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FOREWORD


Memories of the actual Local Defence Volunteers, later the Home Guard, came flooding back to me during the day of the first rehearsal of television’s Dad’s Army (and my role as Chief Air Raid Warden Hodges).


In June 1940, my mother and I were staying with my aunt and uncle at Belvedere in Kent. On the night of Anthony Eden’s broadcast asking for volunteers to help fight a possible German invasion force, my uncle went straight down to the local police station to enlist. Uncle Bill Tobin was a strapping great Irishman of 6 ft 3 in who had been through the First World War; in fact he was a boy bugler in the Boer War. In one encounter with the Germans during the First World War he had single-handedly silenced an enemy machine-gun crew by, believe it or not, strangling them! So you can see he was slightly eccentric and pretty courageous. Just the sort of man Anthony Eden hoped would answer his call. On the night in question Uncle Bill said to the police sergeant on duty at the station, ‘I’m Captain Tobin (his rank in the First World War) and I’m taking command of the local volunteers’. Apparently, so we heard afterwards, the police sergeant hadn’t listened to Eden’s broadcast and thought that here was some lunatic playing games. He proceeded to try and calm my uncle. Rather like the great radio comedian of the day, Robb Wilton, he started shuffling some papers about on his desk and licking his pencil. My uncle told him he’d be back when he had pulled himself together. He then went home and, using his obvious strength, started taking the large furniture – table, chairs, sideboard, bookcases, etc. – out of the house and laying it across the road like a barricade. My aunt, who was Brazilian like my mother, just laughed at anything her husband did, and filling up the road with her furniture was just another one of his eccentric acts. My uncle’s final remark on the matter seemed even more eccentric. ‘Well, they won’t get through tonight.’ You can imagine my astonishment when I first read Jimmy Perry and David Croft’s script for the Columbia feature film of Dad’s Army that we did in the early 1970s. Here was Captain Mainwaring assembling a roadblock of household furniture at Walmington-on-Sea. When I told the writers about my uncle’s antics they too were astonished, as they had seriously thought of cutting out the furniture scene from the script because it seemed just too ridiculous. Fact certainly is stranger than fiction as they say.


This was only one of the incidents I remember from those strange days of 1940. Soon after the episode concerning my uncle, my mother and I moved into a bungalow on Dartford Heath, also in Kent. There, we were not only a mile or so from a huge gathering of anti-aircraft guns based on the heath but we were also directly under, or so it seemed, the majority of air battles being fought out in the summer skies between the fighters and bombers of the Luftwaffe and our own Spitfires and Hurricanes. During these battles there were several instances that concerned the Home Guard. I remember a Heinkel bomber coming over very low one afternoon as I was walking up the road from the bus-stop after my college studies. The plane seemed to be dropping all sorts of things on to the surrounding area to lighten its load on its way back to Germany. In fact, it was so low I could see the front gunner in his turret. I dived into a ditch soiling my blazer in the process. When I got home I told my mother what had happened. ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she said. ‘Mr Stewart next door is in the Home Guard. He’ll sort it out.’ That remark typified what nearly everyone thought about the Home Guard. They were the guardians of the civilian population, and this feeling had developed very quickly. The Home Guard, of course, were among us all every day of the week because most of them worked in jobs and services that were a part of our everyday lives.


One morning, on looking into the field adjoining our bungalow, a German airman could be seen floating to earth on his parachute. He was neatly folding his ’chute when suddenly two Home Guardsmen cycling along the road threw down their bikes, scrambled through the hedge and, waving some sort of implement, started dancing round him while shouting and using threatening gestures. I saw the German take off his sleeveless flying jacket and hand it to one of the Guards, displaying his full pilot’s tunic, while the Home Guardsmen continued dancing around him. I went out into the garden just as a policeman arrived on the scene. He took out his notebook and quite obviously asked the Guards for their names. Then he ushered them to one side and started talking to the pilot, who kept silent and looked completely bewildered. The policeman and Home Guardsmen then marched him off towards the main gate of the field, with the policeman still writing in his notebook. My immature imagination began to wonder if the policeman was asking him where he came from and what was he doing in the field at 11.02 on a Saturday morning? Well, I thought, Robb Wilton would have asked those kinds of questions in his radio comedy monologues. My mother had apparently been watching this event from the bungalow. When I got in she said, ‘You shouldn’t interfere. It’s nothing to do with you and, anyway, he’s some mother’s son.’ A strange observation in wartime but I suppose she was right. (The saying very much came back to us in 1941 when my brother was killed in the Air Force.)


There is absolutely no doubt at all that if the Germans had invaded our island the Home Guard would have given their lives in what would have been a courageous and brave struggle against huge odds which it would have been nigh-on impossible to overcome. They were the guardians of the people and proud of the duty they had been asked to fulfil. The Captain Mainwarings and Corporal Joneses were in evidence in almost every Home Guard platoon in the country. The Sergeant Wilsons would probably have treated matters slightly more casually, and perhaps used that well-known phrase of his when annoyed with someone, ‘Why don’t you just clear off?’


This book really tells it all in great detail, and David Carroll certainly deserves a pat on the back for reminding us of that momentous period in our history, and for recalling those who were prepared to give everything of themselves in order to protect their civilian brothers and sisters who slept more peacefully in their beds because of the presence of the Home Guard.




CHAPTER 1


ALEXANDER’S RAG-TIME ARMY?


There is an affecting little song which has proved to be extremely popular in recent years and whose laconic opening line proclaims that ‘. . . it started with a kiss’. Well, needless to say, the Home Guard did not begin in that way at all, although its origins were arguably almost as spontaneous; barely more than a brief flurry of hastily-convened meetings held at the War Office during that warm, unique and – for anyone who lived through it – never to be forgotten spring of 1940. It was a time, of course, when Britain lay vulnerable, seemingly defenceless and dauntingly ripe for the taking by Hitler’s massive War Machine. By this time, after all, the German army had already occupied Austria and Czechoslovakia; Poland, Holland and Belgium had suffered the same fate and, with the imminent surrender of France, the narrow English Channel would be all that separated Britain from the unthinkable prospect of Nazi domination.


The Ministry of Information, in co-operation with the War Office, issued a leaflet entitled ‘If the Invader Comes . . .’, which listed a series of rules for the civilian population at home to follow should they wake up one morning to find the enemy at their door.


1.If the Germans come by parachute, aeroplane or ship, you must remain where you are.


2.Do not believe rumours and do not spread them.


3.Keep watch. If you see anything suspicious, note it carefully and go at once to the nearest police officer or station.


4.Do not give the German anything.


Do not tell him anything.


Hide your food and your bicycles.


Hide your maps.


See that the enemy gets no petrol.


5.Think before you act. BUT THINK ALWAYS OF YOUR COUNTRY BEFORE YOU THINK OF YOURSELF.


No one who read these stark instructions could fail to realise the gravity of Britain’s position. C.H. Rolph, who was (among other things) a journalist and broadcaster, recalled ‘that desperate document, which should have been so frightening but which no one remembers’, in his memoirs Further Particulars. ‘It may be that I remember it because I saw some parcels of these messages of controlled panic stacked in our City ARP office – the leaflets were to be delivered by hand, not by post. The bundles had been piled, temporarily and untidily, in an ill-chosen corner near a much-used door, and someone accidentally sent them spinning across the floor. Two parcels burst open, and anyone with a fanciful mind could have seen it as an omen.’


On the evening of 14 May, in the light of the ever-worsening situation at home, and with the widespread fear that an invasion was possible almost by the hour, the newly-appointed War Minister Anthony Eden made a BBC broadcast that was to have an enormous impact on many of those people listening. It would also lead very swiftly to the creation of the largest civilian army that this country had ever gathered together. It is not hard to picture the scene – in that pre-television age – as families throughout the land huddled around their wireless sets to hear what the speech contained. Holland had surrendered on that same day, France would follow suit a month later and the Dunkirk evacuation was imminent. These were truly some of Britain’s darkest hours and, at 9.10 p.m., after the routine news bulletin had been read by the BBC announcer Frank Phillips, the microphone was handed over to Mr Eden, whose voice came over the air-waves, piercing the metaphorical gloom.


In view of the grave national situation, listeners must have wondered what on earth was coming but, quite unknown to the general public, the Under-Secretary of State at the Home Office had sent earlier in the day two telegrams to Chief Constables throughout the country preparing the police force for the War Minister’s announcement. ‘Since the war began,’ Eden explained, ‘the Government have 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 their country. Well, here is your opportunity. We want large numbers of such men in Great Britain, who are British subjects, between the ages of seventeen and sixty-five, to come forward now and offer their services. . . .The name of the new force which is now to be raised will be the Local Defence Volunteers. This name describes its duties in three words ….You will not be paid but you will receive a uniform and you will be armed. . . . In order to volunteer, what you have to do is to give in your name at your local police station; and then, as and when we want you, we will let you know. . . . Here, then, is the opportunity for which so many of you have been waiting. Your loyal help, added to the arrangements which already exist, will make and keep our country safe.’


Whitehall issued a statement on the subject simultaneously with Eden’s broadcast. Volunteers should be ‘. . . men of reasonable physical fitness and with a knowledge of firearms’, it read. ‘The need is greatest in small towns, villages and less densely populated areas. The duties of the force can be undertaken in a volunteer’s spare time. . . .’


Of course, civilian armies of this kind were by no means a new concept. Indeed, they had a distinguished pedigree, as Major E.A. Mackay in his History of the Wiltshire Home Guard (1946) so eloquently pointed out. ‘The trained bands of Elizabeth; the Somerset men raised against Monmouth; the Fencibles of the North; the Militia and Yeomanry and the Loyal Corps of Infantry of the South, raised to repel the invasion of Bonaparte; the National Reserve of the last Great War, and now the Home Guard. Truly a wonderful cavalcade. Stout hearts determined to defend their beloved [country] to their last breath….’


Although Eden’s speech undoubtedly came as a great surprise to nearly everyone who heard it on the evening of 14 May, there had nevertheless been a growing desire among people up and down the country who were not directly engaged in the war for the opportunity to provide some form of localised defence in the event of an invasion. This impulse manifested itself in a variety of ways, but is perhaps best illustrated in the highly organised and colourful example of the well documented Much Marcle Watchers, whose existence was recorded by Charles Graves in The Home Guard of Britain (1943): ‘It was a bright spring afternoon of March 1940 that a lady had called at the Battalion Headquarters of the KSLI stationed at Ross-on-Wye. She . . . said she was alarmed at the possibility of German parachute troops landing in the thinly populated areas of Herefordshire and the Welsh Border. She had therefore organised her staff and tenantry, to the number of eighty, into bands of watchers, whom she had stationed on the high ground in the vicinity of the ancestral home at Much Marcle. These men went on duty each night and everyone had a white arm-band stencilled “Much Marcle Watchers”. She asked for the loan of eighty rifles and some ammunition, “with a couple of machine guns if you have any.’” Needless to say, the Battalion Commander turned down her request, but there is no doubt that she embodied the spirit of the times. ‘There, two months before the LDV were born,’ commented Graves, ‘was the first Home Guard complete with watchers, brassards, organisation, even to lack of arms.’


The response to Eden’s broadcast was both immediate and overwhelming, and queues began forming at police stations almost before the War Minister had finished speaking. Bertram Miller of Ilford, Essex, who had been a sergeant in the Royal Engineers during the First World War, was among the earliest volunteers to enrol. ‘At the end of the appeal I rose from my chair and reached for my jacket that was hanging behind the door. . . . I made my way to Ilford Police Station, thinking I might be the first person to offer his services in my locality, but on arrival I found that I had just been beaten by a Mr Jack Louis. The police were surprised as they had not received any official instructions. However, they got busy on the telephone and eventually took our names and addresses. Shortly afterwards we received a letter asking us to report to a temporary headquarters in Cranbrook Road, Ilford, where we met our new Commanding Officer. . . . We were split into groups or sections of twelve who were living fairly close together. . .’.


Ron Yates listened to the broadcast at home in Preston. ‘I went along to Earl Street Central Police Station that same evening after convincing my mother that it was my duty, especially as I was in a reserved occupation on skilled war work. I must have been the eighty-sixth volunteer there that evening in Preston, for that was the number with which I was issued.’


In Monmouthshire, too, as Captain Warren Jenkins explained in his history of the 6th Battalion Monmouthshire Home Guard, the response ‘. . . was truly staggering. The police stations, drill halls and, at Rhymney, the Brewery Offices, that had been temporarily converted into Recruiting Stations for the new army, were beseiged. During that night and throughout the succeeding days and nights harassed police officials, backed by volunteers, strove valiantly to enrol, tabulate and, as far as was humanly possible, advise members as to future action. Overnight an army was born, a people’s army, a child of the people. No shrinking infant, but a vigorous and decidedly healthy child….’
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