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Preface: Who Was Mr Hitler Kidding?

This was the hour when the men would be tested: a startling challenge after months of suspense.

A warm, sapphire-skied night in the gentle lowlands of Scotland. The sun was always reluctant to set fully on that part of the world at that time of year – especially during wartime Double Summer Time, which reset the clocks for the benefit of workers. Near midnight, there was hazy stillness: air in which owls might be heard.

It was 10 May 1941, a time when silent skies were an unusual luxury. Several nights beforehand, these fields and glens had echoed with the booms of distant bombing: Nazi fires engulfing targets in nearby Glasgow. Further south, the industrial Midlands and London and the ports on the south coast had also suffered in Luftwaffe infernos.

That fire was consuming the world; Hitler’s forces were at that point swarming over Yugoslavia, Greece, the sands of North Africa. Yet here, in Renfrewshire, this was a night of uneasy calm. It was shortly to be broken in the most extraordinary fashion.

This patch of countryside was patrolled – like every other area in Britain, rural and urban alike – by platoons of local men. They marched under the banner of the Home Guard. A force much later nicknamed ‘Dad’s Army’.

This particular platoon – the 3rd Renfrewshire Battalion, Home Guard – featured men of all ages: from stout mid-life and energetic near-retirees to beardless youths who had signed up pretending to be older than they were. Also among them were young men awaiting their call-up into the regular army. Together they had shared training weekends featuring everything from hand-to-hand combat to grenade-throwing to the handling of automatic weapons.

The middle-aged men – several of whom had received distinguished medals in the First World War – had slipped back into the discipline of parade and bearing arms; the younger, more inexperienced men were getting their first taste of military order and marching alongside comrades. The territory that they were guarding against Nazi incursion was tranquil and pretty: a village called Busby with a magnificent railway viaduct, rolling farms, a golf course and some stretches of moorland.

At first, there was the deep monotone hum in the air above. No bombing raids had been indicated for the area that night (although, 300 miles south, London was receiving a nightmarish onslaught). But a lone fighter plane had been picked up by RAF plotters and a local Royal Signals unit; this flight had maintained a course from Augsburg in Germany and appeared to be headed for lowland Scotland.

Was it aiming for Glasgow? Apparently not – for the plane, once over Scotland, changed course several times.

Many in the area that night were alert to that hum. Apart from volunteers with the Royal Observer Corps, trained expertly in the sounds of enemy planes, amateur civilian spotters also knew a Messerschmitt when they heard one.

Then, a distant crump: impact. Metal smashing into earth. The plane had crashed. Two Home Guardsmen, who had access to a car, were swift to race along the country lanes, intent upon tracing it.

But, near midnight, it was an agricultural worker called David McLean and a Royal Signals corporal called Jack McKenzie who were the first to see the figure of a man, wrapped in a parachute – and according to some colourful accounts, tangled up in a tree.

This was clearly the plane’s pilot, who had bailed out: a man with heavy eyebrows and a piercing gaze. McLean’s first act was to escort the man (who hobbled in pain from a wrenched ankle) to the local farmhouse.

By now, the local Home Guard HQ, based in that nearby village of Busby, was on top of the situation; and in the kitchen of that farmhouse, two of its volunteers – Privates Jack Paterson and Robert Gibson – stood guard over this German prisoner, who insisted that his name was ‘Captain Alfred Horn’.

The prisoner had one strange request. Did these men happen to know the Duke of Hamilton? And could they pass a message along to him?

‘Captain Alfred Horn’ was no such thing. This was – extraordinarily – Hitler’s deputy. Rudolf Hess had flown across on an eccentric and enigmatic mission, his course apparently set for the Dunvegan estate of the Duke of Hamilton, which was in fact close by: he had missed by only about fifteen miles.

And very soon – thanks to an old issue of a pictorial news magazine left in the farmhouse scullery featuring an image of Hess – the men in the kitchen would understand precisely who this man was. It was these local Home Guards who would be the first to quiz this famous prisoner. The prisoner, in turn, would be the most high-profile Nazi to see just how effective – and good-humoured – this army of civilians was.

Of all the amazing elements in the Hess story (which we will examine in greater detail in a later chapter, since it gives us such a rich and intimate portrait of the Home Guard in action), one is the sense that it would also have made the most perfect episode in the most beloved of British television comedies, Dad’s Army: the BBC series that helped to make the very idea of the Home Guard immortal.

It is quite easy to imagine the much-loved characters of Dad’s Army transposed into the Hess drama. This is in no way meant to traduce those real Home Guardsmen; but rather to suggest that there was something in the spirit of their adventure that night that would later be captured by their fictional counterparts.

We can easily envisage, for instance, Lance Corporal Jones hopping from foot to foot, shouting ‘Don’t panic!’; gormless teenager Private Pike taunting Hess with a verse from a vulgar music hall song about Hitler; Sergeant Wilson half smiling, pinching his own ear as a repeated tic, subtly questioning the logic of where Hess was to be held; and Captain Mainwaring – in all his pomposity and social unease – looking with ill will at Hess but recognizing that the prisoner had a right to a cup of tea, and perhaps reluctantly assenting to the venerable Private Godfrey and his idea that the prisoner might like to have one of his sister’s upside-down cakes.

As we will see later, the real platoon of men who conversed with Rudolf Hess, prior to taking him to their local HQ, from which point military intelligence took over, were rather calmer than Mainwaring’s team; nonetheless, questions of tea, of cigarettes, of glasses of milk and of etiquette were somehow at the forefront. There was also an impertinent teenager in the team – though rather than singing rude songs, his idea was to cycle to Hess’s crashed plane and loot it for marvellous memorabilia before the regular military authorities got to it.

Fundamentally, what Rudolf Hess saw on that spring night – before he was at last whisked away to London by more specialized military teams and then consigned to a series of private prisons – was the essence of a force that had been built through intense popular enthusiasm. The Home Guard – which had only come into being a year beforehand – might always have been the subject of deprecating humour, from outside and inside the force. It might have been riven with all sorts of internal complaints and disputes – ranging from clownishly baggy uniform trousers to a lack of weapons. It might have seen platoons occasionally commanded by blustering martinets, trying in vain to get teenage recruits to treat their duties with more gravity. But it also stood on the domestic front line.

These men – who had not been drafted into the regular army because they were key industrial workers or agricultural workers, or were too old or too young to be called up – were not just patrolling those fields and village lanes and town squares and industrial streets for something to do. If – and when – Hitler’s forces attacked the mainland, the skies blackening with invading paratroopers – the nation’s Home Guard was intended to be out in front to hold them back. Through gunfire and roadblocks and message chains and sabotage, these men – their number reaching almost 2 million by 1942 – were expected to thwart and delay the Nazi invaders until the regular army struck back. The danger did not have to be spelled out. They would be the first in the line of Nazi bullets and mortars. It would be their lives in the balance as they defended those village greens and urban gasworks.

Yet although the story of the Home Guard is rooted now in Second World War mythos, the idea and philosophy of such an organization is also a strikingly timeless one. The story of each community with its own small volunteer army – intimately local, pledged to defend each and every street and field – makes us ask of ourselves: would we do it now?

Indeed, could we?




1

Do You Think That’s Wise?

It is possibly the most recognizable church hall in the nation’s history: dusty, taped-up windows, a modest stage with a blue curtain, stacked-up chairs. It is also a fiction: a television studio depicting the parish hall of Walmington-on-Sea, where Captain Mainwaring’s platoon muster. Yet like all good fiction, it holds a mirror up to the truth. Across the land, throughout the war, the men of the Home Guard would meet in church halls, community halls, school assembly halls, exactly like this one. Some had the addition of recreational billiards tables.

The man who thought up the idea for Dad’s Army, writer Jimmy Perry, had himself been a young recruit to the Home Guard: the teenager with the woolly scarf, Frank Pike (Ian Lavender), was, in essence, him. The premise of the show – a small coastal town being defended by pompous bank manager George Mainwaring (played unforgettably by Arthur Lowe), his socially superior deputy Arthur Wilson (John Le Mesurier), panicky butcher Jack Jones (Clive Dunn), doomy Scottish undertaker James Frazer (John Laurie) and black-marketeer Joe Walker (James Beck), among others – was irresistible. And Perry argued that the series contained more than an element of verisimilitude.

For all its weekly comic situations – from a German paratrooper landing high up on the town-hall clock tower, with farcical consequences for Corporal Jones in attempting to retrieve him, to madcap escapades involving elaborate military hardware, and rivalry with the regular army – the scripts hewed curiously close to the spirit and the reality of Britain’s civilian army.

War remembrance takes many forms. As well as the private mourning, and the rebuilding of shattered homes, there are the hushed public ceremonies and commemorations. And then there is emotive popular culture. In the aftermath of the Second World War, British cinema screens were packed with an endless line of heroic epics, recreating military, naval and air force battles. From the North African campaign to the triumph of the Dambusters, the conflict with Nazi Germany was framed not only as the ultimate battle against totalitarian evil – but also as a defining moment of national unity, when all classes stood proudly together.

It is conceivable that any portrayal of the Home Guard – this civilian defence force of working men who patrolled the nation as the regular army made ready for war in other lands – might also have been cast as a quietly poignant and moving drama. Such a drama might have followed the quiet grit and patriotic ethics of this band of men, many of them too old for regular army service; men who were living in full expectation that the Nazis would try to invade Britain; men who did a full day’s labour and then, by evening and night, assembled in local units for parades and exercises and patrols. Men who had fought in previous wars, and who passed on some of that intense experience to the teenagers who joined them: the youngsters who were too young for conscription but would soon be called up to fight.

Yet it would not have quite worked as heavy drama: not across nine full television seasons, at any rate. There are times, curiously, when comedy is a more truthful medium. And when Dad’s Army began its hugely popular run in 1968, it captured something wholly essential about the war that had often been missed in the vast epic films of the 1940s and 1950s: that amid the bravery and the duty, there were still unresolved class rivalries, and jealousies, and frustrations; there were still embarrassing failures, and moments of absurd pomp.

The real Home Guard was an entirely serious proposition, and was treated with the utmost seriousness by those who volunteered for it, and yet it always had a sense of its own potential for moments of levity. It was a military force held together with the power of enthusiasm and a desire to play an active role in the tumult that was convulsing the world.

These were men who were expected to be on the front line of invasion; and should such an invasion have come, it was equally expected that many of them would pay the ultimate price when fighting the aggressors. And as the war developed, these were also the men at the forefront of other hazards, from bomb-guarding to coastal defence. Yet all of this was underpinned by an essential good humour: the sense that after a night spent out in the rain and the cold on the alert for German attack, there would be the reward of a couple of pints back in the local horse-brassed hostelry.

Above all, the Home Guard has now become – curiously – a story very much for our time too: a glimpse of what might once again be.

In the shocking summer of 1940, as France fell and the British Expeditionary Force was evacuated just in the nick of time, the idea of invasion was pressingly real: via newsreels and newsprint, the British public had seen jackboots marching across Europe; they had been shown what the future of Britain might look like.

And years later, what Dad’s Army did so uncannily well was to portray how people behave in a time of existential crisis: on the face of it, determined and dedicated – but with a free-flowing undercurrent of self-deprecation and occasional moments of laugh-out-loud lunacy. The lightness was important. For throughout the years of the Home Guard, there was also sacrifice and physical jeopardy and death; exhaustion and tension.

A great many written records of that enterprise have been left behind. Here, woven through archives up and down the land, are instances of social jostling, and indeed of a burgeoning feminist conflict too. It’s a story which shows us so many different facets of a nation at war: not just on those playground parade grounds, but in factories, in dockyards, in railway marshalling yards, in village cricket clubs, in top-secret scientific establishments, in aristocratic castles and in village inns. The chronicles of the Home Guard are in many senses about the people who were seeking to divine and preserve the essential spirit of the nation at a time when that spirit was threatened with extinction. The Home Guard was the definition of defiance.

Today, amid all the scholarship and literature on the Second World War, the contribution of the Home Guard to the defence of the realm is a little neglected. Partly this may be to do with affectionate familiarity (Dad’s Army is one of those rare comedies that can be quoted by huge numbers of casual viewers as well as devotees). But that sense of affection was there at the inception of the real Home Guard as well, back in 1940. Cinema newsreels turned the enrolment of celebrity recruits into well-intentioned comedy. In the heaviest of days, the instinct was to keep hearts buoyant.

As we shall see, though, the entire enterprise – originally conceived as ‘Local Defence Volunteers’ – had actually been built on a rather more lethal and ruthless frame. While Winston Churchill – who became prime minister in May 1940, at a moment of national crisis – could claim the credit for the reinvention of the ‘Home Guard’, the very real guerrilla and street-fighting techniques that were taught to men who were frequently military veterans were new. And these techniques were – in part – derived from the Spanish Civil War.

For a long time, the story of the Home Guard was also overlooked because of a misconception that it somehow lacked action. Yet the numbers of casualties – some 1,200 killed and another 600 or so seriously wounded – and awards for courage tell a very different story. Recruits to the Home Guard right the way across the country – from the smallest Scottish fishing village to the densest industrial city – faced a range of challenges and hazards. While mainland Britain itself might have escaped invasion, the skies above featured a different kind of peril. The incendiaries and the explosives of the Luftwaffe brought jeopardy to those platoons whose duties involved nocturnal guard patrols during the terrible Blitz attacks. There were also men who were manning the anti-aircraft positions, endlessly vulnerable to enemy fire.

And more than this: the Home Guard was predicated on the kind of battles which – although, thankfully, they never came – they nonetheless had to be prepared for. Even the faintly hapless Walmington-on-Sea platoon was drafted into deadly serious war games. In real life, these were staged in bombed-out residential areas, where recruits were taught the arts of house-to-house fighting, and the more serious and terrible business of close combat: engagements with bullet and bayonet. They were taught the grim business of killing. Many recruits might have already been familiar with this discipline, following the Great War and its various blood-slicked theatres. But what was new was the prospect of the enemy not in a faraway field, but in your own street, menacing your own family.

As we shall also see presently, in archives around the country are to be found extraordinary and little-examined treasure troves of this particular history: in a war that was marked in part by the astonishing scrupulousness of its paperwork – schedules, diaries, memos, correspondence – the records of hundreds of Home Guard platoons throw the most intense light upon the daily lived experience of war from a domestic point of view.

Here are disputes and rows – conducted in the form of letters – about equipment, about the availability of village halls for mustering platoons, about the need to allow night patrols to catch up on sleep (many recruits were working full-time in reserved occupations, and volunteering many extra hours in the Home Guard in their time off). Here are fascinating accounts of dangerous, fire-filled nights near waterworks, alongside canals, by railway depots. Here are urban platoons formed from the staff of family-run firms; here are grand retired brigadiers contributing their own efforts – occasionally unwelcome – in otherwise tranquil Home Counties villages.

It’s important to remember that, up until that point, the nation had not been at ease with itself: the Depression and mass unemployment in the north throughout the 1930s had created a depth of misery and hunger and hardship and anger on a scale now difficult to comprehend. In the archives are accounts of flaring outbreaks of class conflict within the Home Guard, and some of the first seeds of the post-war welfare state to come. (It’s also important to note, incidentally, that unlike the characters in Dad’s Army, the average age of the Home Guardsmen was around thirty-eight.)

But here are also moments – in the earliest days – of the purest unintended comedy: some men arming themselves with weapons that would surely have caused little but open-mouthed bemusement in their enemies. In these less-than-formidable arsenals were to be found farming shotguns dating back to the previous century, golf clubs, garden pitchforks, barely used elephant guns which threatened to explode in the user’s hands, and – quite bluntly – heavy sticks. Even as more conventional weaponry – rifles, machine guns, grenades – was distributed to platoons around the country, men would continue to be issued with pikes as though they were fourteenth-century halberdiers.

And here too are some very well-known voices and writers, also part of the Home Guard effort, who analysed the phenomenon with fascination. Among the best known is author George Orwell, part of a north London platoon, who was initially sceptical about what he saw as a force arranged by military right-wingers. As the nascent Home Guard grew steadier on its feet (and as he took command of his own platoon), Orwell saw within it the possibilities of a more egalitarian future for Britain.

Another famous figure is the author C. S. Lewis (whose beloved Chronicles of Narnia were as yet untold). A serious pacifist who had seen horror in the Great War, Lewis became a recruit to the Oxford Home Guard: while he was patrolling the winter streets, he was wrestling with ethical questions concerning religion, pacifism, and the times in which war might be justified. Nearer the south coast lay the village platoon of Winnie-the-Pooh creator A. A. Milne – he was carrying bayonet and rifle through the woods inhabited by Tigger, Piglet and Roo. There was a Poet-Laureate-to-be, as well: Cecil Day-Lewis was in a Devon village called Musbury, and he took command of a local Home Guard made up of agricultural workers. His haunting 1940 poem ‘Watching Post’ is a hymn to these defenders, summoning moonlit country nights when he and the men were out on patrol: ‘Among the stubble, a farmer and I keep watch / For whatever may come injure our countryside.’

There are many other voices: ordinary men responding to the extraordinary tumult of war. From Robert Augustus Pepperall, who spent his war years with a platoon guarding the tranquil Thameside town of Hampton Wick, to Arthur Street, a Wiltshire landowner who chronicled platoons around the country; from Fred Woolford, a teenager from south London fiercely motivated, as he said, to ‘protect my mum and sisters’, though he wasn’t ‘too concerned’ about his war veteran father, to John Langdon-Davies, a campaigning journalist who also devised urban guerrilla training courses.

Here also is a story that – through all these rich records and archives – reconfigures the historical landscape of Britain. Through all the careful Home Guard maps – hand-drawn – of local urban areas, we are reintroduced to vistas of factories and gas holders, railway goods yards, busy working rivers and skylines devoid of high-rises, dominated instead by long terraces of chimneys and slates. And out in the country, the schemes and plans of the Home Guard make us look afresh at forest floors, at the uses for empty moorland, at farm outbuildings and flowing streams. The land itself was transformed for the war effort, in terms of not just food production, but preparation for a range of battles.

In some ways, the Home Guard was truly radical: fittingly so, since its founding principles were set down just before the war broke out by a dedicated socialist who had once been jailed for his communist revolutionary zeal. The initial inspiration was that it should be a People’s Army – that is, arming the workers.
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The Prophetic Firebrand

Curiously, the man who helped create the Home Guard as a serious fighting force physically resembled Captain George Mainwaring: bald, bespectacled. But all similarities ended there. Tom Wintringham was a left-wing political radical: a devoted Leninist who had fought in Spain, and a serial love-rat whose romantic escapades got him expelled from the British Communist Party.

Had Wintringham walked into the bank that Captain Mainwaring managed, any request to open an account would have received a spluttering, outraged answer. Yet he had grit and enthusiasm and passion – and when it came to the matter of house-to-house conflict and national defence, some pioneering ideas.

And the fact was that, in the 1930s, as Hitler and the Nazis began their march to dark dominion over Europe, Wintringham was in accord with the greatest of his political foes. He and Winston Churchill (then in his wilderness years) had practically nothing in common – save for the fact that both men were warning of the need for Britain to rearm and prepare for coming conflict.

By October 1939, at the onset of war, and back in government, Churchill was the first politician to call for the creation of a national defence force; meanwhile Tom Wintringham was already devising a full training programme in guerrilla warfare for this proposed army. But who was this blazing radical laying the foundations?

Wintringham was a Great War veteran, a historian, a lawyer and a journalist. He had taken command of a battalion in the Spanish Civil War, playing an important part in forming the International Brigades. All that he learned in that bloody conflict – including the encounters that left him seriously wounded – would be applied to creating genuine modern military expertise in civilian defence. Wintringham would devise a course that thousands of men would attend in the park of Osterley, a stately home in the west of London, and training schools would then multiply across the country. Wintringham’s contribution to the coming war would be immense – but owing to establishment distaste, it would also be smothered.

As we shall see, some other left-wingers – like the author and essayist George Orwell – formed a view of the Home Guard that it was essentially led by blowhard right-wing reactionaries: riddled with upper- and middle-class favouritism. But the force that Tom Wintringham had started thinking about in the late 1930s was supposed to be the reverse: an expression of socialist democracy, the working man armed and leading as he should be in defence of hearth and home.

And as for the right-wingers: well, from their point of view, Wintringham was downright frightening. One Tory grandee would later remark of the Osterley training camp that it was a nest of Bolshevism – and that upper-class people like himself would end up being ‘murdered in their beds’.

Political ideology was one thing, but Wintringham also had a sharp taste for the valour and passion of conflict. And where had this interest first arisen? Wintringham had been born in Grimsby, Lincolnshire, in 1898 to impeccably liberal parents. From an early age, he was gripped by the historical lineage of British dissent. ‘Roundhead, Whig, Radical – there have been many versions of the idea,’ he later wrote. ‘Each of their transcriptions of “freedom” into fact and action has been limited. During a period each has been progressive, driving the world forward; then stagnant; then reactionary, a shackle on further advance. For the sake of this many-shaped idea English, Scotch, Welsh and Irish have fought, given money, lives, leisure. It is in their language and their literatures.’ He understood himself to be a part of this historical progression.

He won a place to read History at Balliol, Oxford, but his studies were interrupted by the outbreak of the Great War – the conflict that would continue to echo and resonate for years afterwards. Wintringham was keen to see action – and was also enraptured by new technology: it was this that pulled him towards the nascent Royal Flying Corps. But after some tests, it was found that his eyesight was not good enough for the demands of flight. So instead he went to France as a despatch rider for a balloon corps.

This was a hazardous job and he sustained injuries, and it was during one period in military hospital that he got his first taste of the vengeful right-wing authorities. Some men in a platoon close by had downed their weapons and walked away to the nearest town – an outbreak of mutiny. And Wintringham, although injured, was counted among them; the charge was then reduced to absent without a pass – though even this was still outrageous. The punishment was the docking of six days’ pay. But curiously, the idea of a charge of ‘mutiny’ would be levelled at him once more back in civilian society …

By the mid-1920s, Wintringham was a trained lawyer, qualified for the Bar. He had also been inducted into the Communist Party of Great Britain, at a time when a great many politicians and military and intelligence figures were in the grip of intense anti-Bolshevik paranoia. In fairness, the Communists did little to soothe that anxiety. There was indeed a huge amount of association with and financial support from Soviet Russia: Wintringham and others were invited to Moscow to discuss means of advancing the cause in Britain further. The right-wing reactionaries were not just bridling at invisible phantoms.

But as Britain’s coal miners sought better pay and working conditions, and as the prospect of a nationwide General Strike loomed in the mid-1920s, the authorities suddenly made a swoop on Wintringham and many of his Communist colleagues: the charge being that they had mutinously sought to infiltrate and undermine the British army with literature such as copies of the Daily Worker.

In the weeks before the General Strike became reality, it seemed pitifully obvious that the government and the security services were trying to sweep any such left-wing influences away. Wintringham – along with his comrades – was sentenced to six months in jail (others, with previous convictions, received twelve); he became the very definition of a political prisoner. When he and some of his comrades were released from Wandsworth Prison in the spring of 1926, huge crowds of supporters jostled on the roads outside.

So it might be assumed that Wintringham was the sort of political radical who forever stood at an angle to the rest of society; he developed his journalistic voice and edited hard-left newspapers. But unlike other revolutionaries, addicted to internecine conflict on matters of Marxian/Leninist faith (the very conflicts that led to the murders of countless thousands of innocents in Stalin’s great purges in the Soviet Union), Wintringham was clear and driven and a rather brilliant writer.

Owing to his irregular and rackety romantic life – partners and children everywhere – he was in the end expelled from the actual Communist Party, which in Britain had a low tolerance threshold for that kind of carry on. But he remained a faithful Leninist.

And as the 1930s darkened, with the contagion of fascism creeping across Europe’s plains and mountains and valleys, Wintringham became ever more convinced of Britain’s need to prepare militarily for the trials to come. The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 – a lethal struggle between left-wing republicans and General Franco’s far-right forces – sparked fire in many back in Britain.

Wintringham made the journey to Spain, determined to fight for what he understood as liberty. Writing to Communist leader Harry Pollitt, it was Wintringham who first suggested the idea of some form of international brigade, telling him to send over as many young British volunteers as he could muster (it was at this point that Wintringham also met and seduced American journalist Kitty Bowler).

Wintringham was given the rank of captain, and on 29 January 1937 he wrote to his mother: ‘I carry now a silver-handled walking-stick … In a few days I get a real officer’s uniform, Sam Browne belt and all. But the real pleasure I get is teaching and learning from men I like and respect.’

But lover Kitty was told, via letter, of his intense pleasure in the hardware as well. ‘I’m blooming with uppishness at having vicious little guns to learn and handle … Think of me with my devil-guns. There’s a certain exact, free of frills sensible beauty about a good piece of engineering.’ This was an instructor itching to be on the front line.

On 6 February 1937, Wintringham became the commander of the British Battalion of the International Brigades. And with responsibility came hazard: this vicious war was a testing ground not only for eager Communists but also especially for Nazis. The 1937 bombing of Guernica, in all of its horror, gave a foretaste of the nightmare to come for the rest of the world. This was not a conflict that would be simply fought by opposing armies on vast battlefields; instead, civilians – the elderly, women, children – would become military targets. Their lives and their homes and their futures would be consumed in ever-larger fires. In Spain, the Luftwaffe carried out their deadly rehearsals. The bombers got through.

Any romanticism that might have lingered in the British Communist recruits was extinguished by scores of hideous deaths in the bloodied dust: limbs lost, viscera trailing. And there was another shadow over the republican cause: that of Stalin, and his Comintern agents. Back in England, fights between far-left factions over ideological pinpoints were confined to dank meeting rooms and inky pamphlets. But in the midst of this war, they led to shoot-outs, and to outbreaks of extended torture. Wintringham – himself an object of suspicion to Communists back home – stayed above this fray but many others, from other nations, did not.

There was another Home Guard recruit-to-be in Spain at that time: an author whose own political views were being shaped by the carnage around him. George Orwell had originally wanted to join Wintringham’s Communist brigade, but Harry Pollitt considered Orwell too politically suspect to be allowed near that band. So instead Orwell joined up with a smaller faction formed under a section of the Independent Labour Party. And so it was outside of Madrid (where he got shot in the throat, the bullet missing a vital artery by a whisper of a millimetre) and in Barcelona that Orwell observed, close up, the roaring nightmare of fascism, and the venom and murderous paranoia of Stalinism.

As we shall see, Orwell was initially a little sceptical about handing armed power to what he viewed as reactionary British civilians. Nonetheless, it was in Spain that he and Wintringham came to realize that the borders between military and ordinary civilian life were crumbling fast.

Wintringham was severe about some of the recruits that had been sent over from England. Though he was hardly a traditionalist Colonel Blimp (the raging, ruby-faced cartoon reactionary created by David Low), Wintringham was developing a sharp sense of the importance of military discipline in all those who were handed weaponry. He wrote to Harry Pollitt that he had been sent a bunch of ‘drunks and flunkers’ and that he couldn’t understand why Pollitt had dispatched such ‘useless material’. This was life or death: not a cause, as he saw it, for loutish dilettantes. And Wintringham, like Orwell, sustained injuries – in the first instance, he received a bullet wound to his thigh that landed him in hospital for some weeks. In the next, it was his shoulder that was shattered.

As all this unfolded, his lover Kitty Bowler – having sparked the hostile suspicion of the Comintern – was rounded up and expelled from Spain. She was accused of being a ‘Trotskyite’, which to the Stalinists was akin to being described as a satanist. Wintringham was pressured by party colleagues to end the affair. He would not. In one of those amazing feats of self-deception found so often among Communist true believers, Wintringham wrote to Bowler, who had now returned to the States: ‘My dear, the party, our party, yours and mine, is sometimes hard on individuals. But look at the job of work it does as a whole and there’s nothing like it on earth or ever has been.’

Perhaps so, but the party, no matter that it was nothing like anything else on earth, could not accommodate his own free will. Wintringham’s passion in all senses remained wholly unsmothered, however. From that hospital bed, he wrote to Kitty: ‘A bullet through the shoulder, cracking a bone or so. Lost a lot of blood. I love you. Being away from you hurts more than silly bullets.’

It was upon his enforced return to England – his bones splintered and shattered – that Wintringham started to write more about the desperate need for Britain’s people to be trained in civil defence. He knew that the monster that had attacked the civilians of Spain would soon be coming for them. He was among the first to demand in popular journals such as the Picture Post that local authorities start digging trenches in parks, as a means of sheltering from bombs and fire. And he also became vociferously passionate that British civilians should learn what he had learned in Spain: the modern art of urban guerrilla warfare. In this, the enemy would not be engaged across vast fields, as before, but in the streets, in the houses, in the sewers.

The Nazis had consumed Austria; they had taken the Sudetenland; they had overwhelmed Czechoslovakia. Britain had at last reached the limits of appeasement. It had given a guarantee that it would stand by Poland. On 1 September 1939, Hitler’s fires began pouring from the skies over that land. On 3 September 1939, Britain declared war. The nation was barely ready, in any sense. But both Winston Churchill and Tom Wintringham argued, right from the start, that as well as a formidable army, navy and air force, the nation needed doughty, experienced domestic defenders for the day – widely anticipated – that the Nazi invasion of England began.
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Frontiersmen and Democracy

The conflict began with unearthly, echoing wails. The cries of the nation’s air-raid sirens were heard at 11.27 a.m., on Sunday, 3 September 1939. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had a quarter of an hour previously made his radio address declaring Britain to be at war. In London, as people raced for their designated shelters on that warm late-summer morning, there were scenes of chaos; panic over forgotten gas masks.

The expectation was of an instantaneous attack from the air, and of the Nazis dropping chemical weapons. The nation had been held in a state of jittery readiness over the last few months of rising international tension. Shelters had been built; preparations to evacuate children from cities made; mass graves dug.

The adrenaline was coursing through the population: men and women poised for the fight to come. The air-raid sirens had been triggered by an indication of an incoming Luftwaffe force. It was a false alarm – there were no approaching planes. But the edge of urgency remained sharp. In some ways, the instinct for home defence is atavistic and unfathomably old: Dad’s Army was by no means the first such fighting force. But before men and women across the nation thought in terms of arming themselves, there were other emergency precautions to be taken. Unlike the outbreak of the First World War, which had seen a scramble of patriotic flag-waving belligerence focused on sending young armies abroad, this time there was a focus on Britain’s mainland being an immediate target for nightmarish modern weaponry.

‘The declaration of war [in 1939] evoked no popular enthusiasm as had been the case in 1914,’ wrote Lieutenant Colonel Robert Augustus Pepperall, who himself would become a lynchpin of a Surrey Home Guard battalion. ‘Rather was it a time for sober reflection by those who had experienced the anxieties, or the actual hardships, horrors and heavy losses of the last war.’ He recalled that, the night before Chamberlain’s announcement, there had been ‘a sharp and sudden thunderstorm’ over London which had awoken millions and added to a sense that ‘the god of war was gathering his forces’.

On BBC radio before the 11.15 a.m. announcement, there had been an orchestra playing Tchaikovsky’s ‘Dance of the Flowers’ from The Nutcracker. In the wake of that announcement (and the air-raid alarm) there was, Pepperall remembered of his own neighbourhood, a slightly febrile sense of gregariousness, with people ‘gathering in little groups’ to discuss what they thought the next hours and days would bring.

The world had tilted at an unfamiliar angle. The most urgent anxiety remained that of the bombing raids: over the past few months, the entire population had been issued with gas masks. For the infants, some of these had been modified to look like Mickey Mouse, as though this would make them less macabre. And throughout those first days of war, the city’s railway stations and trains were packed with hundreds of thousands of children being removed from their parents – taken away from London and the larger cities, with name labels tied to their wrists, and deposited at the end of long journeys in the households of complete strangers in smaller towns and villages.

There was a great deal of distress, from children and parents alike. Many of the households that took children in were themselves thrown into turmoil. (Though it’s also important to point out that there was a great deal of spontaneous kindness too. Martin Vandervelde and his brother Denis were evacuated from London’s East Ham aged five and seven respectively, and found themselves placed with a childless couple near Swindon who were delighted by their new charges and revelled in introducing them to (semi-) rural life. ‘I had never before seen chickens running around!’ recalled Mr Vandervelde.) But this mass separation was considered highly necessary. There was every chance – it was thought – that London would soon be a roaring inferno, its air poisoned with chemicals.

And those earliest days also brought a concentrated focus upon civil defence: each area, each district, each city, each town – under the supervision of specially appointed controllers – mustered volunteers to be Air Raid Precaution (ARP) wardens. They had black steel helmets embossed with a white ‘W’. Their wardens’ posts were equipped with everything from first-aid kits to kettles. Harry Earthey from Watford was an early volunteer ARP warden as a teenager: his role was that of messenger. He recalled that there were rhymes to help differentiate between the possible poison gases: ‘Phosgene smells like musty hay / Chlorine is like bleach / Peardrops come from KSK / Quite distinctive each.’

These wardens became part of a carefully structured community of firefighters, ambulance drivers and police. This was very much a civilian volunteer concern – the wardens were not armed. Yet the idea of weapons-carrying volunteers was in the air from the start.

The onset of war had divided opinion about Hitler’s secret plans and intentions. There were those in the military establishment who were dismissive of the idea that he would try to conquer Britain. To make such a landing with massed forces and then to try to hold the island seemed too ambitious, they thought. There were others, though, who had been studying the methods of the Wehrmacht and considered it only too possible: an amphibious invasion, perhaps, with military and civilian vessels carrying huge numbers of troops, targeting East Anglia and the east coast, far from Royal Navy installations in the south. These calculations were also based upon the strength at that time of Britain’s military forces. Despite a period of rearmament, neither the army nor the air force was conceivably ready to take on a war machine the size of Germany’s (with 100 infantry divisions compared to the ten that Britain could at that point muster).

The idea of some kind of national defence force made up of men outside the regular army was not new. While Tom Wintringham, on the extreme left of politics, was contemplating arming the working man against such a fascist invasion, there was an organization tilting more to the right which had been a presence in England since the Edwardian era – an outfit calling itself the Legion of Frontiersmen.

This ‘Legion’ was very much an outcrop of empire: military-minded men, not only in England but throughout the dominions, keeping a keen eye on potential enemies of Britain’s territories. It had been formed in 1905 by Roger Pocock, who had fought in the Boer War, been a Mountie in Canada, and travelled across Mexico and Russia. Pocock was fascinated by the troubled borderlands of empire, and the means by which they could be defended. He envisaged this legion as a kind of blended paramilitary/intelligence unit that would keep a close eye out for any domestic outbreaks of espionage and sabotage.

In the pre-First World War days, one of the Legion’s more famous recruits (among the various retired generals and brigadiers who pitched in) was a novelist (and fiery imperialist) called William Le Queux. He is little known now, but it was his popular Edwardian spy fictions that directly influenced the young Ian Fleming, who later created James Bond 007.

Le Queux (who can weirdly also lay claim to being the first DJ, having broadcast music from a self-devised wireless set in the Edwardian years) was also at the forefront of demonizing Germany: in the years before the Great War, his spy adventures, including England’s Peril, The Man from Downing Street and The Invasion of 1910, featured sinister villains working on behalf of a diabolically belligerent Germany to bring Britain and its empire to a state of collapse. Le Queux imagined himself – in real life – as a kind of prototype M in the Legion of Frontiersmen, commanding a secret army of spies.

Thanks to serializations of his work in popular newspapers and journals, Le Queux was ludicrously (and possibly dangerously) inspirational, especially to battalions of schoolboys who imagined themselves as daredevil agents. (According to some, the novelist Joseph Conrad, living on the Thames estuary after years of sea voyages, was also an enthusiast for the Legion of Frontiersmen – and the Legion was in turn gripped by Conrad’s 1907 thriller The Secret Agent, which involved eastern European bomb-making terrorists in dingy London.)

In an era of rising paranoia, this early iteration of the Legion of Frontiersmen was fixated upon national security. The Great War saw huge numbers of its members slaughtered – but the organization continued throughout the 1920s and 1930s, attracting some support from friendly aristocrats, though not the wider political establishment. In those febrile times, the rise of the right was as much of a concern as the advent of Bolshevism. The Legion strove to assert that it was apolitical and more of a Christian movement than anything. But its members – many of them old soldiers and landowning toffs – would never have seen eye to eye with Tom Wintringham and his dreams of a proletarian army.

The emergence in political rallies of sinister figures such as the fascist Oswald Mosley made it all the more important to the Legion – which had its own uniform of blue – not to be in any way associated with the far right. But the very nature of a paramilitary organization run by a traditional military hierarchy was nonetheless not a perfect fit with a modern urban nation. So while in 1939 the government establishment was well aware of the Legion and its history, there was no desire to co-opt it into a wider scheme of defence; and in any event, the Legion’s membership numbers in Britain had fallen dramatically since the First World War, to the extent that no one quite knew how many there were, or whether there would be sufficient numbers to be of any use.

By October 1939, Winston Churchill – who for years had been adrift from power’s centre of gravity – was pulled back in by the whirlpool of war: he was now First Lord of the Admiralty. He was quick to suggest that the nation needed a properly organized civilian army. The idea was that some half a million men over the age of forty should immediately be called up to train and to serve. In previous years, many politicians had dismissed his anxious words about the need to prepare for a fresh conflict. And now, on this particular matter, Churchill was once more widely rebuffed in Whitehall.

In the meantime, there were even more unorthodox outfits than the Legion of Frontiersmen. For instance, there was the Essex Volunteer Army Force – based in Ingatestone, with detachments around the market towns of Romford and Ilford. This ‘force’ was able to muster some 400 recruits, who were armed with whatever could be found. Many of these volunteers – men between the ages of forty-five and sixty – had fought in the Great War. Similar small, irregular units had been forming right the way across the country ever since the doomed Munich conference of September 1938, when Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain agreed to the German annexation of the Czech Sudetenland. With that agreement there had been the hope – though not the expectation – that Hitler’s territorial ambitions in Europe would be satisfied. And although Chamberlain is now most associated with the term ‘appeasement’, he was a personally courageous man who was calculating that Britain needed more time to prepare for any conflict to come.

As 1939 wore on, and the approaching drums of war echoed louder, the men of the Essex Volunteer Army Force were partially acknowledged by the authorities – all recruits were given a red armband bearing the initials of the Territorial Army – and there were immediate ideas about subsuming them into the TA. But as with many military matters at that grave national moment, there was not much in the way of resources and so there had to be a good deal of old-fashioned ingenuity.

Rifles were procured, but ammunition was a prized scarcity. There were discussions concerning duties: immediate priorities involved guarding the airfields (of which there were many in flat, Channel-adjacent Essex) and railway stations and marshalling yards. It was widely expected that the German bombers would soon be flying up above. But in the scramble to equip and prepare the regular army for the defence of the realm, the authorities were a little creakier when it came to these intensely eager middle-aged and elderly soldiers. Even the supply of military greatcoats was severely limited.

An MP called Percy Harris took to the pages of The Spectator, a Tory journal, on 29 September 1939 to outline his support for the idea of assembling civilian forces. He happily recalled his own efforts during the Great War to assemble a prototype Home Guard, and the enthusiastic response he had received. Lack of armaments had not put anyone off. Back then, the novelist H. G. Wells had joined up: the ‘corps that [Wells] organised in Essex’ had ‘drilled with hog spears’.

The elderly soldiers lacked wool to keep them warm in winter exercises – there was a general wool shortage at that time – but even this did not deter them. But how effective had all these volunteers been? The answer, according to Harris, was ‘very’. For all these platoons up and down the land meant that there would be no need to keep any regular soldiers in England for defence duties – the young men could all be sent off to France, and the other theatres of war, while the older gentlemen, fully prepared and armed with ‘Winchester repeating rifles’, would deter enemy action at home.

‘They were available and could be embodied for Home Defence at short notice,’ wrote Harris. ‘They did actually take over much defence work, such as coast patrol, searchlight work, digging trenches, miles of which were constructed in the London area at weekends. Besides, hundreds of thousands of men passed through its ranks in the early days of the War and entered the regular Army as trained men instead of as raw recruits.’

This too was a crucial point: any form of home defence would be an invaluable means of training young lads – who had a culturally acquired taste for gunplay from Hollywood melodramas – and moulding them for more serious purposes in the regular army.

‘If this is to be a long war,’ concluded Harris, ‘I am sure there is an unanswerable case for revival in some form or other of the Volunteer Force. Perhaps once again a Voluntary Association should be entrusted with the task of its creation.’

After the declaration of war, the urge spread nationwide. In Glasgow, ‘10,000 apprentices’ belonging to ‘every trade union’ in the shipyards volunteered their own services in whatever capacity was required. The offer was important – these shipyards were later to become major targets in Luftwaffe Blitz attacks. The King sent a message of support to these and other fledgling groups, declaring that ‘we have no doubt that the courage of the volunteers, coupled with patience in times of inaction, will be equal to whatever tasks lie in store for them’.

This was at a time when the country was undergoing some disorienting changes that the volunteers, as well as all other civilians, were struggling to adjust to. The new restrictions on street lighting, for instance, meant that those forming voluntary night patrols of the perimeters of power stations, and other industrial concerns, were having to navigate areas made unfamiliar in total darkness.

On top of this, hospitals – being made ready for anticipated bombings – were cancelling some non-urgent appointments. The Home Secretary Sir John Anderson was aware of murmurs of discontent, and was eager to address them (while bearing in mind the resonant Times editorial which ran: ‘The struggle with which we have entered is nothing less than a struggle for life, which will call upon a stupendous national effort. This is not merely a war of armed men, ships and machines but a war of morale, calling for endless endurance and patience’).

Yet the spectres of the last war still hung heavy over so many. C. S. Lewis – now best known for The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe – was a don at Oxford in 1939. He had served in the trenches in France from 1917 to 1918 and seen friends slaughtered. He had suffered flooded trenches, and marches so intense that he would lose consciousness and awake to find himself still marching, like an automaton. Lewis had been wounded at the Second Battle of Arras – ‘when I found (or thought I found) that I was not breathing and concluded that this was death,’ as he wrote years later. He was removed from that landscape of ‘horribly smashed men still moving like half-crushed beetles’, and was recovering in hospital as the war ended in November 1918.

In the intervening years, as he found a paradise in the quiet rhythms of life at Oxford, Lewis had moved gradually towards an ever-strengthening religious faith. The fresh outbreak of war in 1939 brought a flood of intense reflection. As he wrote to a friend: ‘My memories of the last war haunted my dreams for years. Military service, to be plain, includes the threat of every temporal evil: pain and death which is what we fear from sickness: isolation from those we love which is what we fear from exile: toil under arbitrary masters, injustice, humiliation, which is what we fear from slavery: hunger, thirst, cold and exposure which is what we fear from poverty.’

He knew the conflict could not somehow be swerved around. ‘I’m not a pacifist,’ he wrote. ‘If it’s got to be, it’s got to be.’ But the prospect filled him with horror, and the idea that death might be better occurred to him on a philosophical level. Lewis was forty years old – almost beyond the age of conscription – and he did not immediately join what he termed ‘the territorials’. But he would shortly be enlisting with a platoon of the Oxford Home Guard.

Those dreams and those memories were shared by countless middle-aged men up and down the land; and those men were also acutely aware that now it was their own sons who would be sent out into landscapes of fire and death. Their duty was to ensure that the land that they came home to remained safe and secure.

At this early stage in autumn 1939 of what some wits were describing as ‘the Bore War’, there was not quite yet an infectious fascination with the idea of ‘fifth columnists’. Nonetheless, there was an immediate sensitivity to the idea that the Nazis had eyes and ears in England, and that all the sites that the defence volunteers were patrolling were of the most intense interest.
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Now Is Your Opportunity

The idea that there might be secret Nazis moving through the ordinary population was not unjustified. After all, there were open fascists and their sympathizers who in the earliest days of the war were quite undisguised. In the autumn of 1939, before his arrest and internment, the fascist Sir Oswald Mosley hired a London cinema as a speaking platform. On the stage was a vast Union Jack, ‘flanked by fascist emblems’, as the press reported. As well as the audience, and the journalists, there were Scotland Yard policemen taking notes. Mosley’s message? ‘Stop war. Give the people the vote.’ As the police stood up to leave, the other members of the audience hissed at them.

The term ‘fifth column’ had emerged from the Spanish Civil War, with one general putting the rumour around that as well as his four armed columns of men, there was a fifth – undetectable, and moving among the enemy. As it happened, the membership of Mosley’s British Union of Fascists had been waning in the months before the war, but the idea of ‘the enemy within’ (sometimes coming in the fantasy form of malign vicars sending secret signals to Nazi agents through unauthorized bell-ringing) quickly started to grow. The West Sussex Home Guard would even produce some marvellously lurid training films under the umbrella title The Wrong and Right Way of Dealing with Fifth Columnists. These featured various scenarios shot surreally on sunlit village greens: shifty men in overcoats pulling revolvers on Home Guardsmen after offering to light their cigarettes; Home Guardsmen facing the danger of ‘the hidden passenger’ in the back seat of suspicious open-topped cars popping up and firing guns having been waved through roadblocks.

In a way, it was surprising that the atmosphere over that first autumn and winter of the war was not more febrile. The British Expeditionary Force remained stationed in France, jittery in anticipation; the Royal Air Force carried out sporadic leafleting raids over Germany (millions of these leaflets – headlined ‘Warning!’ and intended to inform German readers that this new war would be calamitous for them – were dropped over cities as part of what became termed ‘the confetti war’). At sea, there was bloodshed: the destruction of the liner SS Athenia; the warship HMS Courageous stalked and sunk by U-boats; HMS Royal Oak destroyed at Scapa Flow; and the Royal Navy striking back in an assault upon the German battleship Graf Spee at the Battle of the River Plate.

And further north, the forests of Finland were echoing with death: Soviet Russia launched a lightning attack on that nation in November 1939 in an attempt at conquest – and the tiny Finnish army was holding back Stalin’s tanks in what would become known as the Winter War. As this short and bloody conflict unfolded – corpses freezing in the snow as they fell – there was some debate in Chamberlain’s war cabinet: should Britain send military help? But the neighbouring countries Norway and Sweden, fearing for their neutrality, obstructed the idea of hosting any troops.

On the home defence front, General Sir Robert Gordon-Finlayson, as Adjutant-General to the Forces, had been giving serious thought to the logistics of preparing an army of older men. However, the conflict still felt distant – and the amateur forces, from Essex to the Highlands, that had been mustering with ancient blunderbusses, were now starting to dissipate. It was not for want of spirit, more the case that there were other pressing lines of work that needed attending to. The younger men were now being called up for service, and the gaps left in the labour market had to be filled.

But underneath this apparent placidity, a vast boiling eruption was building. The first sense of it came in April 1940 with the Nazi invasion of Norway. Norway had been neutral, but it and Sweden had deposits of valuable ore, and its geographical position meant it would be crucial for any future battles fought in the Atlantic. The Allies sought to help the Norwegian forces in their defence – the Royal Navy and the army fighting intensely in the seas and in the snowy mountains and forests. But the shock momentum of the Germans was too much, and across the space of weeks the Allied soldiers were forced into full retreat.

Back in London, First Lord of the Admiralty Churchill was set against the Allies leaving Norway. But destroyers were being sunk, and there were Germans marching through the centre of Oslo, watched by the freshly installed prime minister
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