. The Belgians possessed the world’s strongest fortress, at Eben Emael, lying behind the Albert Canal on a key invasion route into the country, which could be expected to stall any German attack, allowing the French and British to reinforce the Belgian front. But none of this planning took account of air power, especially close army-air co-operation, and airborne assault. On 10 May, the Luftwaffe attacked Dutch and Belgian airfields, and then German airborne units attacked. In the Netherlands, battalion strength parachute forces seized bridges at Moerdijk, Dordecht and Waalhaven. The paratroopers were quickly reinforced by air landed infantry, and the bridgeheads that they had opened up were exploited by the tanks of the 9th Panzer Division. The myth of the Fifth Column also received a boost during the invasion, when German special forces soldiers wearing Dutch Army uniforms escorted German ‘deserters’ onto bridges before revealing that it was a ruse de guerre and opening fire on the Dutch defenders. However, this trick only worked at Gennep, but that opened the way for the 9th Panzer Division.39 But this event was sufficient to subsequently greatly stoke fears in Britain that German paratroopers would come in many guises – including, infamously, as nuns. In Belgium, Eben Emael fell in a masterly air assault by glider borne troops landing on and around the Belgian fortifications, capturing and holding the fortifications until relieved by German infantry. The allied reaction to all this was too slow and too confused and the initiative stayed with the Germans. The Dutch surrendered five days later, and Belgium became a trap for the French and British forces that had entered the country to support the Belgians. Within days, it was apparent that the allies were on the back foot, and defeat in France was likely. One of the reactions in the United Kingdom to these rapid developments was akin to that of earlier times when the country was faced with invasion threat.

Volunteer stirrings

Even at the outset of the Second World War, there were voices calling for a new home defence volunteer force. Perhaps unsurprisingly, one of the earliest calls came from Winston Churchill, who, as the new First Lord of the Admiralty, wrote to Sir Samuel Hoare on 8 October 1939:

Why do we not form a Home Guard of half a million men over forty (if they like to volunteer) and put all our elder stars at the head and in the structure of these new formations. Let these five hundred thousand men come along and push the young and active out of all their home billets. If uniforms are lacking, a brassard would suffice, and I am assured there are plenty of rifles at any rate.40

This, and some other stirrings of the old volunteer spirit, came to nothing in the period of the Phoney War, but the events of May 1940 transformed perceptions of the threat to the UK. The shock of the German advance across northern and western Europe, the fear of the Fifth Column, which rose to levels close to hysteria in the early summer of 1940, and the belief that the Germans had large numbers of paratroopers ready to descend at any moment on the country, all concentrated minds on home defence. Once again, the press agitated for a volunteer defence force, with articles in the Sunday Express and the Sunday Pictorial on 12 May, and in the Daily Mail on 14 May.41 And, as in the days of Napoleon III, the letters page of The Times reflected popular anxiety about home defence:

I have spent this Sunday in my village in Sussex. An air troop carrier landing on the Downes [sic] – indeed a handful of German parachutists – could take possession of the village and of the lookout posts on the cliffs. […] Some dozens of able-bodied men and myself, armed with rifles, could handle this situation with at least some measure of success. But as things are we should be obliged to stand by helpless and do nothing. A similar situation might arise in hundreds of other villages and towns from Land’s End to John o’Groats within the next few months. Ought we not to anticipate it by arming – and swiftly?42

Other similar letters poured into newspaper offices, army headquarters and to Members of Parliament. The British Legion called on the government to mandate the creation of local defence units in co-operation with the ex-servicemen of the Legion. The pressure on the government grew, as did the pressure of events on the continent. The debacle in Norway, where British, French and Polish troops were unable to prevent the occupation of most of the country, brought down the Chamberlain government, and saw Churchill ushered in as the new Prime Minister. By 12 May, plans emerged for a new home defence force, and on 14 May, the Secretary of State for War, Anthony Eden, made his famous radio broadcast. His message to the British people was:

I want to speak to you to-night about the form of warfare which the Germans have been employing so successfully against Holland and Belgium – namely the dropping of troops by parachute behind the main defence lines […] in order to leave nothing to chance, and to supplement resources as yet untapped and the means of defence already arranged, we are going to ask you to help us in a manner which I hope will be welcomed to thousands of you. Since the war began, the Government has received countless enquiries from all over the kingdom, from men of all ages who are for one reason or another not at present engaged in military service and who wish to do something for the defence of the country. Now is your opportunity. We want large numbers of such men in Great Britain who are British subjects, between the ages of fifteen and sixty-five, to come forward now and offer their services in order to make assurance doubly sure. The name of the new force which is now raised will be the Local Defence Volunteers. This name describes its duties in three words. You will not be paid, but you will receive uniform and will be armed. In order to volunteer, what you have to do is to give your names at your local police station, and then, as and when we want you, we will let you know.43

It was a somewhat low-key announcement of the birth of the most significant volunteer home defence force in the United Kingdom’s history.


Part II

The Home Guard and the Defence of the UK, 1940–44


Chapter 2

Time of Crisis; May 1940–June 1941

New fears and a new force

Even before Sir Anthony Eden had made his famous broadcast appealing for volunteers for the new Local Defence Volunteers (LDV), groups of concerned citizens had begun to patrol their neighbourhoods. It was not the first time, of course, that Britain had faced the possibility of invasion, and neither was it the first time that British civilians had spontaneously tried to organise local defence,1 but in the early summer of 1940, the fear of invasion had some dramatic new aspects to it. The stunning successes of the German military in their invasions of Denmark, Norway, and the Netherlands had already alarmed the British government and population, even before the onslaught on Belgium and France. In particular, the role of German paratroops, and, apparently, of their allies in the ‘Fifth Column’, led to a feeling that nowhere in the United Kingdom was safe from sudden attack or invasion. It was against this background of fear of new forms of airborne assault, and of an enemy within that the LDV was formed. Planning for the creation of the LDV was extremely limited and rapid, and its role was far from clear.2 In addition, the government was surprised by the rush to volunteer, with 250,000 men registering for the LDV within twenty-four hours of Eden’s broadcast on the 14 May, rising to a total of 1,456,000 by the end of June 1940.3 The task facing the government, the army, and the new volunteers, was to organise and equip the LDV, but also to establish its role in the defence of the UK. This chapter examines the changing perceptions of the threats to the UK, and the role that the LDV/Home Guard had in countering those threats, in the first year of its existence. By drawing on Cabinet level discussions, and the memories and records of volunteers the story of how the force developed to combat airborne assault, the ‘Fifth Column’, work places, and defence lines is told. In addition, the force’s place in planning for post-invasion resistance, and its contribution to national morale, will be examined.

The ‘parashots’

On 11 May 1940, three days before the creation of the LDV was announced, a high level meeting of ministers and military chiefs, led by the new Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, considered the threat of parachute attack, and ways in which it might be met. During the German invasion of the Netherlands, the German 1st Parachute Regiment had seized bridges, airfields and key points in advance of German mechanized forces. In addition, they took the Hague, and, supported by the 22nd Air Landing Division, took the vital port of Rotterdam. The German airborne troops faced some stiff opposition, especially from Dutch marines defending the Maas bridges at Rotterdam, but the paratroops and airborne troops were the key to the conquest of the country, which took a mere five days. The flexibility and potency of German airborne assault was confirmed by the brilliant attack on the Belgian fort complex of Eben Emael by a small assault force under Hauptmann Koch. The fall of Eben Emael, which opened the way for Allied defeat in Belgium and France, took place the very day that Churchill and his key ministers and chiefs of staff were considering the parachute threat. With much of the army in Europe, options were limited. One element that was in place across the UK was searchlight units, and it was decided that these could provide a focus for locally raised anti-parachute volunteers:

It has been decided that the best way of dealing with this matter [the airborne threat] was to utilise, as a nucleus of the organisation required, the existing searchlight organisation. This organisation already comprised small detachments suitably armed and spaced at intervals over the country. To these searchlight detachments should be attached bodies of local volunteers. […] General approval was expressed to the preparation of a scheme on these lines. The Chief of the Imperial General Staff was invited to initiate action and report progress on Monday, the 13th May.4

The thinking at this stage was that the British Legion would organise small groups of ex-servicemen for attachment to the searchlight units. They would act as observers, watching for paratroopers or troop carrying aircraft, and reporting back to their searchlight units if any were spotted. This plan was rapidly overtaken by events, increasing press and public pressure for local defence, government concerns that spontaneously created defence groups would increasingly spring up, and the realisation that much more was needed than small, localised auxiliary groups attached to searchlight units. In his history of the Home Guard, S P MacKenzie outlined the confused and hurried background to the creation of the LDV, noting that two separate plans were developed by the War Office and by GHQ Home Forces.5 A meeting of the War Cabinet on Monday 13 May, the government made the decision that: ‘A corps of local defence volunteers should be formed. This Corps would be placed under the Commander-in-Chief, Home Forces’.6 Insofar as there was a design to this new creation, it was that of General Sir Walter Kirke, the Commander-in-Chief Home Forces, and it was expected that he would make the announcement to the British public after the BBC’s nine o’clock news broadcast on 14 May. However, Eden, as the new Secretary of State for War, was not to be deprived of an opportunity to make his mark, and he made the call for volunteers for the new Local Defence Volunteers instead.

The immediate impetus behind the creation of the LDV was fear of airborne assault by parachute and glider, backed by troop carrying aircraft, and aided by the ‘enemy within’. However, the precise delineation of the LDV’s role was unclear. There appeared to be an overlap with roles that were within the remit of the police. By mid-May 1940, around 10,000 fulltime police officers and thousands of part-time Special Constables were ‘employed in guarding vulnerable points against sabotage’, points such as bridges and police stations.7 There was a shortage of weapons for the police, and it was estimated that an additional 12,000 rifles and 10,000 revolvers would be needed if the already overstretched police forces were to continue these types of guard duties. Sir John Anderson, the Home Secretary, was concerned that the police were being called upon to extend their role beyond their capacities. In a memorandum dated 23 May, he suggested that the new LDV could take on some of the functions that he felt were not those for armed police. Anderson suggested tasks for the LDV:

Overpowering formed parties of parachutists. This it is suggested is a matter for the military authorities or the Local Defence Volunteer units. Protecting points of importance other than police stations which might form primary objectives for parachute parties and are not now scheduled as vulnerable points for specific protection, e.g. railway stations, local telephone exchanges and many power stations. This appears to be a task to be undertaken primarily by units of Local Defence Volunteers.8

The focus was clearly on defence against airborne raids or large scale invasion, but, as suggested by the Home Secretary’s memorandum, the list of potential targets was long. Further, there was an immediate problem associated with a scarcity of weapons available for the new force. By 5 June, the War Cabinet listened to Anthony Eden, as Secretary of State for War, explain that while some 300,000 men had enrolled in the LDV, only 94,000 rifles had been issued to them.9 The Canadian government had promised the rapid despatch of another 80,000 rifles, but there was a pronounced shortage of ammunition even for those weapons that had been issued. Further, in the immediate aftermath of the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) from Dunkirk, there was little prospect of the LDV receiving priority for arms, ammunition or equipment. In this light, it was apparent to many members of the LDV, and the general public, that, in the defence against airborne assault, the ‘parashots’ as the force had been dubbed by the press, would be able to do little more than report enemy landings to regular army units (in all probability searchlight, anti-aircraft or balloon units) and then keep out of the invaders’ way. This led to it being claimed that LDV actually stood for, ‘Look, Duck, and Vanish’.

By early June, therefore, it was reasonably clear, in the authorities’ mind, at least, that given the new, untrained, and poorly armed nature of the LDV, it had two main roles:

The Local Defence Volunteers are neither trained nor equipped to offer strong prolonged resistance to highly trained German troops, and they will therefore best fulfil their role by observation, by the rapid transmission of information, and by confining the enemy’s activities. They will also act as guard at places of tactical or industrial importance.10

But the LDV themselves were keen to extend their role, the government, and, in particular, the Prime Minister, were keen to maintain LDV morale by encouraging the volunteers in their obvious keenness, and there were other functions that they could carry out. One of these was taking part in the capture of downed enemy airmen. Sporadic air attacks began to take place early in June, and continued throughout July, and then increased dramatically in early August, which is commonly seen as the beginning of the Battle of Britain. For many downed German aircrew, their first meeting with armed defenders was with volunteers from the LDV. One of these was the seventeen-year-old Colin Cuthbert, and his sixteen-year-old school friend, Roy Addison, both members of the Margate LDV in the early summer of 1940. While on night observation duty overlooking the sea, a Heinkel 111 bomber flew very low over the two and crashed into the sea between Walpole Bay and Palm Bay. The two volunteers ran down to the beach, just as Margate’s searchlight unit reacted to the crash:

The searchlight came on with a dramatic click, because there was a searchlight right on Foreness point, and it swept around the sea, and it gradually came back towards the land where we were, then back towards the bay. And there, illuminated, was the great tail fin of the Heinkel 111, with the rest of the plane in front of it, and the big swastika on the back of the tail. Well, we thought the war had really started. We ran down to the water’s edge, and we dug some pretty quick holes, and we split up. Roy got one side and I got the other, and the idea was that we’d catch them in cross fire if it got going, a bit rough. Because [laughing] we were full of enthusiasm, we thought we could handle this [laughing].11

The two watched as the searchlight illuminated the Heinkel crew as they inflated their dinghy, and began to paddle slowly to the shore. A short distance from the beach, the airmen stopped paddling and put up their hands in surrender. Colin Cuthbert then ran into the sea, and pulled the dinghy and the crew to shore, while his friend kept the Germans covered with his rifle. There then followed an exchange that seemed, in Cuthbert’s view, to somehow illustrate cultural differences between the two groups of young men:

They got out [of the dinghy], they stepped out, and we frisked them for guns. And they just stood there. And the pilot asked me if he could comb his hair, and I said, ‘yes’. And he was a very young, blond German, very, very smart. [Later] in the war, I flew with Bomber Command, and I would say that a great feeling of camaraderie existed between us, but, certainly, we didn’t dress up as smart as the Germans did. They were immaculate, and everything about them was new, their flying gear was perfect. […] So we got talking to them, and when they saw that we weren’t going to cut up rough with them, shoot them, or that sort of thing, one put his hand inside his jacket and pulled out another revolver, which rather shook us because we thought we had all their guns. Then the [LDV] C/O came down, and the police came down, and everybody descended, and they were taken away to the police station.12

The next day, Cuthbert’s LDV commander, a Major Farman, who was the president of the local rifle club, and, as Cuthbert remembered ‘was a red hot man on guns as his hobby’, went out to the Heinkel to examine the machine guns on the aircraft. By this time, the cliff tops were lined with local people. The next thing that happened was that Major Farman ‘unfortunately pulled the trigger of a machine gun and sprayed the cliffs, and everybody ran, for miles. It amused us greatly!’13 But there was a less amusing find yet to be made, for when Cuthbert swam out to the Heinkel, he discovered that one of the crew had attempted to bail out before the aircraft crashed, only to be hung by his parachute, which had caught on the tailplane. The surviving German bomber crew spent the rest of the war in a prison camp in Canada, while Cuthbert went on to serve in the RAF. After the war, Cuthbert and his German pilot captive corresponded with each other for many years.

Colin Cuthbert’s account is of interest in that it illustrates one role of the LDV in the summer of 1940. The extreme youth of the two volunteers is of interest, as is the fact that, probably because they lived in an area that was most threatened by invasion, the two boys were armed with rifles. In fact, Cuthbert did not seem to have to share his rifle with other volunteers, as many did at this time. He remembered how he used to make use of his LDV issue rifle, as well as developments as the force became better equipped:

I used to keep my gun behind the shop door here, and I also used to lay on the workshop roof and take pot shots at anything that was flying over [laughs]. Then the LDV got more organised, and we started to get proper uniforms […] and remember the first Tommy guns [sub-machine guns] coming from America. That, of course, was of great interest to a boy, to have a go with a Tommy gun.14

Cuthbert’s memory of his boyish excitement in the arrival of the powerful Thompson sub-machine gun – the Tommy gun of Chicago gangster and Hollywood fame – has a link with an idea floated in the war cabinet in June 1940 that illustrates the way in which the scope of the LDV’s role was far from clear. A war cabinet meeting held at 10 Downing Street on Monday 17 June discussed the UK’s defence against invasion. To add urgency to the discussion, it was during the course of the meeting that the British government learnt that their French counterparts had agreed to a ceasefire. The assumption made at the meeting was that there was a possibility ‘that within the next few weeks this country would be faced with an attempted German invasion, whether on a larger or smaller scale’.15 In discussing German military successes, it was agreed that one key element was the use of ‘Storm Troopers’, both in the Great War and in 1939–40. The cabinet minutes do not reveal exactly how the war cabinet defined German storm troops, and there is a sense that the memory of First World War German storm troopers, which were particularly effective in Germany’s final, spring offensive on the Western Front in 1918, might have been in the minds of the Churchill and his ministers. Nonetheless, it was noted that there were 500,000 volunteers in the LDV, and that ‘most of them were very keen’.16 As always, the desire was to capitalise on that keenness, and the apparent example of dedicated, reckless German storm troopers was raised as a model for the LDV, especially, as it was noted that the arrival of the first batches of personal weapons from the USA, including Thompson sub-machine guns, meant that they would be armed in the near future. This idea, which does not appear to have surfaced again, was an indication of the uncertainty surrounding the possible use of the LDV beyond its original anti-airborne role. Nonetheless, it is hard to imagine that the typical LDV volunteer of June 1940 provided the best material for the creation of some kind of assault soldier, even if the weapons and training had been available.

Fifth Column fears

Notwithstanding eccentric suggestions as to the possible role of the volunteers, their main task in 1940 remained, in the words of The Home Guard Training Manual, to counter ‘the new methods of invasion used by the Nazis’.17 Their anti-parachute and anti-airborne role was seen to mesh closely with another threat that loomed large in the imaginations of the government, army and population – that of the ‘Fifth Column’. The concept of the Fifth Column emerged during the Spanish Civil War, when the nationalist General Mola announced that in addition to four military columns advancing on Madrid, there was a fifth column inside the capital poised to rise against its defenders. Although, in the peculiar circumstances of a civil war, there were plenty of Francoist sympathisers in Madrid, the main impact of the Fifth Column was to create a potent myth of organised and directed opposition lurking within the ranks of a defending force. In Spain, this fear had fuelled killings of those suspected of being ‘fascists’, and internecine fighting among rival groupings on the Republican side. Although some contemporary commentators, like the experienced war journalist, and later Home Guard enthusiast, John Langdon-Davies, realised that the concept of a ‘Fifth Column’ was essentially a psychological weapon, the idea implanted itself in many minds as a description of reality.18 In the UK, the Fifth Column fear took on a new, and even stronger, in the spring of 1940 when an ‘ill-assorted hotchpotch of aliens, native fascists, communists, pacifists, and religious dissenters under Nazi control, […] were deemed responsible for the collapse of the dominoes following the blitzkrieg in western Europe’.19 In the UK, the Fifth Column fear resulted from incomprehension at the speed of German military successes, the desire of Britain’s secret security services to extend their own role, press hysteria, particularly on the part of The Daily Express and The Daily Mail, German radio broadcasts designed to convince the population that a Fifth Column was, indeed, operating in the UK20, fear of the real, and apparent foreign links of the British Union of Fascists (by 1940 known as British Union) and the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), along with apparent evidence of Fifth Column activity in Norway, the Netherlands and France. The result was that in the spring of 1940, it was widely believed that there was ‘a vast conspiracy’ at work in the UK, designed to guarantee the success of any invasion of the country.21

Cabinet minutes from the period give a clear picture of the nature of the Fifth Column fear in 1940, and the emergence of a role for the LDV/Home Guard in combating that apparent threat. On 10 May 1940, the War Cabinet was presented with a report, ‘Seaborne and Airborne Attack on the United Kingdom’, drawn up by the chiefs of staff committee in collaboration with the Ministry of Home Security, in the guise of the Joint Intelligence Committee.22 The report was a revised assessment of the threat to the UK ‘in the light of the situation created by the German invasion of Denmark and Norway’.23 There were six conclusions, one of which stated:

Enemy ‘Fifth Column’ activities will be designed to play a dangerous and important part in any operation which Germany may undertake against this country. The degree to which aliens [in the UK] can be controlled by the authorities and the adequacy of the legal powers which exist to deal with such aliens should be examined and any steps considered necessary to improve the situation should be taken immediately.24

The threat here was seen to come from ‘aliens’ already in the UK, but also those arriving as a result of German conquest in Europe. Although a large proportion of those ‘aliens’ were Jewish refugees from the Nazis, their likely attitude to their persecutors seemed not to be uppermost in the authorities’ minds, at least, not at this stage in the war. However, the threat from ‘sleepers’ and agents within the ‘alien’ population was not deemed to be the only source of potential Fifth Column activity. In an appendix, the report went on to note:

The main features of ‘Fifth Column’ activity with which we are confronted in this country appear to be as follows:

(a) the presence of 73,000 non-interned enemy aliens and 164,000 non-enemy aliens. In addition, there are recently naturalised British subjects of German origin from selected groups and possessing special qualifications;

(b) the British Union of Fascists (8,700 subscribing members, organised in 188 districts, each of which has a leader);

(c) the Communist Party of Great Britain (well organised, with 20,000 pledged subscribing members. The Daily Worker circulation is 90,000);

(d) the Irish Republican Army (strength in the United Kingdom unknown);

(e) miscellaneous organisations and individuals and crews of ships.25

The details of the BUF and the CPGB seem, with hindsight, to be a little inaccurate, while the strength of the IRA was, in Northern Ireland at least, reasonably well known, while point (e) seems to be something of a catch-all, which, if the apparent experience of Belgium was to go by, would include ‘horticulturalists and florists’.26 The report’s authors acknowledged difficulties in intelligence gathering, saying that ‘direct evidence is difficult to find’, yet still stated that it was ‘probable that the enemy has an organisation drawn from members of the above categories which would act in his support at the appropriate moment, as in other invaded countries’.27

If the security services and the cabinet were convinced of the existence of an organised Fifth Column under the control of the Germans, what was to be the solution to that threat? Before the end of May 1940, a Home Defence (Security) Executive was set up under Lord Swinton (who had executive control of MI5) ‘to co-ordinate action against the Fifth Column’.28 The perception that ‘aliens’ and refugees, and members of ‘subversive organisations’ (for example, the BUF and the CPGB) represented the most serious potential Fifth Column threat led to the Chiefs of Staff Committee to recommend to the war cabinet that ‘the most ruthless action should be taken [… including] internment of all enemy aliens and all members of subversive organisations, which latter should be proscribed’.29 A week earlier, at a war cabinet meeting of 18 May, the Home Secretary, Sir John Anderson, had ‘regretted that we had already undertaken to receive another 100,000 refugees, but he hoped that this number might be cut down’.30 At the same meeting, Anderson had also noted the difficulty with regard to interning members of the BUF, or proscribing the movement, was an ‘absence of evidence which indicated that the organisation as such was engaged in disloyal activities’.31 However, the increasingly bad news from France, and pressure from the security services, meant that Churchill’s view was that it was ‘important that a very large round-up of enemy aliens and suspect persons’ be carried out.32 In the event, this is what happened, and by July 1940, some 27,000 people had been interned. In addition, over 1,000 members of the BUF were interned, and the movement was proscribed.33

Although the government felt that it had taken important preventative action with regard to ‘aliens’ and the BUF, there was still a pronounced fear that a Fifth Column organisation existed, ready to act in conjunction with airborne attacks.34 It was here that the LDV was seen to have an important function, just as it did with regard to parachute and glider borne assault. And, in the fevered atmosphere of the early summer of 1940, it was a role that many LDV were only too keen to carry out. During that period, many people, civilians and service personnel, found themselves stopped and questioned by LDV members keen to establish that the Fifth Column was everywhere. People were arrested, and worse, by the volunteers. One victim was Francis Codd, who had joined the Auxiliary Fire Service (AFS) in 1938, during the build up to war. Codd was in the River Service of the London Fire Brigade, and took part in the evacuations from Dunkirk on the fireboat, Massey Shaw. The fireboat had returned from one trip to Dunkirk, and some of the crew were given twenty four hours leave before they returned to the evacuation. Codd decided to take the bus home to Ramsgate to see his mother, but, instead, he met some keen anti-Fifth Columnists from the LDV. Codd’s problem was, he thought, that, with his blond hair, and AFS uniform, he looked too Germanic. He remembered:

I looked a bit extraordinary. I remember that I was wearing the reefer jacket of the Auxiliary Fireman, and the dark trousers. I had an open-necked, white tennis shirt, and my cap, and I’d got white plimsolls. Now, I was extremely sunburnt, and my hair, being fair, almost bleached, almost white, and was a bit long and unruly. When I got to Sandwich, on my way back to Ramsgate […] I thought, well, I must have a walk round in the hour I’ve got to wait between buses; walk around the town, and have a look at the churches. And there is one big church, I’m not sure if it is called St Clement’s, a particularly fine church. So, I walked towards it, and stood in the church yard, looking up at the old flint tower, and admiring it on this calm, beautiful summer evening, and suddenly I was pounced on by two enormous men, and I didn’t know what had happened. They didn’t seem to be hurting me, but their obvious enmity towards me was a bit off-putting. They said, ‘Feel him for guns!’ Anyway, they frisked me, the only time in my life I have been frisked. They looked in my pockets –nothing incriminating. They said, ‘We have a lot of German spies, you know, and we’re not satisfied’. And I said, ‘I’m not a German spy’. They said, ‘Well, we think you might be. You look German!’ And said, ‘I don’t. This is my standard uniform, I’ve been to Dunkirk’. They said, ‘Well, that’s your story!’ Anyway, I argued and remonstrated with them for some time. I said, ‘I’ve got a bus ticket’. But, they said, ‘Come along to the police station’. Well, they were the first I’d heard of the Home Guard in action. And they were just enthusiastic, local Sandwich Home Guard people. Thought they’d trapped a German descended on them by parachute, and out to take all sorts of notes about church towers and points of advantages for troops due to arrive.35

Codd’s adventures were not entirely over, as the local police were also suspicious. They telephoned the headquarters of the London Fire Brigade to find out if there really was an AFS man in Sandwich, but, such was the Fifth Column fear, the police would not tell the fire brigade what Codd’s name was. In the end, Codd was taken by police car to the London Fire Brigade headquarters, before he returned again to Dunkirk.

Francis Codd was able to see the ‘comic side’ of his ‘arrest’ by Sandwich LDV men, but, for others in the summer of 1940, the anti-Fifth Column mentality of the LDV was to prove fatal. For example, on the night of 2/3 June, four people were shot dead in separate incidents by the LDV.36 On 22 June, two motorcyclists and their passengers were killed and wounded in separate incidents in Scotland and northern England, while ‘in Romford, a noisy exhaust prevented a car driver from hearing a [LDV] challenge; four passengers were killed outright and a fifth seriously wounded’.37 RAF crew, baling out of stricken aircraft, also found themselves the target of LDV riflemen, and this problem became more severe as foreign volunteers in the RAF, particularly Poles and Czechs, became more common. These types of incident added to concerns about the lack of discipline among the new force, something that the War Cabinet discussed on 17 June:

There had been a good deal of criticism in the press and among Members of Parliament of the lack of organisation and discipline among the LDV’s. It was no doubt difficult to reach a very high standard with men who gave part-time service only, on an unpaid basis. On the other hand, the LDV’s were now some 500,000 strong and most of them were very keen.38

The keenness of the LDV was something that was much valued, not least by Churchill, but there was clearly a need to strengthen discipline among the volunteers, and to put the whole force on a more regularised footing. At the same meeting, Anthony Eden noted that:

The organization of the LDV’s had now become too heavy a task to impose on the existing staffs of the Home Defence Forces. It was proposed to reorganise them under separate Central and Local Commanders of their own. The whole organisation would, however, remain under the orders of General Ironside.39

This new force, the LDV, had quickly made its presence felt, but it highlighted the need for increased weapons and equipment production for home defence, and illustrated the limits of army organisation in the summer of 1940. Nonetheless, the LDV was ‘keen’, and it had a role – defence against airborne attack, and a guarantee against the Fifth Column.

The main problem with the LDV’s anti-Fifth Column role was that, fairly quickly, the government began to realise that the Fifth Column was something of a myth. As early as 17 May, the War Cabinet heard a report by the Home Secretary on the Fifth Column’s role in the defeat of the Netherlands. It was widely believed that it was in the Netherlands that all elements that made up a Fifth Column, including Dutch civilians, had given widespread help to German airborne forces. Yet, Sir John Anderson reported:

I have had the advantage of a long interview with the Dutch Minister of Justice, a civilian official of that Ministry, and two Dutch military officers. While it is clear that the German troops arriving in Holland, whether by parachute or by troop-carrying aircraft received invaluable assistance from persons resident in the country, my Dutch informants were very emphatic that for the most part this help was given, in accordance with a pre-arranged scheme, by Nazi Germans resident in Holland. They had no evidence that such assistance had been given by the refugee element in the German population, and they said that comparatively little help had been given, at any rate until a late stage, by Dutchmen who were members of the NSB (the Dutch Fascist Party).40

From the Dutch point of view, then, it was clear that they saw the key, if not the main, element of Fifth Column activity as being ‘Nazi Germans’ already in the Netherlands. Further, refugees, and, to a slightly lesser extent, native fascists, were not seen to be part of the threat. In fact, even the Fifth Column activity that was identified in the conversations with the British Home Secretary was, in reality, very limited. The most significant actions came when German troops dressed in Dutch uniforms to give the impression that other German soldiers were captives, allowing them to get close to bridges in the early stages of the assault. This was not Fifth Column activity, but a classic case of ruse de guerre, and one, furthermore, that was not entirely successful.

The War Cabinet continued to receive information that the Fifth Column threat might not, in fact, be all that the security services, or general sentiment feared that it was. This information included a report from the Minister of Information, presented on 15 June 1940, which denied the existence of the Fifth Column. The source this time was Adolf Hitler. The German dictator had been interviewed on 11 June by a well-known American journalist, Karl Henry von Wiegand. The interview included the following, which was presented to the War Cabinet:

I touched upon the Fifth Column which seems to have fired the imagination of many countries. With a cough of sarcasm Hitler said, ‘So called fifth column conveys nothing to me because it doesn’t exist except in the imagination of fantastic minds or as a phantom created by unscrupulous propaganda for obvious purposes by incompetent governments who drive their peoples into war and then experience pitiable collapses. It is understandable they prefer to shift responsibility elsewhere’.41

It might be observed that there was a good deal of truth to Hitler’s comment, and it was a view that it gradually became clear, through the summer of 1940, was accurate. The British government had established a Security Intelligence Centre (SIC) to examine anti-invasion security. It held fourteen meetings about countering the British Fifth Column, but ‘it could find no evidence for the existence of an organized British fifth column’.42 The idea, and the fear, of the Fifth Column would linger on, especially in the minds of the press and public, but it was no longer a major concern of the government.

Defending the workplace

At the beginning of July 1940, the government issued a public information leaflet, If The Invader Comes. The leaflet covered a range of topics designed to inform the public about how they should respond to invasion. One of these was outlined under the heading, ‘Defence of factories’, and included current thinking with regard to the defence of the UK’s economic assets:

If you are in charge of a factory, store or other works, organise its defence at once. If you are a worker, make sure that you understand the system of defence that has been organised and know what part you have to play in it. Remember always that parachutists and fifth column men are powerless against any organised resistance. They can only succeed if they can create disorganisation. Make certain that no suspicious strangers enter your premises. You must know in advance who is to take command, who is second in command, and how orders are to be transmitted. This chain of command must be built up and you will probably find that ex-officers or NCO’s, who have been in emergencies before, are the best people to undertake such a command.43

This was not a general call for the creation of workers’ militias, as the very clear differentiation between those ‘in charge’ and the workers, not to mention the role envisaged for ex-officers and NCOs, made clear. Further, the leaflet threw open the question of how far civilians should take part in active resistance to invasion or attack. Civilians taking part in armed resistance would be in contravention of the rules of war, and there was little doubt that not only would the German military be within its rights to execute any civilians captured bearing arms, but that they would.44 Indeed, the LDV, which Churchill in a radio broadcast on 14 July referred to as the Home Guard,45 had already drawn such a threat from the German authorities, and German radio broadcast a threat that captured volunteers would be regarded as francs-tireurs, and treated as such:

‘The British Government is committing the worse crime of all,’ said the official spokesman from Bremen. ‘Evidently it permits open preparation for the formation of murder bands. The preparations which are being made all over England to arm the civilian population for guerrilla warfare are contrary to the rules of international law. German official quarters warn the misled British public and remind them of the fate of the Polish francs-tireurs and gangs of murderers. Civilians who take up arms against German soldiers are, under international law, no better than murderers, whether they are priests or bank clerks. British people, you will do well to heed our warning’.46

German threats made no difference to recruitment to the Home Guard, but the military were concerned that the implications of ad hoc defence of factories and other key economic assets by civilians should be understood. A War Cabinet meeting, held on 10 July, heard the Commander-in-Chief, Home Forces, General Sir Edmund Ironside, state that ‘actual fighting should be restricted to the military and Local Defence Volunteers and that no civilian who was not a member of these forces, should be authorised to use lethal weapons’.47 Instead, it was agreed by the War Cabinet that all those organised for the defence of work places should be enrolled in the LDV. Further discussion at the same meeting revolved around the precise role of the force, and it was suggested that there might be two classes of volunteer –‘the first class comprising those who would help in the defence of factories etc, and the second class those who would use arms only in defence of their homes’.48 In fact, the two functions were integrated into overall plans of local defence, and there were never ‘two classes’ of LDV or Home Guard. Finally, the question of women and armed defence was raised. Interestingly, given that women never officially bore arms in the force, at this early stage, the minutes of the same meeting noted that ‘it was urged that those [women] who wished to do so should be provided with uniforms and allowed to use arms’.49

The defence of key economic assets was one, then, of the early tasks allocated to the new force, and many volunteers remembered being involved with this task. Prior to serving in the Royal Navy, John Bone served in the Chislehurst Home Guard’s machine gun platoon from 1940 until August 1941. One of their key tasks was to deploy their solitary .303 Vickers machine gun, which was towed in a trailer by a Riley saloon, in defence of a key railway junction:

At Chislehurst, we had a rather complicated rail junction, and one of our jobs was to patrol that in case the Germans decided to send any parachute people down to disrupt the railway junction. Because if they had been able to hit the centre of it, they would have paralysed all the services in the south east of London.50

Bone believed that had such an airborne attack been made, then he and his Home Guard colleagues would have made a determined attempt to defend the vital rail junction. He noted, however, that the only ‘action’ that they in fact saw was following air raids, when the Home Guard were called upon by the police to protect damaged shops against potential looting.

The Home Guard’s role in defending key economic assets also extended to destroying those same assets in the event of it being likely that they would fall into the hands of invaders. The commanding officer of the 7th Battalion, Northamptonshire Home Guard, Lieutenant-Colonel Herbert Allsopp, a school master, and officer commanding of the Officer Training Corps (OTC), at Wellingborough School, had, like all battalion commanders, a secret list of local factories that were to be immobilised in the event of imminent German capture. His instructions noted: ‘Orders have been issued through the Government Departments concerned for the immobilisation of Power Plants, the removal of essential plans, equipment etc from selected important factories.’51 The list for the East Central District that encompassed Wellingborough consisted of 414 factories, including, for example, Ultra Electric Ltd, United Steel Co Ltd, and the Wellingborough Iron Co Ltd.

Stop Lines and the ‘Coastal Crust’

On 25 June, three days after France’s acceptance of German surrender terms, the British War Cabinet met with the Chiefs of Staff, and listened to the Commander-in-Chief, Home Forces, General Ironside, outline the plans for the defence of the UK against the expected invasion. At this stage, the military were still collecting and analysing intelligence about the Battle for France, and the German blitzkrieg in the west, and attempting to incorporate new lessons into planning for what was expected to be the next stage of the German war effort. In consequence, the plan for home defence which was outlined to the War Cabinet was not a definitive plan, and defence thinking changed over time. The defence plan General Ironside put to the War Cabinet had three main components:

(i) A ‘crust’ on the coast with local reserves to move and fight the enemy on the beach wherever he may attempt a landing.

(ii) A line of anti-tank obstacles running down the centre of England to the Blackwell Tunnel, thence to Maidstone and southward to the sea.

(iii) Mobile reserves in rear of this anti-tank line whose role is to strike at the enemy either on the beach or wherever he may have penetrated.52

Within this overall plan, there was a role for the LDV. Not only was the force to be on watch for parachute and airborne attack, as well as being a key element in the fight against the Fifth Column, but it was expected to provide local defence. Behind the coastal defensive crust and the system of stop lines – which were ‘in essence anti-tank lines with a continuous anti-tank obstacle formed by a waterway, an artificial ditch, a line of concrete obstacles, or a railway embankment’53 – the country was to be covered by defended localities, otherwise known as ‘nodal points’. This area defence consisted of anti-tank obstacles, road blocks, fortified buildings, and purpose built defences – the great variety of ‘pillboxes’ that still dot the UK landscape. The concept of area defence was that static defences would hinder and slow down, and perhaps disrupt, the progress of any invading force. This would enable the few available mobile, mechanised and armoured units to respond effectively. The LDV’s role in this plan was to provide defenders for road blocks and fortified positions. There was, however, a problem that affected all aspects of the plan in June 1940, and that was a severe shortage of arms, equipment, and troops. For the LDV it meant, as the Chiefs of Staff realised, that, in the short term at least, their main weapon was the petrol bomb, better known at the time as ‘the Molotov Cocktail’. At the end of June, the Chiefs of Staffs Committee noted:

Arming of the Local Defence Volunteers was proceeding, but only a proportion had so far received their weapons. Large numbers of American rifles and ammunition would be available very shortly. A stock of ‘Molotov Cocktails’ would be kept at every roadblock, for use by the Local Defence Volunteers or other troops holding it. Mills grenades were at present [in] very short [supply].54

Much faith was put in the Molotov Cocktail in the summer of 1940. It was seen as an answer to armour, and it was widely believed that it had been used with great success by the Finns in their Winter War with the USSR, and by the Chinese in their war against Japan. However, in both cases, the defending forces had not been forced to rely on petrol bombs as their sole weapon, which is something that the majority of LDV would have had to do in the summer of 1940.

The LDV’s role was, therefore, to consist of the observation and reporting of airborne attack, security against the Fifth Column, and the defence of their own localities. There was a logic in these tasks, insofar as the new force was untrained, ill-equipped, and largely immobile. This did not, however, stop some volunteers clamouring for a more active, offensive role in the defence of the UK. The government itself was aware of the importance of capitalising on the enthusiasm of the volunteers. There was a recognition that, especially given the lack of weapons, uniforms and training available for the LDV, it was vital that the morale of the new force be maintained. The morale question extended beyond the ranks of the LDV, as it was feared that the general public had little faith in the new force’s ability to take any meaningful part in the defence of the country.55 The issue of maintaining morale was made frequently at War Cabinet meetings, and Churchill, in particular, constantly pressed for new ways of supporting the Home Guard. For example, the issue of making full use of LDV enthusiasm was discussed at the War Cabinet meeting held at 10 Downing Street on 1 July 1940.56 In Parliament, too, there were demands for an extended role for the force, as MPs responded to pressure from their LDV constituents. By early July, ‘Eden himself was implicitly accepting the idea pressed on him by critics that the “utmost initiative’’ should be encouraged in the LDV, and that as well as observing and reporting, volunteers should, when possible, “attack’’ the enemy’.57 Further, in his radio broadcast of 14 July, in which Churchill talked of the important role of the Home Guard, ‘as they are much better called’, he responded very positively to the desire of the volunteers ‘to attack and come to close quarters with the enemy, wherever he may appear’.58 This broadcast was, in the view of the historian, S.P. MacKenzie, a ‘huge success, confirming in the public mind that the Prime Minister empathized with the desire for an aggressive role’.59 The results of such popular and political pressures was that the LDV’s ‘Training Instruction No. 8, July 1940’, stated that ‘From the moment the enemy tanks are located […] they must be harried, hunted, sniped and ambushed without respite until they are destroyed’.60 What was left unsaid was exactly how even the most aggressive Home Guard was to manage this, bereft of almost any effective weaponry.

The military and political assessments of the likelihood of invasion, and the forms that it would take, were in flux during the summer months of 1940. In consequence, thoughts on the role of the Home Guard changed too. In an important document, Churchill circulated to his War Cabinet colleagues ‘a minute by myself dated July 10, together with a note by the First Sea Lord, dated 12 July reviewing the possibilities of large scale raids or invasions’.61 At a time when Britain was experiencing a gradual increase in air attacks that would develop into the ‘Battle of Britain’ in August, and the full extent of post-Dunkirk supply shortages for the Army had become apparent, Churchill was sanguine about the Royal Navy’s ability to defeat any invasion while it was still at sea:

The Admiralty have over 1,000 armed patrolling vessels, of which two or three hundred are always at sea, the whole being well manned by competent seafaring men. A surprise crossing [by the enemy] should be impossible, and in the broader parts of the North Sea the invaders should be an easy prey, as part of their voyage would be made by daylight.62

In addition, the Royal Navy had forty destroyers between the Humber and Portsmouth, most of which were at sea at night, although it was clear that the destroyer flotillas would need ‘strong Air support from our fighter aircraft during the intervention [against enemy craft] from dawn onwards’.63 It was, as many people noted in the summer of 1940, a case of ‘Thank God for the Navy!’ This assessment had, in Churchill’s view, some important implications for the army and the land defence scheme. He argued that it would be possible: ‘to bring an ever larger proportion of [the] formed Divisions back from the coast into offensive warfare and counter attack, and that the coast, as it becomes fortified, will be increasingly confided to troops other than those in the formed Divisions, and also to the Home Guard’.64 This was a recognition that the army needed to be rebuilt and re-equipped after Dunkirk, and that the task had to be undertaken with, in Churchill’s words, ‘utmost speed’.65 The building of a huge range of defence structures continued apace, in the coastal ‘crust’ (a term that quickly fell out of favour, as it seemed to suggest something akin to a pie crust that was easily broken), the stop lines, and in area defence. By the end of the year over 20,000 pillboxes had been built, and these were just one of the many types of defence structure in use. This was an immediate, and rapid, response to the invasion threat, and as the Home Guard developed it came to have a major role in manning these static defences. However, by the winter of 1940/41, it was realised that the huge effort in constructing these defences might well have been a mistake:

They were […] considered to have been too vulnerable and wasteful of resources. From 1941 onwards Britain’s anti-invasion policy moved towards a nationwide and intricate system of defended localities: this had formed a minor part of the previous summer’s defences in the guise of ‘nodal points’. The almost two million men of the Home Guard, gradually armed with relatively modern weapons […] would […] take over the defence of Britain, leaving the regular army to become increasingly involved with overseas campaigns.66

The Home Guard, as will be seen, came to have a dominant role in the defence of the country, manning static defences, anti-aircraft and coastal artillery, and thereby enabling the regular army to, as Churchill had argued, fulfil its offensive, war-winning function. Even by the autumn of 1940, the development of the Home Guard was seen to be crucial to the despatch of more divisions to the Middle East, which was, at that time, the only sphere of ground warfare between the UK and its enemies.67 This increased importance of the Home Guard for the UK’s defence meant, of course, that there was, as Churchill and his colleagues appreciated, a need to give ‘more regular status to the Home Guard’.68

Post-invasion planning and the Home Guard

The perception that Britain was faced by an aggressor who had developed new forms of warfare – the Fifth Column, airborne assault, and the blitzkrieg – led not only to efforts to counter these threats, but to changed views regarding defence. One of these was considered by the War Cabinet on 17 June 1940, which discussed a proposal to add a ‘radical and unprecedented’69 element to the UK’s defence. This was the ‘selection, recruitment, training and equipping of civilians to come directly under General Headquarters with an operational role, but without a military presence or command structure in the field’.70 This organisation, the GHQ Auxiliary Units, would draw heavily on members of the Home Guard for its personnel. It was, in effect, the first, organised ‘stay behind’ organisation, described by Colonel Malcolm Hancock, a Great War veteran, and Coldstream Guards officer, who was for a period the Deputy Assistant Quartermaster General responsible for supplying the Auxiliary Units, as:

A very big organisation […] formed for the purpose of setting up a huge sabotage organisation in the event of invasion. The whole coast of England and Scotland was divided up into areas of roughly county size, the whole way round from Land’s End to the north of Scotland […] we would carry out sabotage, the men who would do this would be local Home Guard forces. All these Home Guard units were instructed and trained by us in the use of explosives with which they hoped to cause a considerable amount of damage in the ammunition dumps in the rear of the enemy.71

The remit of the Aux Units, as they are more familiarly known, was, in fact, wider than attacks on ammunition dumps in what would be, it was hoped, temporarily occupied areas of an invaded Britain. The Aux Units were to carry out night time sabotage, intelligence gathering, and assassinations behind the front line of any German advance. During the day, the Operational Patrols, seven to ten men strong, would lie up in underground hideouts, known as Operational Bases (OBs), which were frequently constructed by regular army troops brought into an area that they were unfamiliar with simply to build them. The Aux Units were commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Gubbins of Military Intelligence, a Great War veteran, and a soldier who had experienced irregular, or guerrilla, warfare in northern Russia during the Russian Civil War, and in Ireland during the Anglo-Irish War. In the latter case, Gubbins described his experiences fighting against the Irish Republican Amy (IRA) as ‘being shot at from behind hedges by men in trilbies and mackintoshes and not allowed to shoot back!’72 The IRA might have been surprised to learn that the British security forces were ‘not allowed to shoot back’, but the example of Irish Republicans, Russian guerrillas, and, indeed, T.E. Lawrence’s desert campaign during the First World War were inspirations for the Aux Units in their planned campaign against occupying invaders.

The Aux Units recruited men, and women, who had strong local knowledge, and were often known to one another. Jack French, a farmer who served with an Aux Unit in Bekesbourne, Canterbury, remembered that:

We were the sort of people who played rugby together, we went shooting together, we sailed together […] of course we had an intimate knowledge of the surroundings. They [the recruiters] knew perfectly well that we were people who would get on well together.73

French was a member of the seven man ‘Swede’ patrol, whose OB had been built by Canadian troops. The clearly middle-class background of his unit was not, however, entirely typical, as poachers were also recruited, it being assumed that they possessed the necessary fieldcraft to act in a guerrilla role. All those recruited were given Home Guard identity cards, and innocuous Aux Unit badges were issued for uniforms. In certain operational circumstances, however, such as carrying out assassinations, the Aux Units might well have worn civilian clothes. That, along with the role of the force raises, of course, the likelihood of the horrors of irregular warfare being visited upon any areas where the Aux Units might have made their presence felt.

The creation of the Aux Units continued apace throughout 1940, and by the end of the year around 300 OBs had been prepared, and another sixty were being built, while the total in use by the end of 1941 was 534, with one estimate being over 1,000 OBs by the end of 1944.74 The headquarters, and training centre, for the Aux Units, Coleshill House in Oxfordshire, was occupied from the autumn of 1940, and recruiting continued apace. Within four months of the creation of the Aux Units, ‘a force including somewhere in the region of 3,500 “civvies”, many recruited directly from the Local Defence Volunteers and the Home Guard, had grown […] with unbelievable rapidity’.75

Conclusion: The First Year

The LDV experienced a sudden birth at a traumatic time for the United Kingdom. Facing military defeat on mainland Europe, and the apparent probability of invasion and occupation, the LDV was a child of its time. As such, its early days were marked by enthusiasm and a determination on the part of the people and government to ‘do something’ to help defend the country. But they were also characterised by an inability to arm or equip the force, and difficulties in delineating the exact boundaries of its role. The government was anxious to support that groundswell of enthusiasm that marked the creation of the LDV, but had little in the way of resources to bolster it. Nonetheless, military roles were assigned to the force. It was seen to be in the forefront of anti-airborne preparations, was a key to guarding against the pronounced fear of Fifth Column activity, and was a way of assuring people that their homes were to be defended. Further, led by Churchill’s commitment to the volunteers, the government and the military moved to incorporate the force into the military structures of defence. The first Inspector General of the LDV, Lieutenant-General Sir Henry Pownall, was appointed on 20 June 1940, and began work immediately to ‘establish close contacts between the LDV and Army at all levels [with] liaison officers […] assigned to many Home Guard formations [who] regularised and considerably improved the organization, training and mobilization procedures of local LDV units, all of which up until that time were still primitive and having a detrimental effect on morale.’76 The force became known, again at Churchill’s insistence, as the Home Guard, and saw its status and standing, in both civilian and military eyes, increase. As defence plans changed and developed, reflecting improving military conditions in the UK, and changed assessments of the likelihood of invasion, so the Home Guard took on a greater role in defence plans. By the end of 1940, it was an increasingly well trained and better equipped force, having developed considerably since the days of fear, confusion, but enthusiasm, in May and June 1940.
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