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Preface and acknowledgements

In 1991 I was leading an oral history project on women’s experiences
during and after the Second World War.! One of the interviewees, Yvette
Baynes, startled her interviewer, a student researcher, by saying that she
felt that she did more for the war effort as a Home Guard than as a secre-
tary in a munitions factory in Birmingham. Yvette explained that the
group of five women with whom she joined made their own uniforms
and trained with the men. She thought that they might have been the only
women Home Guards in the country since she had never heard of others;
nor indeed had the interviewer.? This evidence that women joined the
Home Guard needed further investigation, and I planned to return to it
after completing the book based on the 1991 project, published as Recon-
structing Women’s Wartime Lives. The immediate occasion for further
research was my professorial inaugural lecture in 1997, for which I needed
a case study of the ways in which twentieth-century wars disturbed gender
relations and identities by generating pressures (frequently resisted) for
women to take on tasks conventionally done by men.* I wanted to discuss
an area that I had not worked on before and on which there was little
published work. Women and the Home Guard met these criteria.
Fragments of that history were recorded in existing accounts. It was
referred to by the wartime feminist writers Vera Douie and Elaine Burton,
who wrote books in the 1940s indicting the wartime Government for
failing to use women to the fullest extent possible because of anachronistic
prejudices. They stated, briefly and in passing, that the Labour MP Edith
Summerskill had formed an organisation called Women’s Home Defence,
led a campaign for women’s membership of the Home Guard, insisted
on joining the House of Commons Home Guard herself and eventually
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wrung meagre concessions from a reluctant Government.> But relatively
recent histories of the Home Guard written by men (Norman Longmate,
Paul MacKenzie) were dismissive of Summerskill, seeing her campaign as
an irritant to the Home Guard which the Government rightly resisted.
However, buried in the appendices of a wartime account, Charles Graves’s
The Home Guard of Britain (1943), was evidence that other women were
accepted into the ranks of Home Guard units.” In the autumn of 1997 a
friend spotted an entry in the personal column of Saga Magazine. Mrs
Gale Sharp of York thanked women former Home Guards ‘who wrote to
me giving details of their service’ in support of her campaign for a place
for women in the Remembrance Day parades. So Yvette’s group of five
was not alone, and other women who had joined the Home Guard were
alive and possibly available to interview. Following a meeting in January
1998, Mrs Gale Sharp kindly forwarded my letters requesting interviews
to the women who had contacted her through Saga Magazine.® It was
apparent that the topic of women in the Home Guard was more than a
‘case’: here was a hidden history waiting to be researched and needing to
be told.

These investigations also suggested that the Home Guard itself was
a complex and fascinating organisation. I had met it before, in a much
earlier study of education in the armed forces during the war.® Army
education, and particularly the creation of the Army Bureau of Current
Affairs, were informed by the ideas — progressive in military circles at the
time — that soldiers should not be ‘automata’ but should be trained to
think for themselves, because modern warfare demanded alertness and
initiative. Not only this, but motivation and commitment were impor-
tant. In other words, soldiers should understand and believe in what
they fought for. Wartime military thinkers such as Basil Liddell Hart and
Tom Wintringham wrote in this way. Much of Wintringham’s writing
was concerned with the Home Guard: he argued that it was vital that
both the Home Guard and the British Army should develop ‘democratic
discipline’ as forces of ‘men who feel free, and feel themselves by natural
right the equals of their fellows; men who accept regulations and order
... because they realise the need for these in strengthening their collec-
tive actions’' More generally, he argued that soldiers of all sorts ‘must
be made to feel that their own contribution has value and is accepted,
that the war is their war’'' Army education based on such principles was
warmly supported by the military officials responsible for army welfare,
but it was regarded with suspicion by more conventional members of
the War Office, notably Captain H. D. R. Margesson and Sir James Grigg,
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successive Secretaries of State for War between 1940 and 1945. Later, it
was seen as a radicalising factor in the British Army, and was held respon-
sible by some Conservative politicians, including Winston Churchill and
R. A. Butler, for the leftward swing that produced the Labour victory in
the general election of 1945.

The Wintringham connection raised the question of whether the Home
Guard was also a site in which wartime radicalism flourished. Refer-
ences to Wintringham’s influence in the Home Guard histories referred
to above, as well as in work focused specifically on him, suggest that he
made a left-wing challenge concerning the character and purpose of the
Home Guard, which the Government opposed.'? As well as prompting
questions about the issues at stake, the possibility that the Home Guard
contained radical elements, or that it was important to the Government
that it should not, invited further investigation. What did it mean, in
the most general terms, for men to be members of the Home Guard? If
oral history interviewing was an appropriate way to pursue the women’s
story, it would also help to answer these other questions. The outline of a
research project on the Home Guard, embracing both women’s and men’s
experiences, began to take shape.

In the early stages of research one thing became clear: it was not
possible to ask questions about the Home Guard without invoking the
BBC television situation comedy Dad’s Army. Recent historians of the
Home Guard (or their publishers) refer to the show in their titles or on
their covers, using its popularity to help sell copies, but either shrug it
off in their discussions of the force or counterpose their histories to it:
their work reveals the ‘real Dad’s Army.”’ The growing body of work on
popular memory, which informed the analysis in Reconstructing Women’s
Wartime Lives, suggested that rather than trying to peel off the Dad’s
Army veneer in this way, it would be more important to understand the
powerful version of Home Guard history that it presents. How does this
version relate to the way that the force had been represented in popular
culture during and after the war? And how has it affected the way both
men and women remember their own experiences in the Home Guard?

With this cluster of questions, I started a pilot project with funding
from Lancaster University, and then applied to the Leverhulme Trust
for more substantial funding covering the costs of employing a research
associate for fifteen months." This brought Corinna Peniston-Bird into
the project in a natural transition from her previous work on the theme
of sexual integration in the military and, specifically, the representation
of military women in Hollywood films."” From the summer of 1999 we
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engaged in the research together: we explored the political struggles over
the shape and character of the Home Guard; we investigated representa-
tions of the Home Guard in all kinds of wartime popular culture, and
watched all the episodes of Dad’s Army that we could catch as repeats or
buy as video tapes or DVDs; and we interviewed twenty-nine men and
women who had been members of the Home Guard, corresponded with
others and listened to numerous interviews in the Imperial War Museum’s
Sound Archive. Fifteen months was not long enough to complete all we
had planned: in 2001-2 I gained an Arts and Humanities Research Board
Research Leave Award and we both obtained further small grants from
our (by then) respective institutions, to augment the research and aid
the preparation of the materials for analysis and writing.'s We wrote and
published together on various aspects of the project along the way."” As
far as this book is concerned, I wrote 7 chapters while Corinna drafted
2, and I redrafted and finalised every chapter in the light of extensive
comments and further material from Corinna.

As indicated above, the research was made possible by grants from
Lancaster University, the Leverhulme Trust, the Arts and Humanities
Research Board and the University of Manchester, which we acknowl-
edge gratefully. The generosity of the men and women who took the
time to share their memories of Home Guard service with us in oral
history interviews and in correspondence, and who lent us photographs,
badges, certificates and other ‘ephemera) is sincerely appreciated: their
contribution has been both invaluable and inspirational. We are also
indebted to the numerous librarians and archivists who made our visits
worthwhile and enjoyable. We have presented papers on, and benefited
from discussion of, aspects of the research at seminars and conferences
in Australia, Britain, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands and
the USA. Students, colleagues and friends have loaned us tapes, books
and artefacts, have passed on nuggets they discovered in archives that
they were mining for other purposes, have found us people to interview
and have made valuable critical suggestions: we are truly grateful. We
also appreciate the hard work of Bridget Cook and Cheryl Scott who
transcribed the interviews, of Tracy Carrington who word-processed
fat files of pencil-written notes, of Anne-Marie Hughes who did some
archival checking for us, and of Karl Kuroski who helped with the index.
Finally we are indebted to all the discussants, colleagues and friends who
have read and commented on conference papers and draft chapters at
various stages, especially Sarah Barber, Janet Finch, James Hinton, Max
Jones, Fred Leventhal, Nick Mansfield, Elizabeth Maslen, David Morgan,
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Jeffrey Richards, Sonya Rose and Peter Yeandle. Above all, Oliver Fulton,
who has read everything — some of it more than once — deserves especial
thanks. The incisive remarks and suggestions of all these commentators
have been invaluable, although of course we take final responsibility for
what follows on these pages.

Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders for permission to
quote their words; pseudonyms have been used wherever requested.

Penny Summerfield
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Introduction:
contested histories

This book explores the meanings of the Second World War in British
popular and personal memory. It does so through the study of one partic-
ular field of action, namely ‘home defence’, the military strategy for the
security of the British nation against bombardment, incursion, invasion
and occupation. Although home defence has had its historians, of whom
more shortly, other aspects of the war, such as the Blitz, the civilian home
front, and military organisation and campaigns, have received more
attention.! In particular, home defence has not, to date, been discussed in
terms of its cultural meanings. Yet the Home Guard, the wartime organi-
sation officially created to provide home defence, has featured strongly
in popular culture, both during the war and, from the late 1960s to the
present day, as the subject of the enormously popular television comedy
series Dad’s Army. In view of this prominence, it is surprising that the
place of home defence in contemporary and latter-day understandings of
the Second World War has not previously been addressed in depth.

The Home Guard originated in May 1940 as the Local Defence Volun-
teers (LDV), a voluntary force of civilians who trained and worked as
soldiers on a part-time basis, in readiness for full-time mobilisation
if necessary. The force was called into being by Anthony Eden, Secre-
tary of State for War, at a time when German advances in Holland and
Belgium stimulated fears of an invasion of Britain. This anxious antici-
pation was intensified by the defeat of France and the evacuation of the
British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk in June 1940. Renamed the
Home Guard in July 1940, at Winston Churchill’s insistence, the force was
maintained and developed as an adjunct to the armed forces after expec-
tations of full-scale invasion had faded. It was ‘stood down’ in December
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Introduction

1944 and was disbanded a year later, although in the 1950s unsuccessful
attempts were made to revive it. This much is agreed in the various avail-
able accounts of the Second World War and home defence, but beyond it
there are considerable differences of historical interpretation and repre-
sentation.

We have used a three-part critical strategy to address the changing
meanings of home defence over time; it shapes the structure of the book.
Thus we explore political challenges to the official concept of home
defence (Part I); we investigate the representation of the Home Guard
in popular culture during and after the war (Part II); and we scrutinise
the recall of wartime participation in home defence in personal memory
(Part III).

This chapter offers a brief introduction to our project. We begin by
reviewing the evolving historical discourse concerning the cultural and
social history of the Second World War and the relationship to it of the
history of home defence. Following this, we trace briefly the origins of the
Home Guard, and discuss some of the implications of its name. Then we
situate our theoretical approach in the recent developments in cultural
history on which we draw and to which we aim to contribute. Finally
we outline the structure of the book and introduce the sources and the
methodologies which we have used.

Histories of the Second World War and of home defence

Historical representations of the social history of Britain in the Second
World War can be conveniently divided into two phases which can be
linked to shifts in the broader socio-political environment. This phasing
should not be thought of, however, as a linear progression: each phase
has constituted a discursive terrain on which rival interpretations were
debated.

From 1945 to the late 1960s, historians’ discussions of the Second
World War and social change variously contributed to, and contested,
an account of the war that Geoff Eley has referred to as ‘a narrative of
popular democratic accomplishment’.? This story was characterised by
two linked elements: the quasi-socialist measures such as rationing, state
nurseries, the emergency hospital service and ‘manpower budgeting’ that
the wartime Government introduced in order to mobilise the population
for war; and the leftward-leaning response of the population so mobil-
ised, who supposedly welcomed ‘equality of sacrifice’ and demanded that
the principle of ‘fair shares for all’ should guide not only wartime policy
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Introduction

but also postwar reconstruction under a Labour Government.

In 1969, however, Angus Calder’s path-breaking study The People’s War
identified and probed the social and political tensions beneath the surface
of the apparent national consensus about the war effort and its conse-
quences.’ Calder’s work inaugurated the second historiographical phase,
coinciding with and stimulating a range of other studies that sought to
understand, variously, the origins of wartime radicalism in pre-war and
wartime political formations, its containment by the wartime state, its
contestation by contemporary interest groups and its subversion by the
advent of the post-war global economy and the Cold War.* This phase
coincided with the weakening of the traditional Left in the 1980s and 1990s,
under the twin pressures of Thatcherism and the collapse of commu-
nist regimes in Russia and Eastern Europe. In this context the histori-
ography moved in a number of directions. On the one hand, feminist
and socialist historians identified the unfulfilled potential of wartime
radicalism for women and the working class. Sites of study included
women’s wartime participation in war work and in the armed forces, and
the putative changes in gender relations and identities that followed from
it.> Socialist attention also focused on popular desires and aspirations for
social reconstruction that went beyond Labour’s post-war reforms.® On
the other hand, a right-wing critique claimed that wartime radicalism led
the post-war Labour Government to sacrifice Britain’s great-power status
for an unsustainable and ultimately destructive programme of social and
economic reform.” In any case, argued revisionist historians of the 1990s,
contrary to the claims of historians of wartime radicalism there was little
popular support for welfare reform and little sense of social solidarity in
the 1940s.?

Simultaneously, in the 1980s and 1990s, a converse popular image
gained ascendancy — the Second World War as a period of exemplary
national solidarity. This image was invoked by both Right and Left
during the Falklands—Malvinas War of 1982, when it was embedded in a
nostalgic narrative in which the Second World War represented aggres-
sive British patriotism successfully defending democracy.” Historians’
critical responses to this construction focused on what were seen as over-
emphasised claims of righteous nationalism and national unity. In The
Mpyth of the Blitz, published in 1991, for example, Angus Calder exposed
the counter-evidence of anti-social and divisive behaviours, and probed
the ideological processes by which the myth (as he saw it) of national
unity itself became a historical ‘truth’!® Drawing on the work of Roland
Barthes, Calder (and others) recognised that cultural media are vital for
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Introduction

the construction of ‘myths) such as that of national unity, communicated
through symbolic forms, including language and images."" In Britain in
the Second World War the ‘imagined community’’? of the nation at war
had been powerfully portrayed in film, radio, newspapers and magazines.
During the 1980s and 1990s, cinema historians analysed the class tensions
in such representations,” while feminist cultural historians revealed
profound tensions between gender and nation in competing models
of femininity in cinematic and other cultural imaginings of wartime
society." In a recent social and cultural history, Which People’s War?,
Sonya Rose argues that wartime Britain was indeed dominated by ‘heroic,
populist and utopian constructions of national identity and citizenship’
However, she concludes, these powerful, unifying constructions were so
fraught with the contradictions of region, race, gender and class that, far
from unproblematically securing social stability, they stimulated contes-
tation."

In any event, as this brief historiographical sketch indicates, there is
no danger of the Second World War dropping out of British history: as
a number of historians have argued since the 1980s, it is far too salient
to contemporary political and social understandings of Britain and the
British.'® Historical writing concerning the Second World War constitutes
a ‘field of force’"” crackling with rival interpretations. And central to that
lively historiography is the issue of what is included or excluded, centred
or marginalised, remembered or forgotten.

The Home Guard has been referred to, albeit in passing, in the debates
about the meaning of the Second World War reviewed above. Indeed,
Angus Calder’s two different treatments of it, in The People’s War and in
The Myth of the Blitz, illustrate the historiographical shift that took place
between the late 1960s and the 1990s. In The People’s War (1969) the Home
Guard is characterised as ‘a People’s Army’. There are two central motifs in
Calder’s analysis: the disruptive effects of social class on the force; and the
constraining effects of ‘the authorities’ on the potentially radical enthu-
siasm of its members. The former is summed up in the evidence of Home
Guard camaraderie blighted by class bias in, for example, the selection
of officers, which Calder uses to support George Orwell’s assertion that
the Home Guard was a ‘People’s Army officered by Blimps’ The latter is
encapsulated in Calder’s presentation of the members’ liking for ‘a “do-
it-yourself” offensive spirit’ and his claim that ‘the authorities were not
altogether intoxicated with the idea of arming the lower classes’.'®

In The Myth of the Blitz (1991), in contrast, the focus is on the cultural
processes by which the Home Guard was integrated into the ‘myth’ of
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wartime unity. Calder suggests that in literary representations during and
after the war, the Home Guard symbolised the British mood of resis-
tance and contributed a reassuring sense of historical continuity and
social solidarity: ‘Kipling’s soldiers had joined the Home Guard, along
with Hardy’s Wessex villagers’; while in postwar literature the ‘Heroic
Commuter’ turned out also to have donned ‘the warden’s tin helmet,
the Home Guard’s uniform’'” However, Calder implies that these images
created a cover for a range of wartime dysfunctionalities in which the
Home Guard was implicated, including Britain’s lack of military prepared-
ness and its imperialistic bombast. Calder hints at an unattractive role for
the Home Guard, in contrast to the populist image: he cites allegations
that it was used for socially divisive functions such as strike-breaking and
presents evidence that, caught up in the spy paranoia of the summer of
1940, its members were responsible for unnecessary civilian deaths and
injuries.*

Calder’s two accounts of the Home Guard are not directly contra-
dictory, but the approach of each is quite diifferent. In the first, evidence
of lower-class enthusiasm and solidarity is counterposed to the socially
differentiating effects of class dominance and state control. In the second,
the cultural construction of the Home Guard as a repository of wartime
popularenthusiasmandsolidarityiscritically scrutinised,and theresulting
‘myth’ is contrasted with evidence of disunity and dysfunctionality.

In spite of the relevance of the Home Guard to debates over the
meaning of Britain at war, until now it has not been addressed as a case
study of Britain’s wartime social and cultural history in its own right.
Specialist histories of the Home Guard have approached it from within
the discursive terrain of political and military history. They have, for
example, challenged the claims of political leaders that the Home Guard
was militarily effective and important for morale. Thus in 1974 Norman
Longmate argued that the utility of the Home Guard for defence was
always questionable, and that by 1943 any military justification for it
was a thing of the past, but that nevertheless ‘the government was not
prepared to stand it down and instead constantly tried to find for it some
new strategic role’?' David Yelton, writing in 1994, underscored the place
of the Home Guard in ‘the myth of a unified Britain standing firm against
Nazi aggression. He suggested that the Home Guard was primarily a
propaganda exercise, designed ‘to reassure the British public and to give
patriotic civilian men a sense that they were contributing to their country’s
defence’, as well as to show the world, particularly the United States, that
Britain would not surrender to Germany.?? Drawing on the Ministry of
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Information’s Home Intelligence reports, Yelton argued that, paradoxi-
cally, the Home Guard’s contribution to morale declined as its military
contribution increased. Thus it had the most positive effects on morale
from 1940 to 1941, when it was still inadequately armed and trained, but
as it became more completely militarised and integrated into the regular
army, and as the threat of invasion diminished, it lost its popular appeal.

In 1995 Paul MacKenzie explored, in greater depth than either
Longmate or Yelton, ‘the origins, nature and significance of the Home
Guard as a military and a political phenomenon, and essentially
reinforced their conclusions. He argued that the Home Guard was of
little use in military terms, but was created and maintained purely for
political reasons. MacKenzie claimed that this ‘citizen army’ was a ‘strong
political force), since its members had voting rights and so were able to
‘pressure the government’ into satisfying their demands. The result was
that decisions about the Home Guard’s role were determined less by the
military authorities than by ‘influential members of the Home Guard’?
A television documentary for which MacKenzie was an adviser and inter-
locutor, broadcast in Britain in the summer of 1998, elaborated on the
expensive military mistakes made by the Home Guard, arguing that its
military inefficiency posed a lethal danger to its own members, and that
these problems undermined the justification for its existence.*

This book seeks to explore the history of the Home Guard not through
the lens of politico-military history but from the perspective of the debate
about the cultural meanings of the Second World War. Thus we make
no attempt to settle questions such as whether the Home Guard would
have been capable of repelling an invasion in the summer of 1940, or
whether it was a danger either to the public or to itself. Instead, the book
addresses the ways in which the Home Guard has been represented and
remembered — in political discourse, in popular culture and in personal
memory. We are concerned with public narratives of the war in general
and the Home Guard in particular, and their relationship to personal
understandings.

We avoid use of the term ‘myth’, however, because of two methodological
pitfalls associated with it. The first is one of logic: it concerns the problem
of contrasting ‘myth’ and ‘reality’. Post-structuralists have pointed out
that it is impossible to separate ‘reality’ from language and other cultural
signifiers.” In other words, not only narrative accounts but also all other
types of evidence of ‘what actually happened’ are inseparable from the
cultural constructions within which they are articulated and understood.
Accounts of ‘reality’ are themselves constructed, just as are ‘myths’
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The second problem relates to the all-consuming tendency of ‘myth’.
Calder’s argument is that ‘the myth of the Blitz, and specifically the
notion of a united war effort conducted by a people confident of victory,
was not only produced by propaganda and by the rhetoric of the Coali-
tion Government (although these were important) but was also sponta-
neous and emergent, and was as much subscribed to by the Left as by the
Right.?* He draws on both official pronouncements and the commen-
tary of a fascinating range of journalists, broadcasters, literary authors,
film-makers, photographers, diarists and other cultural producers to
substantiate his argument. But the result tends to flatten an undulating
cultural landscape: the tensions, contradictions and differences between
the various official, popular and personal constructions of the meaning
of the war are diminished because the focus of analysis is on the ways in
which they all contributed to the building of ‘the myth’. ‘Myth’, as so used,
places unwelcome pressures on analysis of cultural meanings by reducing
complex and contested representations to the same status.

Instead, we work with a less totalising understanding of the contribu-
tion of culture to popular understandings. Our approach is to see sources
of evidence about the past, be they drawn from political rhetoric, official
records, popular culture or personal testimony, as cultural repositories
of historical meaning, in the sense that they all represent and interpret
the phenomena they describe, often in conflicting ways. We analyse the
interrelations —and the contradictions — between such sources, and hence
the inclusions, exclusions, centering and marginalisation that have taken
place in the making of the Home Guard’s story. In what follows we explore
the process by which dominant repesentations of the Home Guard have
been, over time, created, challenged, adopted and modified. Our focus,
in short, is the contested process of construction and reconstruction in
the creation of the cultural meaning and popular memory of the Home
Guard during the war and afterwards.

Wartime rhetoric

A strong story about the Home Guard was communicated through the
wartime rhetoric that informed policy-making from the start. The urgency
with which the creation of a history and an identity for the Home Guard
was undertaken during 1939—-45 might have been simply a product of
the wartime situation. Wars are particularly intense historical moments,
in which the sense of ‘history being made’ is strong, yet the meaning of
events is far from clear. For public commitment to be sustained, wars need
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to be interpreted and thereby justified as they happen, and the meanings
so generated must be communicated rapidly to a wide audience. There
were, however, more specific pressures at work as far as the Home Guard
in the Second World War was concerned. The idea of a Home Guard for
Britain had been relatively late in arriving. The anticipated new feature of
the Second World War was heavy aerial bombardment of civilian popula-
tions, and steps were taken to prepare for this as early as 1937, by estab-
lishing civil defence organisations run by the existing local authorities
under the Air Raid Precautions Act passed in that year.”” The threat of
invasion had thus been regarded as much more remote than bombing,
and in any case there was confidence among politicians and military
planners in 1938 and 1939 that the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force
(RAF) would together be strong enough to repel both aerial attack and
seaborne invasion.

During this period the War Office nevertheless considered creating some
additional form of defence. From 1936 its policy included the formation of
voluntary Home Defence Battalions, consisting of ex-servicemen capable
of guarding vulnerable parts of Britain in the event of war. However,
according to MacKenzie, these battalions ‘existed on paper only’: public
funds were not spent on them and they never met or drilled.?® In autumn
1939 the Cabinet revisited the issue. With the regular forces fighting
abroad, Britain might need a resident force to defend against invasion.
Such a force would have to be separate from and additional to other
types of home defence such as Air Raid Precautions and the National Fire
Service and anti-aircraft batteries, which had their own specific respon-
sibilities — for protecting the civilian population during air raids, dealing
with fires caused by attack and destroying enemy aircraft. The options
included retaining part of the Regular Army, which was being expanded
by conscription from summer 1939,% or using members of the Territorial
Army Associations, a trained army reserve. There were objections to both:
the Regular Army was expanding only slowly and the Territorials were
valuable within it as a trained supplement to the newly conscripted ‘raw
recruits’. The alternative was to form something new.

In October 1939 Winston Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty,
wrote to the Home Secretary: ‘Why do we not form a Home Guard of
half a million men over forty?” He envisaged a force of middle-aged men,
‘many of whom served in the last war’, which would free younger men for
service away from home.* In the absence of a manifest threat of invasion
nothing official was done between September 1939 and May 1940,
although some private citizens organised their own defence forces.” The
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Nazi occupation of Belgium and Holland in May 1940 transformed the
situation. Churchill became Prime Minister and the voices of advocates
of a national home defence force were heard, amid official concern about
the ‘anarchic’ formation of bands of armed civilians.’* As the Dutch Army
surrendered to the Germans, Anthony Eden, the new Secretary of State
for War, announced the formation of the LDV.

There followed a rush of official representations of the Home Guard
as nothing short of a metaphor for Britain in wartime. They conjured
a force, and thereby a nation, of loyal citizens inspired by patriotism
and youthful enthusiasm (whatever their age), whose shared commit-
ment to the practical task of home defence fuelled binding friendships
between men of diverse backgrounds. They evoked an ancient nation
that embraced political, social and regional diversity within a solid,
purposeful and commonly held determination to protect shared territory
and liberty. The claims, elisions and omissions in these constructions,
and the challenges to them, are reviewed in Chapter 2. Here we focus
briefly on the use made by Churchill, the leading wartime rhetorician
in a strong field, of the symbolic potential of the word ‘home’ in the title
‘Home Guard’

Churchill was unhappy with the name given the new force in May: he
thought ‘Local Defence Volunteers’ sounded too dry. He complained, ‘The
word “local” is uninspiring’ because ‘it is associated with local govern-
ment and local option’® In June 1940, against the opposition of Eden
who, as Secretary of State for War, had coined the original title, Churchill
insisted on the pithier name of ‘Home Guard’ that he had first suggested
the previous autumn. On 23 July an official announcement in Parliament
confirmed the change, even though the expense of replacing the armlets
on which ‘LDV’ had been printed was said to be around £3,500.**

Churchill did not identify the source of his inspiration, although
he and others wrote of alternatives he had rejected, including Herbert
Morrison’s suggestion of ‘Civic Guard), which Churchill thought too
evocative of the ‘wild men in the French Revolution’*® The name Home
Guard served his purposes well. While ‘Guard’ suggested reliability,
security and military status, ‘Home’ claimed an even more extensive
discursive territory. Antonia Lant has argued that the wartime use of the
word ‘Home’ in naming ministries and services represented an attempt
by the British Government, faced with the vulnerability of ‘home], ‘to
ensure its continued existence’. She also observes that in every case of
such naming, ‘the word “home” is virtually interchangeable with the
word “national”’*® Churchill was particularly adept at eliding ‘home’ and
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‘nation’ for rhetorical purposes. In his much-quoted ‘never surrender’
speech of 4 June 1940, immediately after the evacuation of the remnants
of the British Army from Dunkirk, he proclaimed: ‘I have, myself, full
confidence that ... we shall prove ourselves once again able to defend
our Island home, to ride out the storm of war, and to outlive the menace
of tyranny, if necessary for years, if necessary alone’”” ‘Our Island home’
was a phrase that came readily to Churchill’s lips, as a historian of ‘the
English-speaking peoples’® It was also familiar to the public, because of
its use in popular patriotic songs: Lords Of The Air,in 1939, gave the Navy,
the Army and the Air Force the common purpose of defending ‘England
our island home/ Land of the free’*

This association of home and nation invested the tangible and affec-
tive qualities of home in the otherwise abstract concept of the nation.
The concept of the ‘nation-home’ evoked a place that was comforting,
that was the depository of values held dear and that was at the same time
vulnerable. The name change on which Churchill insisted harnessed the
Home Guard to this nexus: through it he established rhetorically the vital
role of the Home Guard in the nation—home’s defence. Furthermore, the
image suggested by ‘our island home’ was of the coast delineating Britain,
or more precisely the southern edge of England. It evoked the white cliffs
of Dover and the green countryside stretching inland from them. ‘Our
island home’ was evocative of a pastoral British identity that became a
central motif in the representation of the wartime nation,"’ and that, as
we shall see, was closely associated with the Home Guard.

The key occasion on which Churchill elaborated the elision between
nation, home and Home Guard was not in the turbulent summer of 1940,
butin May 1943, when he insisted that the third anniversary of the forma-
tion of the Home Guard should be celebrated to give public recognition to
the Home Guard’s contribution to defence." Parades, church services and
radio programmes were organised,*” and an officially approved account
of the force’s first three years, The Home Guard of Britain by Charles
Graves, was published.® Broadcasting on 14 May 1943, with (as so often)
an American as well as a British audience in mind, Churchill spoke of the
‘indispensable work done by the Home Guard’ in its ‘unfailing defence
[of] our small island home’. He explained the proximity of Great Britain
to the enemy and its position as ‘the advanced fighting base of the United
Nations’, bearing the brunt of ‘assault by air and sea’ His elaboration of
the key features of the ‘tense, organised, vibrant’ war effort of the British
nation-home culminated with: ‘In this home there burns the light of
freedom — guard it well, Home Guard!*
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The Home Guard, then, was rhetorically and culturally constructed by
Churchill not only as a force that would defend localities against invasion,
but also as a response to the vulnerability and value of ‘home’ and ‘nation’
in a total war. Yet, as we shall see in chapters 4 and 5, on representations
of the Home Guard in cartoons, plays, films and fiction, ‘home” was a
complex and ambivalent symbol within the repertoire of wartime popular
culture: it was what ‘we’ were fighting for, the emotional locus of human
values. But homes were also key sites of tension: between generations
and, above all, between genders. Such tensions were the longstanding
critical and comic subjects of popular narratives, and the war provided
new sources of conflict. Moreover, experience of home life in wartime was
further disrupted not only by enemy bombing, which had destroyed and
damaged 100,000 British homes by the beginning of 1943, with more to
come,” but by the numerous requirements of the state. These included
the installation of the blackout; restrictions on the use of bath-water; the
rationing of food and clothing; the adoption of ‘make-do-and-mend’; the
erection of air-raid shelters inside the home or in the garden; the provi-
sion of billets for evacuees, war workers and soldiers, and so on. The war
effort also had the effect of displacing a large proportion of the popula-
tion from home, through the mobilisation of men for the armed forces
and women for the women’s auxiliary forces, and through the direction
of workers of both genders into industrial, agricultural and other types of
civilian war work. Those who remained at home spent a lot of time out
of the house, whether working locally in industry or in civil defence, fire-
watching at their place of work, or participating in wartime voluntary
organisations.* The dangers threatening the home in wartime, coupled
with the changes in consumption and production, work and leisure,
meant that the pattern of home life was greatly altered. The idealised and
emotionally compelling image of the harmonious home that symbolised
the nation co-existed with the lived experience of disrupted and dysfunc-
tional wartime homes, and with popular understandings that domestic
bliss was by no means the norm.

Cultural history

The theoretical orientation of this book owes much to recent develop-
ments in cultural history, notably the insights into the malleability and
contestation of historical narratives that have informed the ‘cultural
turn’. Also important are the concept of popular memory; the theory and
method of oral history; the idea of the cultural circuit; and understandings
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of gender as a social and cultural construct. The cultural turn — that is,
the move towards the study of language, semiotics, representations and
meanings — has been helpfully defined as a ‘concern with the conditions
of communication, the terms of representation, the interaction between
structures of meaning — narratives, discourses — and the ways in which
individuals and groups use them and thus express themselves’* This
concern is now seen as legitimate terrain for historical work, and the
idea that history is itself a discursive practice is also widely accepted. But
historians nevertheless occupy a range of positions on the ‘truth claims’
that can be made concerning the past. Some reject the possibility that
historians can ‘tell it as it was’ on the grounds that there can be no past
that ‘was), separate from the past that historians reconstruct.*® But others
are more confident that there were or are ‘real’ past experiences that can
be apprehended. Miri Rubin, for example, insists: “The cultural turn asks
not ... “How it really was” but rather “How was it for him, or her, or
them?”* To this end, cultural historians study the ways in which ideas
and practices are circulated and reproduced through a variety of modes
of communication, and they explore the changing cultural and material
circumstances within which the agency and subjectivity of individuals
are expressed. In particular, cultural historians are committed to the
idea that history has social prominence because the meaning of past
events matters. Such meanings are central to memory, both popular and
personal, and without memory, societies, no less than individuals, have
no sense of self: they lose their identity.® History-writing is caught up
in the cultural processes which constantly subject memory to ‘revision,
amplification and “forgetting”' Particular ideas about the past are
included and emphasised, others are excluded or at best marginalised;
historical viewpoints gain or lose influence according to the contempo-
rary social and political salience of the way the historian organises and
interprets the past.

Particularly relevant to the study undertaken here is the process by
which discourses or narratives gain ascendancy within popular memory,
excluding or marginalising some aspects of experience while stressing
others. Recovering what has been lost in this process not only restores
omissions to the available picture of the past, but also destabilises that
picture, by re-introducing elements that do not fit and by seeking to
explain why they have been excluded. In the past twenty years, historians
of class, race, women, sexuality and masculinity have demonstrated the
possibilities and limitations of such challenges to popular memory.

We use the concept of ‘popular memory’ to express the idea that there is
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at any time within any social group a collective consciousness of the past,
which is historically and spatially situated. Alternative terms to ‘popular
memory include ‘collective memory, ‘social memory’ and ‘public
memory. Although they have different intellectual antecedents, these
terms have in common the insistence that memory develops in a social
framework within which a shared view of the past is generated. Maurice
Halbwachs, a Durkheimian sociologist, sees ‘collective memory’ as an
expression of the community of interests of a social group and hence as a
unifying force within such groups. Individuals have their own distinctive
capacity for memory, ‘but individual memory is nevertheless a part or an
aspect of group memory, since ... it is connected with the thoughts that
come to us from the social miliew’* The Birmingham Popular Memory
Group uses ‘popular’ rather than ‘collective memory’. Popular memory is
seen as a product of contest: it has a reciprocal relationship with private
or personal memory and is shaped by a variety of representations of the
past that struggle for dominance in the public domain. Influenced by
Gramsci, theorists of popular memory embrace more emphatically than
users of ‘collective’ memory the notion that, in any society at any time,
hegemonic claims are made about the view of the past that is collectively
remembered.” The terms ‘popular memory’” and ‘public memory’ are
sometimes used interchangeably, but the latter is more appropriately used
to refer specifically to instances of commemoration and memorialisation
that are conducted in the name of ‘the public’ in order to strengthen and
support collective or popular memory.**

The concept ‘collective memory’ has had its detractors: for example
Alon Confino, Felipe Fernandez-Armesto and Alessandro Portelli, who
criticise its vagueness, lack of an associated methodology and abstraction
from the individual.” We have chosen to use ‘popular memory’, because
the theorists who employ it stress the notions of selectivity in the devel-
opment of dominant versions of the past and of reciprocity between
personal and collective memories; and also because the term is suggestive
of close connections with popular culture. Our approach in this book is
to emphasise popular culture as an important part of the social frame-
work within which popular memory is generated and expressed. Our
method is to seek to capture the contributions to structures of meaning
not only of political processes but of specific cultural products, such as
poetry, novels, cartoons, plays, films and television programmes, and to
trace the relationship, defined by some theorists as the ‘cultural circuit,
between the discourses so generated and individual understandings of
the personal and collective past.®
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Oral history is one of the sources on which we draw throughout. In
Chapter 3 we draw on it for information about aspects of the Home
Guard which are unrecorded (or make only a marginal appearance) in
official documentation. Such testimony is important for revealing what
has been collectively forgotten. However, personal testimony is not simply
a window on the past: it is a product of the interplay between personal
memory and the repertoire of discursively available understandings
through which memory is formed and expressed. Although oral history
may be useful in revealing, and helping to fill, gaps in the public record, it
is not possible to recover from it ‘truths’ which are wholly independent of
culture. Memories are formed through a complex process of interaction
between an individual’s experiences and publicly available constructs,
including prior accounts of similar experiences.”

The ‘cultural circuit, referred to above, is a helpful theorisation of
the relationship between experience and representation. Developed by
Richard Johnson and Graham Dawson, it starts from the assumptions
that public accounts not only draw on but transform personal stories,
and that no personal account is innocent of such wider discourses.”
But in turn, the accounts of their experience that narrators give to local
and particular audiences become incorporated in public versions of the
lives and cultures to which they relate, and achieve wider distribution,
especially through modern media technology. Dad’s Army, a compelling
interpretation of the Home Guard composed in part from accounts
based on personal memory, is a case in point. The production of such
powerful representations, according to Dawson, creates ‘a tradition of
recognizable public forms that tends both to define and to limit imagi-
native possibilities’® Personal accounts cannot escape such dominant
public representations, but must relate to and negotiate them. This does
not preclude the possibility of resistance, for, as the Popular Memory
Group argues, ‘dominant memory is produced in the course of ... strug-
gles and is always open to contestation’®® But, so the theory goes, just
as it is impossible for public representations to be completely divorced
from the experience of individuals, so it is impossible for such repre-
sentations to be ignored in the formation and articulation of personal
narratives.

Memory is central to our work. So, too, is gender. Differentiation
between male and female, masculine and feminine, is arguably the most
profound divide in the cultural construction of identity and in the
operation of social relations. As Alice Kessler-Harris writes, ‘Whether
it is constructed through language and discourse, the invention and
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deployment of symbol systems, or social and cultural positioning, the
“self” that participates in forming the world around us is gendered.*
Popular memory is saturated with gendered interpretations and under-
standings, which individual subjectivities cannot ignore and with which
they are intimately linked. Furthermore, gender identities, relations and
meanings are destabilised by war. This was particularly true of the ‘total’
wars of the twentieth century, in which attacks on civilian populations
blurred the distinction between the territory known as the ‘battle front’
and the spaces ‘behind the lines) including the ‘home front. Govern-
ments that engaged in ‘mobilising’ to produce a ‘war effort’ — that is, in
organising society to wage such wars and to defend against their effects
— were inevitably confronted by the problem of gender.®> The culturally
constructed gender divide in pre-war Britain associated masculinity with
public life, military service and physically or intellectually demanding
work; femininity was allied to domesticity and to varieties of work and
public life that could be deemed compatible with it. Mobilisation for war
exposed the inconsistencies in such inherently contingent conventions.®
The war effort required, and patriotism justified, the replacement of men
by women in a range of industrial, agricultural and clerical work on the
home front. Could women not also join men in military activities? The
British Government in both world wars indeed found it necessary to use
women as ‘auxiliaries, supporting the male armed forces with a range
of medical, clerical and technical services: developments that brought
women very close to armed involvement in waging war. But the possibility
that women might have a genuinely combatant role was hotly contested,
notably in the context of home defence.®

The meaning of masculinity as well as femininity was plunged into
uncertainty by total war. Peacetime ideals of manhood coalesced and
elided in wartime into ideal types: the ‘soldier hero’ in the First World
War; the fighter pilot in the Second.®® But if the military man was the
ideal, the status of the male civilian in wartime was thereby rendered
uncertain, especially if he was of military age. His insecurities have
been documented by several historians in relation to the wars of the
twentieth century. Nicoletta Gullace suggests that in the First World
War ‘the signs of manhood relied on that external emblem of courage
— the military uniform), something which the male civilian conspicuously
lacked. Similarly, Sonya Rose argues that the ‘successful enactment’ of
‘hegemonic masculinity’ in the Second World War ‘depended on being
visibly a member of the fighting forces’
This study views home defence in Britain in the Second World War

~ 15 ~



Introduction

as one of the sites on which these gender instabilities were most visibly
played out. The idea that men should fight, and that women should entrust
themselves and their children to men’s protection, was both robustly
upheld and vigorously challenged in the context of home defence. Men’s
status as soldiers in the Home Guard was far from secure: they wore
military uniforms and were part of an armed organisation with military
objectives, but they were also civilians who had been debarred from the
regular forces by reason of age, fitness or occupation, and they performed
their military duties only on a part-time basis. Women, on the other hand,
were moving across the civilian—military divide in Britain in the Second
World War. They were subject to government direction into war work
from April 1941 and (if they were aged 19-31 and single) to conscription
from December 1941. Women’s war work options included service in the
auxiliary forces, for which they wore military uniform full-time and were
required to undertake military training, albeit not for combatant roles.
Although there was much continuity of gendered work allocation, jobs
were available in and out of the military that were novel for women and
that challenged traditional assumptions. Both the militarised feminine
identities of women in war service and the insecure masculine identities
of civilian men had the potential to disturb gender relations and were, in
consequence, sensitive issues, as the struggles over the membership and
functions of the Home Guard indicate. Gender identities and relation-
ships were also, as we show, central to the ways in which home defence
was recalled in personal testimony and in popular memory concerning
the Second World War.

Structure, methods and sources

This book is organised in three sections, relating to the three critical
strategies that inform the research. The two chapters in Part I address
political challenges to the official version of the social and ideological
character of the Home Guard. Chapter 2 addresses tensions over the
social and political composition and the ideological inspiration of the
Home Guard, and their relationship both to the military functions of the
force and to its masculine identity. Suspected social and political selec-
tivity was challenged, as was the suggestion that the role of the Home
Guard should be limited to that of static guards. Critics on the Left, such
as Tom Wintringham, viewed the Home Guard through the lens of an
alternative military and political inspiration, quite different from the
conservative nationalism that inspired its originators, even though both
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sides spoke of it as a ‘people’s army’. The vision of the force fostered on
the Left represented a profoundly different approach to the meaning of
the war, the war effort and the post-war world from that of Churchill and
other political and military leaders.

The history of the contest over the character, composition and
functions of the Home Guard is found in a number of official and non-
official sources, including the minutes and memoranda of the surviving
War Office files in the National Archives (formerly the Public Record
Office), Hansard (the record of parliamentary debates) and the press.
Instructions addressed to Home Guard commanders (often marked ‘Not
to Be Published’) provide guidance on the official view of the military
functions of the Home Guard, while the writing of those who challenged
this view, published in newspapers, magazines, books and pamphlets,
delineates alternative interpretations.

Official representations of the Home Guard ignored not only the
challenge from the Left, but also a major initiative on the part of women
to join its ranks, which is explored in Chapter 3. The denial of a place to
women was both rhetorical and practical. There was vigorous protestabout
this formal exclusion, and women, led by Labour MP Dr Edith Summer-
skill, asserted their agency through their own home-defence organisation,
as well as eliciting support in unexpected places. Until now, historians
of the Home Guard have been dismissive of this aspect of Home Guard
history, regarding women’s aspirations to a combatant role in the Home
Guard as ridiculous and overstated.”” But both the social and political
selectivity discussed in Chapter 2 and the exclusion of women explored
in Chapter 3 exposed cracks in the rhetorical claim that the Home Guard
was emblematic of Britain at war. They reveal the partiality of the wartime
rhetoric of inclusiveness, and suggest that the idea of the nation—home
united against the threat of an invasion was itself deeply fractured.

The political contest over women’s membership of the Home Guard
is a history that can only be partly unearthed in the press, in official files
and in Hansard. The gaps and silences in the official record are revealed
by other types of archive, including personal diaries and memoirs, oral
histories, and ‘finds’ such as papers, photographs and material objects,
including badges and certificates, in individuals’ personal possession as
well as in libraries and museums. We use all of these in reconstructing the
hidden history of women’s involvement in British home defence.

Part II explores cultural representations of the Home Guard during
and after the war. Official accounts, in posters, films and radio broadcasts,
for example, had explicit aims: to inform, aid recruitment, raise morale,

~ 17 ~



Introduction

and counter views officially regarded as impeding the war effort. Many
unofficial versions took up the government’s message about home
defence and, like it, they were selective in their representation of Home
Guard experience. Others offered more challenging accounts, that were
sometimes serious and very often comic. Chapters 4 and 5 explore the
meanings with which the Home Guard was endowed by poets, playwrights,
film-makers, broadcasters, fiction writers, cartoonists and comic-sketch
writers during the war. The questions we raise include how far accounts
that contested the official version were compatible with support for the
overall political project of the Home Guard, and how far these popular
representations of the Home Guard challenged the project and with it the
notion of national unity. We also explore the ways in which constructions
of Home Guard identity played on gender insecurities. Chapter 4 inves-
tigates the tension in popular culture between the affectionate explora-
tion in representations of the Home Guard of the contradictions within
(male) wartime national unity and satirical treatment that represented
the Home Guard as an emasculated enterprise and a symbol of every-
thing that was wrong with Britain at war.

In the various types of popular culture discussed in Chapter 4, the
Home Guard and the British national character with which it was
associated were represented as male. Chapter 5 discusses the guises in
which women appeared in representations of home defence. We seek to
penetrate the almost complete silence concerning women’s participa-
tion in the Home Guard, and we show that the depiction of women’s
roles in relation to home defence, whether in serious propaganda, feature
films or fiction, is not as simple as one might expect. We also explore
the commentaries put into the mouths of women in humorous accounts
of the Home Guard. Were these women’s voices intended to recuperate
masculine vulnerability and soldierly status or to add to critiques of the
Home Guard and the British war effort?

The form and content of the popular representations of the Home
Guard that we explore in Chapters 4 and 5 are varied. Each genre has
its own conventions although they sometimes work together. Newspaper
and magazine cartoons, whether they communicate political opinion or
social commentary, express their messages primarily visually, but often
with text that underlines the point;*® word sketches and comic rhymes are
short and pithy, telling stories that lead to a punchline and are sometimes
supplemented by drawings. Plays, novels, thrillers and films are longer
and more complex, communicating a number of messages, in some cases
comic and in others serious. Chapters 4 and 5 scrutinise the contribution
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of different genres to the meaning of the Home Guard as well as analysing
those meanings in their own right.

Chapter 6 turns from wartime to later cultural accounts. It explores
the continuities and discontinuities in post-war representations of the
Home Guard, in particular its reappearance in popular culture in the late
1960s in the BBC television series Dad’s Army, first broadcast from 1968
to 1977. Dad’s Army established itself as the dominant popular account
of the Home Guard in the late twentieth century and thus has a crucial
place in the history of the popular narrative of British home defence in
the Second World War. We investigate the operation of the cultural circuit
in its development: we analyse its relationship to wartime comic accounts
of the Home Guard and also to pre-war non-military comedies and post-
war military ones; and we explore the use of personal memory in the
making of the series. Finally, we again address the question of satire: to
what extent does Dad’s Army support and celebrate the Home Guard and
the British war effort, and to what extent, if any, does it undermine it?

Part III, containing Chapters 7 and 8, explores another stage in the
cultural circuit: it scrutinises personal memories of wartime participa-
tion in home defence, and their relationship to cultural constructions
of the Home Guard, including the Dad’s Army representation. We draw
on oral-history interviews, correspondence and questionnaire responses
that we collected between 1998 and 2001, other interviews dating from
the 1980s and 1990s that are archived in the Imperial War Museum, and
also a variety of written testimony. Chapter 7 explores the relationship
of men’s memories to popular narratives of the Home Guard in official
rhetoric and popular culture. It discusses the ‘take-up, by men recalling
their wartime experiences of home defence, of the notions of national
unity and patriotism, and the incidence in such personal accounts
of scepticism about whether the ideals of the people’s war were really
achieved within the Home Guard. Chapter 8 explores women’s revela-
tions of recruitment to and service within the Home Guard. We seek to
understand, sympathetically, the misremembering and uncertainty that
characterised such accounts, and to highlight the importance, for the
expression of personal testimony, of public accounts that offer a frame-
work within which to place memory. The Dad’s Army construction was
a benchmark that could not be avoided by either men or women. We
discuss in both chapters the extent to which Dad’s Army can be said to
constitute a dominant discourse that limited imaginative possibilities,
and how far it is possible for those remembering the Home Guard to
contest the Dad’s Army version of Home Guard history.
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All but one of the men interviewed denied even the possibility that
women could have been members of the Home Guard. As we argue, this
is indicative of the silencing of a forgotten story of women’s participation.
But the history of men’s involvement is not simple either, and throughout
the book we challenge the ways in which it has been represented in the
long-running and multifaceted processes of construction and reconstruc-
tion that contribute to the formation of popular memory. In particular
we draw attention to the disappearance of the Home Guard’s radical
elements from public representations. Nevertheless, and in contrast to
the case of women’s membership, there is a recognised history of the male
Home Guard and its place in the Second World War, which has been
relayed through numerous cultural and historical treatments. There is,
in short, a Home Guard legend available to men who recall their experi-
ences of the Home Guard: women are simply not part of the legend. The
re-insertion of women in this history challenges not only deeply held
cultural norms according to which, until very recently, women have had
no place in combat, but also the dominant Dad’s Armyimage of the Home
Guard as a collection of bumbling, if well-intentioned, male amateurs.

This book explores the circuit between political discourses, cultural
products and personal recollections. It traces the complex ways in which
the wartime destabilisation of gender articulates with the memory of
the Home Guard. It contests the history of home defence in the Second
World War by scrutinising that which has been revised and amplified, and
seeking to recover that which has been forgotten. In so doing, it joins the
historiographical ‘field of force’ concerning the dominant narrative and
the popular memory of Britain in the Second World War.
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The People’s Army: competing visions
of the Home Guard

The announcement of the formation of the LDV by Anthony Eden, Secre-
tary of State for War, in a BBC radio broadcast on 14 May 1940, attracted
a quarter of a million volunteers within a week." This was astonishing,
especially in view of the lack of interest in their antecedents, the Home
Defence Battalions. The main reason for the change was the escalation
of the threat of invasion in the context of the German occupation of
Belgium, Holland and France in May to June 1940. But in the absence of
prior planning many aspects of the force were unclear. Decisions about
who was eligible to join, what military functions they should fulfill and
what equipment they could be supplied with were made during the
weeks and months following the first surge of volunteers. The lack of an
agreed policy meant that the social, military and political characteristics
of the new force, and the tradition to which it belonged, were invented
hurriedly — and that there were rival versions. Members of the Govern-
ment made grand rhetorical claims about the Home Guard’s symbolism
for Britain in total war. These claims were contested by those suspicious
that recruitment was selective, as well as by critics of the official account
of the ideological character and military purpose of the force. The Home
Guard was at once a major new departure as a military organisation and
a lively site of wartime controversy.

Home defence and national unity

Eden’s broadcast was a remarkable media event. His public statement
was transmitted at a time of high tension, and it established in a few
dry sentences the intended tone and character of the new force. Eden
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described how the Germans had dropped troops by parachute in Belgium
and Holland to prepare the way for invasion. He claimed that there were
‘countless’ men aged 17-65 in Britain who were not in military service
but who wanted to help to defend their country against such an invasion:
now was their opportunity. He invited them to enroll at their local police
stations as LDVs, in which capacity they would augment the ‘defence
already arranged’ in order to ‘make assurance doubly sure’? By the end
of July 1.5 million men were said to have come forward,’ suggesting that
the formation of the force resonated strongly with prevailing values and
attitudes. The result also demonstrated the power of the mass media in
wartime: the radio carried the message to a listening public of as many as
36 million people out of a British population of 48 million.*

In part because there was no blueprint and in part because the new
defence force became symbolic of much more than itself, the story of
the Home Guard was told by politicians with particular creativity and
élan, as well as much use of seventeenth-century English.” There were
two principal themes: the military value of the force and its status as an
expression of national identity.

Wartime accounts of the Home Guard emphasised that the force filled
the gap left by soldiers fighting abroad, an issue that took on new meaning
after the evacuation from Dunkirk in June 1940. Churchill suggested
in late June that the Home Guard formed a ‘crust’ over the parts of the
country that were vulnerable to invasion,® and throughout the war he
talked up its determination and capacity: it ‘would devour an invading
army’; it would ‘take a lot of killing’; its spirit was ‘conquer or die’ and
its watchwords were ‘you can always take one with you’” The importance
of the force as a vital ‘line of defence’ — first, second or last — was much
emphasised.?

Numerous public accounts elided the emblematic identity of the
Home Guard as a counter-invasion force with the British character.
Eden’s original radio announcement emphasised the inclusivity of the
force: the ‘countless’ men who wanted to help to defend their country and
who could now volunteer to do so. Although Eden did not prioritise the
recruitment of veterans of previous conflicts, he said they should have ‘a
knowledge of firearms’, and Churchill, in an unsuccessful bid to form a
home guard in October 1939, had identified ex-servicemen as a suitable
core for home defence.’ The significance of the emphasis on veterans was
twofold: it invested rhetorical value in a socially mixed group of older
men who could be expected to be both patriotic and keen to volunteer;
and it emphasised to the public the presence in Britain of men with
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military experience, who were not in the regular forces but were capable
of providing effective protection. The themes of patriotism, voluntarism,
social unity and Britishness embodied by the idealised ex-serviceman
were generalised to the Home Guard as a whole.

This was nowhere more strongly accomplished than in a speech in the
House of Commons by Sir Edward Grigg, Under-Secretary for War, in
November 1940."° With a rhetorical flourish that was impressive even by
the standards of the time, he extended the idea of the inclusivity of the
organisation and emphasised the voluntary spirit which had led to its
rapid growth, while maintaining the emphasis on older men as its core.
Furthermore, in describing the Home Guard, he enunciated a clearly
defined and historically rooted notion of British national identity. He said
that ‘men of all ages in all parts of the country were eating their hearts out’
to serve in a military capacity, and that the Home Guard gave this vast
mixed community of ‘all sorts and conditions of patriotic men’"' such
an opportunity. Although he referred to ‘men of all ages, he implicitly
reinforced Churchill’s vision of a force of older men by suggesting that
they possessed the ‘gift of eternal youth’. They belonged to a British tradi-
tion of readiness to defend their country. Their forebears were the Fenci-
bles, a militia first formed in the days of the Armada to defend home soil,
and the Yeomanry, a volunteer, part-time, cavalry force for local defence;
both had been mobilised in the 1790s against the threat of invasion by
Napoleon. The patron saints of England, Scotland and Wales, as well as
St Crispin, the saint associated in Shakespeare’s Henry V with the Battle
of Agincourt and the unmanliness of English gentlemen ‘a-bed’ on that
day, were marching in the Home Guard’s ‘democratic ranks’ The Home
Guard, according to Grigg, was ‘Britain incarnate, an epitome of British
character in its gift for comradeship in trouble, its resourcefulness at
need, its deep love of its own land, and its surging anger at the thought
that any invader should set foot on our soil’."?

Sir Edward Grigg’s speech offered a stirring portrayal of the Home
Guard as the essence of national identity. Its omissions, however, should
not be overlooked. Firstly, it was unashamedly nationalist: the contest
evoked was a British one, to protect the home turf in the traditional way
against a foreign threat, rather than an international struggle against a
modern totalitarian power. An alternative inspiration for the Home
Guard lay in an understanding of the Second World War as a global
conflict: against fascism and for the achievement of a more socially just
world thereafter. Secondly, Grigg’s evocation of the unity embodied by
the Home Guard concealed divisions. The implication that it was a force
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of older men ignored the roles within it of young and middle-aged men,
and the apparently socially encompassing phrase ‘all sorts and conditions
of men’ denied women a place in the force. Chapter 3 demonstrates this
exclusion to have been unacceptable to numerous British women.

Thirdly, although political inclusivity was suggested by the term ‘British’
(rather than ‘English’), Grigg’s saintly roll-call did not include St Patrick,
the patron saint of Ireland. Full Irish independence from Britain was very
recent: Eire, which had become a sovereign state in 1937, maintained its
neutrality in the Second World War, while the six counties of Northern
Ireland remained part of the United Kingdom and the British war effort."”
By omitting St Patrick, Sir Edward Grigg dodged the problem of evoking
the neutrality (and potential treachery) of Eire, but eclipsed the British
population of Northern Ireland from his delineation of the nation.

Sir Edward Grigg’s account was echoed although never quite matched.
Sir James Grigg depicted the Home Guard as a symbol of wartime male
solidarity when, in 1944, he described it as ‘an outward and visible sign of
an inward unity and brotherhood, without distinction of class or calling’
and suggested that this unity would be ‘carried forward into the future
... to rebuild our national life’"* George VI remembered the Irish in
December 1944, while reproducing the construction of the Home Guard
as an all-male organisation. He wove into his speech the need for a ‘citizen
force to help in the defence of the homeland’ and evoked the enthusiasm
of ‘men of every age and every calling’ ‘throughout Britain and Northern
Ireland’ to form this force to defend freedom, referring to its ‘voluntary
spirit; its ‘comradeship of arms’ and its proof of the capacity of ‘men
from all kinds of homes and many different occupations’ to co-operate
happily.”

Such rhetoric threw a veil over political and social divisions: its purpose
was to construct the Home Guard as inclusive and democratic, a symbol
of national unity. The initial response to the call for recruits suggested
that there was enthusiastic popular take-up of this discourse, indeed
that the Home Guard was understood to be even more all-embracing
than was officially proclaimed. According to Eden’s broadcast, recruits
were supposed to be men, British subjects, aged seventeen to sixty-five,
‘of reasonable physical fitness’ and to have ‘a knowledge of firearms’.'®
But those who flocked to volunteer included women, foreign nationals,
men who were older and younger than the age limits, and those who
were unfit and had never used firearms. Some of each of these groups
were accepted, alongside men who conformed to the proclaimed speci-
fications, but others were rejected. We explore the special position of
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women in the next chapter. The focus here is on the vociferous challenges
that arose from the uneven application of membership qualifications to
other groups, in the face of expectations that the Home Guard should be
democratic and all-inclusive.

Contested recruitment

Eden invited men aged 17-65 to join the LDV, even though the National
Service (Armed Forces) Act, passed on 2 September 1939, had established
in law the idea that only men in a narrower age-range had the right sort
of manliness for military service by confining conscription to the army,
the navy and the RAF to men aged 18—41. But even the Home Guard age-
limits were contested, at both extremes, by those who thought they should
be extended. There were protests about the exclusion of fit men over 65
who had military experience, such as Harry Breen, a decorated veteran
of the First World War aged 70, rejected by the Greenock Home Guard.
Eden responded that the military rigours of Home Guard service were
inappropriate for men over 65, while speaking appreciatively of Breen’s
‘patriotic spirit.'” The Government reiterated the rules more than once,
however, as the official age-limits continued to be flouted. Charles Graves,
in a 1943 account of the force, claimed that the ‘oldest L.D.V? was an 80-
year-old veteran of the Egyptian Campaign of 1884-85, Alexander Taylor
of the Crieff Home Guard, Perthshire.’® At the other end of the scale,
boys as young as 14 were accepted.”” The issue of age conveyed mixed
messages. As Eden and Grigg acknowledged, defiance of the rules was a
sign of the patriotic motivation of the ‘men of all ages’ who ‘were eating
their hearts out’ to defend their country, whatever the obstacles.?’ But a
man’s age was also a tag that proclaimed his embodiment of a distinct
type of masculinity that changed from one life-stage to the next: youth,
old age, as well as infirmity at any age, were not associated with efficient
military defence, and the presence of men so marked risked compro-
mising the Home Guard’s reputation.

An even more complicated issue was the restriction of recruitment to
British nationals. The exclusion of ‘enemy aliens’ was not due to essen-
tialist assumptions about suitability, competence and aptitude, as it was
where age and health were concerned, but was caused by uncertainty about
the individual’s identification with Britain. The Irish formed the largest
proportion of the numerous immigrants living in Britain in 1940. In view
of Eire’s neutrality, entry controls were imposed after the fall of France,
but the wartime labour shortage meant that the British Government
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encouraged Irish workers to come to Britain for most of the war, and in
any case nationals of Eire had joint citizenship.*' However, applicants with
Irish nationality, or whose parents were Irish, were sometimes refused
enrolment in the Home Guard as if they were ‘enemy aliens’. In December
1940 the Director General Sir Ralph Eastwood stated that ‘citizens of Eire
are British subjects’ and so were eligible, as of course were Britons from
Northern Ireland.” But there was sensitivity in the Home Office about the
possibility of members of the Irish Republican Army joining the Home
Guard. The IRA started a bombing campaign on the British mainland
in January 1939, in the cause of the unification of Ulster with Eire as an
independent republic, which the British Government had barely managed
to suppress before the threat of invasion became imminent.” In view of
the ‘large floating population of Eire citizens’ in Britain during the war,
the Home Office wanted to prevent the enrolment in the Home Guard of
its ‘disaffected subjects. However, it decided that, since ‘I.R.A. men do not
all come from Eire), the secret police (‘Special Branch’) and the Security
Service (MI5) should vet all Irish applicants, in spite of the political risks
of thereby implying that all Irishmen were potential terrorists.* This was
a cumbersome and divisive process which alienated ‘Irishmen who were
loyal and anxious to join the Home Guard’* But although the extent of
checking was reduced between 1941 and 1943, MI5’s involvement was
maintained because of fears that the Home Guard would inadvertently
train future members of the IRA and provide them with access to arms
and ammunition.”® These were, in essence, the reasons that the Home
Guard was not established in Northern Ireland on the same footing as in
the rest of the United Kingdom. Instead, as the “‘Ulster Defence Force’ it
was a branch of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, the predominantly Protes-
tant police force, an extension of sectarianism into the war effort that was
bitterly resented by some Catholics.”

The 1919 Aliens Act had made the entry of (other) foreign nationals,
including Russians, Poles, Germans and Italians (all well-established
groups in Britain before the First World War), ‘dependent upon the
discretion of an immigration officer’® The Act also restricted employ-
ment rights and gave the Home Secretary powers of deportation. During
the interwar years it governed the entry of refugees from Nazism: the
letter and the spirit of the Act meant that they were not treated with any
special sympathy.” From September 1939, Defence Regulation 18B made
possible the detention without trial — internment — not only of ‘aliens’
from enemy countries but of British subjects with origins in enemy
countries.”
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Cases of exclusion from the Home Guard hit the headlines when
foreign nationality was confused with membership of a minority faith
or with another social differentiator, and when evidence of loyalty to
the British state was ignored. A case in point is that of Jack White, who
joined the LDV in May 1940 but was forced to leave the next month. His
father, a Russian Jew, had settled in Manchester at the age of 7, but had
never been ‘naturalised’— that is, he had not applied for and been granted
British citizenship — so his British-born son Jack was not a British subject.
Jack White, however, had not only fought for Britain in the First World
War but held the Victoria Cross for heroic service. The News Chronicle
took up his case,’ and official policy was then altered: Sir Edward Grigg
announced in Parliament in July 1940, with specific reference to White,
that war service could now overrule non-British nationality as a qualifi-
cation for the Home Guard.* Jack White himself, however, believed that
he had been excluded because he was a Jew, rather than because he was
the son of a Russian father: I don’t ask for favours for myself, I want
the country to let all us Jewish ex-servicemen make ourselves useful.*
British anti-semitism was strong in the 1930s and 1940s: contemporary
commentators such as George Orwell documented its presence in the
Home Guard, and, in spite of the efforts of Eleanor Rathbone and the
Manchester Guardian, the ending of Jewish oppression under the National
Socialist regime was not recognised as an official war aim.** The Second
World War was popularly interpreted as a war against threatened invasion
by an aggressive foreign power — the threat which endowed the Home
Guard with importance and accounted for the huge response in its first
few weeks. The trans-nationality of Jews, many of whom, like Jack White’s
father, had been immigrants to Britain, made them targets for the rhetor-
ical ‘othering’ on which a sense of national unity was built.*® Jack White
reversed the discourse in speaking for ‘all us Jewish ex-servicemen’: Home
Guard membership offered them the chance to play a useful military part
in the war effort and affirmed their place in the British polity.

White’s case occupied a position at the boundary of the official confi-
dence in national unity which was implied by the government’s willingness
to recruit and arm civilians for part-time military service. This confidence
was constructed proudly as a product of British democratic traditions: a
Home Guard officer said in 1943, ‘the creation of the Home Guard was
one of the finest democratic gestures this country has ever made. It was
not only an act of courage, but an act of faith. Can one imagine a Dictator
country placing arms and ammunition into the hands of nearly two
million civilians?™* Cases such as White’s indicate the limits of the ‘act of
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faith’ Doubts about the legal or ethnic status of White’s national identity
were eventually overridden by the evidence of his loyalty to, and personal
identification with, the nation. But other non-British subjects were not
trusted with ‘arms and ammunition’. Possession of enemy nationality
(German, Austrian or Italian) or marriage to a woman born in an enemy
country officially disqualified a man from enrolment, whether or not the
man or his wife were Jewish or had fled from the country concerned.” In
addition, Home Guard officers were prohibited from employing in their
households anyone with enemy nationality, an indication not only of the
assumption that officers would be drawn from the servant-employing
classes, but also of anxiety that spies would penetrate the very homes that
the Home Guard had been created to defend.’® Nevertheless, such restric-
tions (as well as others relating to age and, as the next chapter shows,
gender) were not always observed at local level.”

An associated fear was of the inadvertent recruitment of ‘fifth colum-
nists, that is alleged supporters of Nazi Germany living in Britain.*
Anxiety was sharpened by the understanding that such fifth columnists
had facilitated the German occupation of Norway, Holland and Belgium
in the spring of 1940.*" Major Vidkun Quisling, the Norwegian army
officer and diplomat who co-operated with the German occupying forces
and ruled Norway on their behalf from 1940 to 1945, became symbolic.
Parliament was told, in May 1940, that ‘Quislings’ would be excluded
from the British Home Guard by a process of local vetting. Members had
to be admitted by those who

knew their antecedents and character ... it will be extremely difficult for any
doubtful character to get into the Force, because each volunteer will have to
be vouched for by his commanding officer all the way down the scale, and
he will be vouched for personally and from personal experience.*

In addition, the Home Guard was instructed to look out for and take
action against fifth columnists in the community; a similar application
of local knowledge would make these people recognisable by Home
Guards.® The traitor, in this structure of meanings, was the easily detect-
able antithesis of the honest British patriot. However, as Richard Thurlow
argues, the probability of a fifth-column presence in Britain may have
been less than was feared because of the thoroughness of internment
under Defence Regulation 18B. This was amended to include ‘political
dissenters), including fascists, on 22 May 1940, just over a week after the
LDV were called into being.* Even so, there were allegations in May and
August 1940 that British fascists were joining the Home Guard and in
some cases being given positions of leadership,* and the possible infiltra-
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tion of the Home Guard by fifth columnists was a powerful component
of representations of home defence in popular culture, as Chapters 4 and
5 show.

If the exclusion of fascists could be defined as legitimate, other restric-
tions were more questionable. Suspicions of class bias in recruitment,
particularly to the officer ranks when these were established in the Home
Guard in November 1940, were strong. The principles of selection for
higher ranks established at that time, which specifically ruled out ‘polit-
ical, business and social connections, suggest that practices since the
formation of the LDV in May had followed the well-worn grooves of the
local social hierarchy.*® Indeed, the operation of ‘old boy networks” was
quite innocently described by enthusiasts in 1943, who spoke of ‘clubs’ of
former army officers combining to vet the lists of volunteers given them
by the police, and to form from them the first LDV battalions.*” Even after
the announcement that officer selection must be by merit, specifically
‘the ability to command the confidence of all ranks), rather than by social
position, old habits died hard.*® George Orwell, who joined the LDV in
London soon after its formation, and rose to the rank of sergeant, wrote
in Feburary 1941: ‘The Home Guard swells to a million men in a few
weeks, and is deliberately organised from above in such a way that only
people with private incomes can hold positions of command.* In May
1941, Richard Law, Financial Secretary at the War Office, tried to refute
such accusations by stating that ‘under ten per cent’ of Home Guard
commanders were ‘peers, baronets, knights or brigadier-generals’>® Since
analysts of British social structure suggest that at the most 5-7 per cent
of the British population belonged in the ‘upper class’ between 1931
and 1951,%' Law’s figure actually supports the suspicion of social bias. In
October 1941 Lt-Col. T. A. Lowe, a regular contributor of articles on the
Home Guard to the Daily Mail, wrote that social preference was still going
on: ‘the Home Guard is a democratic force if ever there was one. Yet there
can be no doubt that many of the commissions recently granted have had
a “social” flavour about them’** and Willie Gallacher, Communist MP for
West Fife, complained that class bias was working against appointment by
merit as late as February 1944.% Such critics were openly sceptical of the
claims of leading politicians concerning ‘unity and brotherhood’ and the
absence of ‘distinction of class or calling’ in the Home Guard.

However, the loyalty of critics like Gallacher was itself under suspicion.
Before the entry of the USSR to the war in June 1941, the Communist
Party of Great Britain (CPGB) was considered potentially obstructive to
the war effort because of its line that the war was an imperialist one, like
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the First World War, and its orchestration of a ‘Stop the War’ campaign.
The CPGB was itself small (18,000 members in July 1939) but its influ-
ence on the Left was great. A section of the Labour Party, led by Stafford
Cripps, worked closely with it against both international fascism and the
British capitalist and class system in the 1930s, and in the autumn of
1939, coinciding with the CPGB’s ‘Stop the War’ campaign, a small group
of Labour MPs who had been pacifists in the First World War led the
call for a truce, attracting support from more than seventy constituency
Labour parties.*

The events of the summer of 1940 radically reduced the influence of
the anti-war campaign: both the CPGB and particularly the Labour Left
shifted their emphasis away from outright opposition to the war, calling
instead for the removal from the Cabinet of the ‘guilty men’ who had
supported appeasement in the 1930s and who were suspected of repre-
senting the ‘vested interests’ of the capitalist class in the profits of war.
During the rest of 1940 and the first half of 1941, the CPGB demanded
the establishment of a ‘People’s Government’ which would be ‘truly repre-
sentative’ of the British people and would work for a ‘people’s peace’
But the Party allegedly remained hostile to the Home Guard until June
1941. Orwell wrote in August 1941 that ‘the Communist Party from the
first forbade its members to join the Home Guard’*” and Victor Gollancz
claimed that Hugh Slater, who had fought in Spain against the supporters
of Franco as a leading member of the International Brigade, was made to
leave the CPGB after publishing a training manual for the Home Guard
in 1941.%® Nevertheless, many left-wingers, both communist and socialist,
were keen to join.

The authorities responsible for recruitment to the LDV and the Home
Guard, however, were told not to admit any political extremists. Chief
constables were instructed by the Home Office on 15 May 1940 to make
enquiries and inform the headquarters of the military area if ‘they have
reason to suppose that the applicant has political beliefs which would not
be desirable in the Home Guard’. They were told to exclude:

1. Men of hostile connections or origin, or whose loyalty there is reason
for doubting. 2. Men engaged in subversive activities. 3. Men with serious
criminal records.”

Since, as we have seen, most of those on the far Right were interned, this
focused attention on the Left: not only communists but also (in spite of the
inclusion of Labour leaders in Churchill’s Coalition Government) some
Labour Party members were deemed unacceptable. They were rejected
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with no reason given other than that they had been deemed unsuitable,
in order ‘to keep as secret as possible the fact that the police vetted appli-
cations’®® The War Office and the Home Office were committed to the
avoidance of frank explanations when ‘the individual in question had
political views — extreme Left or extreme Right — which we did not choose
to see represented in one of our Armed Forces’ because it was feared
that ‘merely to hint at the reasons for rejection would inevitably lead to
controversy and political difficulties’*' But when asked in the Commons
in July 1940 about whether he was ‘sure that political determination is not
being made’, Eden blithely stated: ‘T am absolutely sure. I think the Local
Defence Volunteers themselves are quite confident of that.®

Of course, such rejection without explanation invited queries and
complaints. Mr J. E. Welsh, a Labour councillor in Gloucester and the
local Labour Party agent, was dismissed from the LDV in June 1940, even
though he had four years’ experience in the Territorial Army: he protested
that he was the victim of political discrimination. Two members of the
South Wales Miners’ Federation were rejected by the Trelewis Home Guard
in July 1940. Their political affiliation was not stated, but the SWMF was
closely linked to both the CPGB and the Labour Party.® George Strauss,
Labour MP for Lambeth North, asked Eden with reference to Mr Welsh,
‘whether there is any political or social ban on the membership of this
body’** and Ness Edwards, Labour MP for the Caerphilly Division of
Glamorganshire, asked him why the miners had been refused admission.®
The standard ministerial response to such questions was indirect: enqui-
ries were being made and the MP concerned would receive a written reply.
Several cases involved men associated with the International Brigades of
the Spanish Civil War of 1936-39. The Brigades, composed of volunteers
from various nations, had fought against the coalition of fascist and other
right-wing forces led by General Franco, which had attempted to depose
the democratically elected Republican Government.*® Referring to the
need for experienced recruits in the Home Guard, Willie Gallacher asked
Eden in July: ‘Is the Right Hon. Gentleman not aware that the best men are
the men of the International Brigade, but that attempts have been made to
keep them out?’®” A case in point was Wogan Philipps, who, as the son of
Lord Milford, might appear to have had impeccable upper-class creden-
tials. He was, however, prospective Labour candidate for South Oxford-
shire and had driven an ambulance for the Republican Government in
the Spanish Civil War.® When he applied to join the Home Guard in
June 1940 he came up against ‘some of the local gentry), as he put it, who
threatened to resign if he was admitted.® Angry and humiliated, Philipps
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joined the Merchant Navy Reserve, apparently without difficulty.”

In at least some instances, then, left-wing political associations, socialist
as well as communist, affected the attitudes both of the ‘clubs’ of men
with ‘political, business and social connections’ suspected of running
the force and of the chief constables who made recommendations about
membership to the military authorities. Official intolerance of left-wing
membership gradually dwindled after the German invasion of the USSR
in June 1941. In January 1942 the Home Office instructed chief constables
to ‘modify’ the earlier practice of exclusion.” It later declared, in February
1943, that ‘Communists should be enrolled into this service in the same
way as they are enrolled into H. M. Forces, where their activities in this
connection would be under supervision.” However, this did not equate
with official approbation. As Sonya Rose argues, the Ministry of Infor-
mation endeavoured (largely successfully) to ensure that growing public
enthusiasm for ‘Russia’ as an ally did not ‘increase the popularity of the
British Communist Party’”> As we shall see, critical comparisons between
the Soviet war effort and the British Home Guard focused not on reducing
suspicion of the Left, but on achieving greater efficiency in the Home
Guard, as well as persuading the authorities to admit women to its ranks.

The set of issues around who might or might not belong to the Home
Guard exposed cracks and contradictions in British national unity. What
was the meaning of ‘home defence’ if not everyone ‘at home’ could be
involved? Wartime Britain, and by extension the Home Guard, was
supposed to have united ‘men of every age and every calling’ in ‘comrade-
ship of arms) as George VI put it. However, not only enthusiasts outside
the age-limits, but immigrants, Irishmen, Jews, communists and socialists
could find themselves beyond the pale. The exclusion of youths under 17
and men over 65, as well as men deemed physically unfit, suggested that the
masculinity of these social groups was impaired. Exclusion on the grounds
of nationality and political affiliation indicated the limits of democratic
inclusivity. And whatever the rationale, the definition of such groups as
marginal to the war effort contradicted the all-embracing rhetoric of the
diverse and democratic Britain represented by the Home Guard.

Ideological inspiration

The issue of precisely which social order the Home Guard in practice
represented was closely linked to the debate over the political meaning
of the war. Was it a nationalist struggle to defend the British parts of the
British Isles against invasion? Or was it part of an international struggle
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against the rising tide of European fascism? Was the appropriate prece-
dent the British resistance to Napoleon’s army in the 1790s or the fight
of the International Brigade and People’s Militia against the supporters
of Franco in Spain from 1936 to 1939? Or was a new model, specifically
British but suited to modern war, required?

These questions did not animate only the Left: there was controversy
in the Government about the kind of force the LDV should be. In May
1940 key members of the War Office, notably Frederick Bovenschen,
Deputy Under-Secretary of State for War, argued that General Sir Walter
Kirke, Commander-in-Chief Home Forces, was following the wrong
model. Kirke, who was responsible for rapidly putting together plans
for the structure and organisation of the LDV, cited as an appropriate
antecedent the ‘Boer Commando’ — that is, the guerrilla fighter operating
in a decentralised structure that gave ‘the utmost latitude to local enter-
prise’ But Bovenschen and others in the War Office frowned on Kirke’s
evocation of the Boer rebels who had challenged Britain’s imperial power
in South Africa from 1899 to 1902. They advocated the model of the
Territorial, a part-time soldier working within an organised extension
of the British Army’s hierarchical and centralised structure.” The LDV
were, in fact, initially organised with considerable local autonomy, much
as Kirke wanted: it was the only way to ‘bring the scheme into being as
quickly as possible” even though War Office officials continued to voice
concerns about avoiding ‘chaos’” and establishing ‘full discipline’” But
the argument over the kind of force the LDV should be, conventional or
modern, orthodox or unorthodox, clean or dirty, intensified in and out
of the War Office during the summer of 1940.

The Left liked the idea of a popular guerrilla force. It was particularly
excited about the apparent relevance of the recent Republican mobilisa-
tion against Franco. Numerous radical commentators urged the LDV to
develop along what were seen as Spanish lines, especially after the British
retreat from Dunkirk in the first week of June 1940. Even though the
three-year war in Spain had fostered sectarian tensions and exposed the
contradictions between socialist aspirations and the dictatorial tenden-
cies of Soviet communism, it symbolised the heroism and moral recti-
tude of the anti-fascist cause.” The official British refusal to aid Spain, on
the other hand, had provoked suspicions of covert government sympathy
with fascism. In 1940 the theme of numerous newspaper articles was
the creation of an all-inclusive ‘people’s army’, which would prevent an
invasion force from exploiting weak points in the nation’s defences, as the
Germans had done in Holland, Belgium and France. T. L. Horabin, Liberal
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MP for North Cornwall (known for his left-leaning views) published an
article in the News Chronicle in June 1940 headlined ‘Arm the People
Now!” above a photograph of women and men bearing rifles, captioned
‘They did it in Barcelona’:

The threat of invasion can be met in one way only — by our becoming a
Nation in Arms. By turning the resistance to invasion into ‘a people’s war’.
By turning the whole people into one vast army, incorporating every man
and boy capable of bearing arms and every woman with the courage to sling
a milk-bottle at a cyclist invader. 77

Age, gender and other social differentiators scarcely mattered in the
creation of a People’s Army — boys and women could play a part, as well as
men of all ages. Inclusivity and voluntarism were imbued with the heroism
and radicalism associated with the defence of the Spanish Republic: the
Home Guard was, in the minds of many on the Left, the equivalent of the
people’s militias and International Brigades. This in turn stimulated the
suspicions of those on the Right, for whom the Spanish Civil War had
been a foreign struggle in which Britain need have little interest.

The LDV force came into being in this political context. Eden’s broad-
cast defined the LDV as a counter-invasion force but did not colour it
with a specifically anti-fascist tint. He identified its role as primarily one
of defence against airborne invasion by parachutists: the Volunteers were
originally known as ‘parashots’ This definition had ideological implica-
tions. The LDV were officially warned that the invader might adopt a
variety of disguises:

The Germans are ... in the habit of dropping spies, saboteurs and agents
behind the lines and may do so in this country. Such men are often dressed in
mufti, our own uniform, or may assume almost any disguise, e.g. priests and
even women. These men are not soldiers and must be treated as spies.78

Home Guard patrols, and particularly the road blocks at which they
checked identity cards, were meant to enable the detection of such
interlopers. Despite the confidentiality of the official instruction, the
parachutist disguised as a nun entered the popular discourse of home
defence: his subterfuge of appropriating the dress associated with a
particularly innocent type of womanhood was a sly trick beneath manly
British standards, characteristic of an immoral and ungodly enemy.

The Left likewise constructed the Home Guard as a counter-invasion
force, but additionally viewed it as both specifically anti-fascist and also
potentially revolutionary: the huge popular response to the call for LDVs
was seen as evidence of a people’s democracy in action — a replay of the
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Spanish Civil War. Left-wing opinion concerning ‘the strategy and tactics
of people’s war in the specific conditions of fascist aggression in Europe’
was led by former communist and veteran of the Spanish Civil War Tom
Wintringham.” His experience of Spain had persuaded him that a civilian
army, inspired by democratic ideals and organised on democratic lines,
could successfully resist a fascist army: ‘Freedom, felt and making a differ-
ence, making a people eager, is almost a formula for winning wars) he
wrote in July 1940.%° He saw the ‘people’s army’ as a harbinger of radical
change. Rather than recalling the patriotism of the Fencibles and the
Yeomanry, as Sir Edward Grigg did in Parliament, Wintringham evoked
the radical democratic claims of the Levellers in Cromwell’s New Model
Army of the 1640s,*' and he cited not Agincourt (1415) but Crécy (1346)
as the iconic British battle — because he regarded it as a victory of autono-
mous communities of village bowmen against a feudal army.*

Even though the Republicans lost the war in Spain, Wintringham
argued that they had impeded the advance of the Francoists and their
Italian and German allies for nearly three years because they had mobil-
ised a popular army.*’ In an article in Picture Postin June 1940, he argued
that only such an army could counter the current German tactics of ‘deep
infiltration’ by which parachutists were dropped far behind enemy lines:

An armed people, with some rifles in every village and every suburb, an
armed guard on every important cross-roads, revolvers worn by typists, and
signs up in the restaurants ‘please leave hand-grenades and machine-guns at
the door’ — such a people can tackle parachutists before breakfast.3*

In spite of such enthusiastic hyperbole, Wintringham’s practical experi-
ence in Spain made him more cautious than other left-wing advocates
of arming all the people, and more insistent on training and discipline.
Fighting a people’s war, he wrote,

does not mean the indiscriminate arming of everyone. It means that the
efforts of our army for the defence of this country should be supplemented
by some training and some arming of about four million men, who continue
to live as civilians and to work at their jobs until invasion occurs or until
they are needed.®®

Elsewhere he indicated that these 4 million men should mostly be ex-
servicemen with military experience. In Wintringham’s more sober state-
ments, the Regular Army played the lead role. Furthermore, armed typists
or, indeed, women of any sort rapidly disappeared from his vision of the
militant citizens who would work closely with it.
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Wintringham believed in June 1940 that the LDV were not yet an
effective ‘people’s army’, but he was convinced that they could become
one if their numbers were increased, their organisation and leadership
democratised and, above all, if they were trained.® In the summer of 1940
he established a private training school for Home Guard members in the
grounds of Osterley Park, a stately home just west of London owned by
Lord Jersey, a friend of the progressive publisher Edward Hulton, who
provided the funds. Wintringham had a regular column in Hulton’s
popular weekly magazine Picture Post. If this gave Wintringham literary
space in which to express his ideas to a wide audience, Osterley was
the physical space in which he put his ideas into practice. From July to
September 1940 the Osterley school trained over 3,000 members of the
Home Guard in 2-day courses taken by 100 men at a time, and acquired
a revolutionary reputation.

Two aspects of the school account for this image. Firstly, Wintringham
construed the Home Guard as a democratic, anti-fascist force that would
not stand for a settlement with Hitler in any circumstances short of his
complete defeat. Wintringham’s teaching at Osterley was imbued with
comparisons between the Home Guard and the People’s Militia of Repub-
lican Spain, ‘an army very like their own, the army that for year after year
held up Fascism’s flood-tide towards world power’.?” Instructors included
anumber of veterans of the Spanish Civil War, including Spanish miners
and left-wingers such as Wintringham’s friends Hugh Slater and Bert
(‘Yank’) Levy. Slater, like George Orwell who had also fought in Spain and
was outspoken in his support for Wintringham and the school, believed
that the Home Guard would not only resist invasion but would also turn
against the British Government if it made any attempt to appease Hitler
and sue for a compromise peace.®

Secondly, Wintringham was committed to teaching guerrilla warfare,
which he believed was the only form of warfare suitable for repelling
fascist invasion. He argued that the Home Guard should be a force of “first
class irregulars’ organised and trained in different ways from the regular
soldiers of the British Army. Hence he recruited the Chief Instructor of the
Boy Scouts, Stanley White, to the school, and combined Baden Powell’s
scouting tradition with the unorthodox warfare recommended before the
Second World War by military figures such as T. E. Lawrence and Orde
Wingate, and used in some parts of the Spanish Civil War.¥ The heady
topics of the Osterley lectures, and of the practical training, included
stalking undetected through the countryside, camouflaged knife-attacks,
garrotting enemy sentries, sniping at dive-bombers, wires across the road
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to bring down motor-cyclists, home-made grenades dropped on cars
from trees or lobbed under tanks, and house-to-house street-fighting.”
These were the methods that Wintringham advocated in response to the
main means of ‘deep infiltration’ characteristic of modern warfare: the
parachutist who was dropped behind enemy lines; the tank that consti-
tuted a mobile fortress; and the aeroplane that delivered not only bombs
but also military personnel together with supplies of arms and ammuni-
tion. However, Wintringham’s approach earned him accusations that he
was ‘teaching murder rather than teaching war’, and soon brought him
into conflict with officials in the War Office. He claimed that an ‘officer
high up in the command of the L.D.V. called for the closure of the school
in its early days, on the grounds that ‘crawling around’ was unsuitable
training for men who would only be required ‘to sit in a pill-box and
shoot straight’.”!

S. P. MacKenzie and others have implied that official opposition not
only to Wintringham’s ‘irregular methods’ but to his politics was repre-
sentative of the War Office view and the reason for the school’s closure
after three months.”” Indeed the Osterley Park experiment is usually
seen as a daring attempt by the Left to train a citizens” guerrilla army,
inspired by the ex-communist firebrand Wintringham, and stamped
on by the authorities. But the situation was more complex. A private
military training school teaching armed warfare could not, any more
than could a private army, be tolerated by the state. To survive, such a
school needed War Office approval.”® (In any case, Edward Hulton could
not have funded the venture indefinitely.) A War Office official who
reported on the school in July 1940 stated that ‘while approving of the
school in principle, he did not think the Instructors were of a suitable
type ... owing to the Communistic tendency of Instructors. In response,
the Home Guard Inspectorate asked MI5 to vet the instructors and sent
more senior army officers to inspect the school.” But rather than simply
refusing any recognition to the school and its ‘communistic’ instructors,
and thereby suppressing it, the War Office absorbed the school into its
own training system. Osterley Park was officially closed on 30 September
1940, but Home Guard training recommenced two weeks later, in the
grounds of another large country house, ‘Denbies), in Surrey. Sir Edward
Grigg explained in Parliament: ‘We have established a Home Guard school
based on the admirable school which was first started by Mr Hulton at
Osterley.” ‘Denbies’ had much the same syllabus® as well as some of
Osterley’s ‘communistic’ personnel, including Hugh Slater and ‘Yank’
Levy, and Wintringham himself as ‘lecturer and adviser’””
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The language of the relevant War Office minutes is striking: ‘“They
were keeping on several instructors (toughs) from Osterley Park [...]
Home Guard students who had passed through the course like the blood
and thunder aspect’.”® This departure from formal civil service language
echoed Wintringham: he described Yank Levy as ‘my good tough [...] the
best lecturer on rough stuff that I know’.”® As these linguistic continuities
suggest, it was and is a misrepresentation to suggest that all members of
the War Office thought that Home Guards needed only to learn to sit in
a pill-box and shoot straight. Officials may have disliked the emphasis
on militant democracy, but nevertheless approved Ministry of Infor-
mation plans for three films featuring training in Osterley techniques,
two of which included specific references to the Spanish Civil War.'®
The commentary in Citizen Army (1940), accompanying a lesson about
grenades, includes the statement: ‘Among the instructors who are at the
School are several men who fought in Spain and who have had experi-
ence of the kind of fighting in which Home Guard would be engaged
in an invasion.'”' Wintringham himself was commissioned by the BBC
to contribute to at least two broadcasts on the Home Guard in 1941:
he presented it as ‘a citizen army based on and arising out of a genuine
democratic defence movement’.'*

Nevertheless, the War Office made changes at ‘Denbies’ with which
Wintringham was unhappy. He resigned from his position there in June
1941, owing, in his own words, ‘to differences of opinion on the devel-
opment of the Home Guard’'® He believed that members of the Home
Guard in the age group 35-40 who had ‘proved themselves’ as company
commanders should be exempt from conscription to the regular forces,
as were their civil defence counterparts in the Fire Services and Rescue
Squads. He argued that officer appointments in the Home Guard were
(still) both class-bound and politically prejudiced;'® indeed the ‘Denbies’
regulations indicate conventional expectations of the social standing of
the ‘platoon commanders and above’, now nominated as trainees.'And
he protested against the view that the Home Guard was ‘a fourth rate
militia force, not to be trusted with ammunition for fear they shoot
themselves, and incapable of learning the intricacies of modern war’ He
insisted that the Home Guard should be trained not only to fight for
‘islands of defence’ but also to be ‘active garrisons), capable of sufficient
mobility to harass the enemy, while the Regular Army was preparing the
counter-attack.'"

Wintringham’s critique of Home Guard policy in the summer of
1941 saw the force as a superb counter to Nazi warfare: it was highly
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efficient to arm volunteers who were also working productively in war
industries and were capable of taking on defence that would otherwise
occupy the Regular Army. Like the Home Guard officer quoted earlier,
and like Orwell, Wintringham insisted that only a democracy, confident
in the active participation of its citizens, as opposed to a totalitarian state
dependent on ‘blind devotion, could do such a thing.'”” As Miles Taylor
argues, this perception of the Home Guard enabled Wintringham, Orwell
and others on the Left to regard popular patriotism in wartime not as the
irrational force feared by J. A. Hobson in 1902 but as a conscious choice
on the part of ‘the people’'®® Orwell wrote exultantly, in April 1941: ‘“The
Home Guard is the most anti-Fascist body existing in England’, describing
it as ‘an astonishing phenomenon, a sort of People’s Army officered by
Blimps’and stating that ‘it is much more democratic and consciously anti-
Fascist than some of its commanders would wish’.!”® As the last sentence
implies, left-wing enthusiasm maintained a critical stance. Wintringham
argued that the potential of the Home Guard could not be realised until
the prejudice of ‘those who distrust and fear the ordinary people of this
country, as well as the outdated military methods still favoured by some
senior officers, were swept away, and the Home Guard was thoroughly
trained in guerrilla tactics."'® Orwell agreed that ‘the grip of the retired
colonel with his pre-machine-gun mentality’ must be broken.'"

Even though Osterley challenged its values, the War Office also
approved at least one other such experiment, a Home Guard training
camp at Burwash in Sussex inspired by John Langdon-Davies, a journalist
who wrote critical articles on the Home Guard for the Sunday Picto-
rial. Langdon-Davies, a Home Guard captain, was Commandant of
this school, which was officially recognised in December 1941 as the
South-Eastern Command Fieldcraft Training School.'? Although he had
reported from the Republican side on the Spanish Civil War, Langdon-
Davies was probably more acceptable to the military authorities than
Wintringham, because he had no communist past and was overtly anti-
Soviet.'” Nevertheless, he expressed a similar faith in local democracy
and active citizenship, and Burwash taught the same kind of guerrilla
tactics as Osterley.!*

The view that the Home Guard’s role should be a mobile one, and
hence that traditional army drill was not the most suitable training,
was represented in the War Office, even though it was contested. The
potential for official commitment to unorthodox methods was compli-
cated, however, by the secrecy surrounding the parallel development of a
clandestine organisation known as the Home Guard Auxiliary, unequiv-
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ocally designed to wage guerrilla warfare in the event of invasion. The
nominal link between this Auxiliary and the Home Guard was part of its
disguise rather than an organisational reality,'"® but its existence strength-
ened the position of officials who wanted the Home Guard to concentrate
on conventional training for static guard duties, rather than guerrilla
techniques.

Military functions

Throughout the years 1940—42 the ‘strategy of nodal points’ dominated
the official version of the Home Guard’s role. The ‘nodal point’ was a defen-
sive position such as a village or a road junction which the Home Guard
was supposed to defend ‘to the last man and the last round’""® In contrast,
Wintringham and others, including the respected military theorist Basil
Liddell Hart, advised that the Home Guard should use ‘the tactics of infil-
tration and of elastic defence’, that is, it should both penetrate beyond
the enemy’s strong points to strike at its military infrastructure and make
tactical retreats in order to lure the enemy forward into positions in which
it could be ambushed.'” Lord Bridgeman, Director General of the Home
Guard from the summer of 1941 until the end of the war, suggested in
August 1941 and again in January 1942 that the Home Guard could have
a role in sabotage and harassment, even if the defence of ‘nodal points’
remained its main task.''® But as far as the army leadership was concerned,
mobile deployment was impractical for the Home Guard for four reasons:
the forcelacked military transportand mobile forms of artillery; command
and control of the Home Guard were not integrated above battalion level;
in their limited opportunities for training, part-time soldiers could only
master the techniques of static defence, not the greater complexities of
mobility; and mobile bands of Home Guards would cause confusion to
regular troops and increase civilian casualties.'”” In June 1942 orders to
company commanders stated that guerrilla fighting by the Home Guard
‘must not be allowed [...] Instructions issued must NOT detract from the
overriding principle that there will be no withdrawal from Nodal Points
while there are any men left to defend it [sic].!** Nevertheless, reference
to guerrilla warfare did not completely disappear from the Home Guard’s
training. Home Guard Instruction Number 51, issued in September 1942,
told commanders that guerrilla activity might be permissible in sparsely
populated areas where there were no nodal points, and gave details of how
to train a Home Guard squad for such a role.'”!

There was another side to a mobile role for the Home Guard, however,
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one which had more to do with morale than practicalities. Churchill
was consistently enthusiastic about the Home Guard, in part because he
thoughtitrepresented a population activated by the possibility of invasion,
inspired to resist and hence committed to all aspects of the war effort. He
was aware of dips in Home Guard morale and deliberately ‘talked it up’
in his speeches, as well as reiterating the possibility of invasion even at
moments when this was generally regarded as unlikely, for example in
the spring of both 1942 and 1943.'# As the consistent popularity of the
‘blood and thunder’ aspects of training suggested, preparing the Home
Guard for a mobile role, involving guerrilla tactics such as stalking and
unarmed combat, contributed to an ‘offensive mentality’ which was better
for morale than training for a purely static role.

These rival versions of the military role of the Home Guard — static
or mobile, conventional or unorthodox — had implications for gender
identities.'” The defence of nodal points involved bearing weapons, being
trained in their use and undertaking sentinel responsibilities, and was thus
not incompatible with wartime military masculinity. But mobile military
duties were more highly esteemed in the Second World War. ‘Blood and
thunder’ stood for unorthodox methods that produced results — garrot-
ting sentries, lobbing grenades — which had been seen as unmanly before
the war, representative of the sneaky tactics of rebellious colonial subjects
such as the Boers and deviants like ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ Sitting in a pill-
box and shooting straight, in contrast, evoked the patriotic heroism of
defence to the last man. But it was contaminated by evidence that wars
characterised by ‘defence of the line} notably the First World War, resulted
in a high death toll that was both inglorious and largely futile. In the
world of blitzkrieg, when the pace of war was faster and less predictable
than previously, some military leaders became convinced that the use of
initiative, intelligence, stealth and subterfuge to outwit a ruthless enemy
was more manly than was obediently taking up a static position. General
Sir James Marshall-Cornwall, General Officer in Command of the British
Army’s Western Command, evoked both military and masculine power-
lessness when he took a stand against ‘making our Home Guards pill-
box-bound and impotent for war’.!**

The policy of a static guard role for the Home Guard attracted public
criticism through the controversial provision of ‘pikes’, that is bayonets
welded to steel tubes, to all Home Guard units at the beginning of 1942.
The pike policy was meant to ensure that every Home Guard had a
weapon, and was based on a belief in the effectiveness of ‘cold steel’ in the
Home Guard’s armory.'* Bayonet training was thought to have salutary
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effects on masculine aggression: ‘it is “guts and gristle” instruction, with
nothing peacetime or “pansy” about it} as an Army training manual put
it in 1940.'% Pikes had their defenders, even from within the ‘mobility’
camp, on the grounds that they were quieter and lighter than rifles and
were good for ‘cads’ warfare) especially at night.'?” But War Office confi-
dence in the cult of the bayonet was misjudged, as Brigadier-General Lord
Page Croft, Under-Secretary for War, discovered when endeavouring to
defend the pike policy in Parliament. Complaints were made about the
waste of materials and labour in the production of an ineffective weapon,
and there was outrage about the pike’s symbolic implications: “The provi-
sion of pikes for the Home Guard, if it was not meant to be a joke, was an
insult, complained one MP; another quoted a constituent asking ‘when
may we expect the bows and arrows and slings?’'*® The theme of insulting
the Home Guard with ‘medieval knicknacks” was echoed in the House
of Lords.'”” Chapter 4 shows how cartoonists used the pike to suggest
that the Home Guard was run by out-of-date commanders, committed to
archaic methods that undermined the military status of the force.

The provision of pikes coincided with the introduction of conscription
to the Home Guard under the National Service No. 2 Act of December
1941. Pikes were supplied so that every conscript could be armed, even
though, ironically, their provision was also blamed for the declining
enthusiasm for the Home Guard that made conscription necessary. In
spite of the inference, in Parliament and the press, that the military role of
the Home Guard was now limited, the Government justified conscription
in terms of the importance of the Home Guard to its defence strategy.
Increasing numbers of Home Guards were needed from 1942 to mid-
1944, to replace the Regular Army on guard duties and to relieve army
personnel on coastal defences and (in conjunction with the women of
the Auxiliary Territorial Service) on anti-aircraft batteries.””® The Home
Guard was also required to participate in army training. David French
explains in his history of ‘Churchill’s Army’ that in 1942—43 the use of
realistic battle drill and field-firing exercises to train the home forces was
stepped up, both to raise morale and to ‘increase the tempo at which the
British army could operate and enable it to compete on equal terms with
the Germans’."*! Accordingly, the Home Guard was drawn into a rigorous
army training regime, involving monthly military exercises in which ‘the
enemy’ was expected to be ‘as offensive as the Germans will be’'* For these
functions, its members were armed with more modern weapons than
pikes. More fundamentally, the division between static guard duties and a
mobile role became untenable: the defence of fixed points such as houses

~ 47 ~



Political challenges

and weapon dumps was necessary, but so too were raids and ambushes.
There were even complaints that too much commando-style mobility was
expected.” From 1942 to 1944 these exercises prepared British troops
for D-Day and were also valued for the contribution they made to pre-
service training."** At the same time, the Home Guard in southern Britain
was trained and equipped so that it could almost completely replace the
British Army in home defence, before, during and after the re-invasion
of Europe in June 1944: its members were required to sleep in full kit, in
readiness for an alert, during this period.'*

Ironically, then, the Home Guard’s integration into army training led
to its instruction in some of the military techniques that Wintringham
and other radicals had advocated. Now, however, these were intended to
prepare British forces for the invasion of Europe, rather than to enable the
Home Guard to act as an anti-fascist, counter-invasion, ‘people’s army’.
On the other hand, throughout the war, and especially at times and in
localities where defence duties and military training were not required,
the force was required to co-operate with the Civil Defence Services."*
This requirement, that the Home Guard swap its role of armed military
response to attack, for one of civil protection of life and property from the
effects of war, was not always popular with its members.'*”

Conscription

The Government introduced conscription to the Home Guard in
December 1941, to ensure that the supply of personnel was sufficient for
the guard, defence and training duties required of it. Any male British
subject between the ages of 18 and 51 could now be directed to enroll,a
step which required the authorities to revisit their previous exclusion of
political extremists ‘with no reason given’ In keeping with its anxieties
about the Home Guard inadvertently training members of the IRA, the
Home Office issued secret instructions that Irishmen who had come to
work in Britain during the war would not be conscripted.'*® As far as the
Left was concerned, on the other hand, internal memoranda acknowl-
edged that the entry of the Soviet Union to the war as an ally had made
a difference: ‘In the past any active member of the Communist Party has
been excluded from the Home Guard, but in the altered circumstances
brought about by the attack by Germany on the Soviet Union, it seems
right to moditfy this’'*

The official Memorandum of Regulations which accompanied the
Act sounded draconian.'® New disciplinary requirements would apply
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throughout the Home Guard, even though the compulsory powers of
recruitment were to be used only in areas where numbers were too low.
Members’ attendance was now legally enforced: defaulters were liable to
summary conviction in a civil court and a penalty of one month’s impris-
onment or a fine of up to £10. Periods of training and duty were fixed
at a maximum of 48 hours every 4 weeks. In place of earlier arrange-
ments permitting resignation with a fortnight’s notice (known as the
‘housemaid’s clause’), members now had to remain in the Home Guard
until their services were dispensed with by the state, and the designation
‘Volunteer’ was dropped: ordinary members of the Home Guard were
henceforth called ‘Privates’!*! Volunteers unwilling to accept the revised
conditions of service were given two months after the passing of the Act
in which to resign, after which they were bound by the new regulations.

The erosion of the voluntary principle by these requirements was seen
by critics as a violation of the meaning of Britain at war. Compulsory
recruitment directly contradicted the rhetoric with which the Home
Guard had hitherto been celebrated, both by conservative leaders such
as Eden, Grigg and Churchill, and on the Left. The Home Guard’s prized
‘voluntary spirit’ was central to the Britishness it was said to embody, and
it was also seen as an expression of democracy in action, epitomised by
willing co-operation in defence of state and society."** Conscription, in
contrast, had in the past been associated with Prussian militarism and
coerced loyalty,'”’ and there was a faint echo of the opposition to its intro-
duction in the First World War. Several Labour MPs expressed the view
that ‘the introduction of conscription for the Home Guard will destroy
the spirit of that body’ by making it militarised and bureaucratised, and
by undermining local independence, initiative and the ‘free associa-
tion of comradeship in duty’. It might achieve ‘a little bit more prompt
obedience’, but it would ‘destroy the spirit which was intended to defend
England’'*

Conscription, and the more rigorous membership terms introduced at
the same time, nevertheless had their supporters. There were three main
arguments in favour. Firstly, Home Guard service should be required of
all young men, since it provided useful military training prior to their
call up.' Secondly, it was a way of ensuring the fair distribution of the
burdens of war across the population that would counter the tendency for
the Home Guard to fill up with ‘slackers’ and ‘Sunday soldiers’."* Thirdly, it
wasimportant that the Home Guard should be closely comparable with the
army, which was itself composed of a mixture of volunteers and conscripts
and was subject to strict internal discipline.'”” In making the case for
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conscription, Churchill combined flattering references to the origins and
development of the Home Guard, which had ‘become a most powerful,
trained, uniformed body’, with insistence on its centrality to national
defence and hence the importance of maintaining its efficiency."®

Parallels with the Red Army were drawn by those in favour as well
as those against compulsion. Churchill dodged the continuing difficul-
ties of equipping the Home Guard, which were potentially incompatible
with the conscription that he was recommending, by urging improvisa-
tion, claiming, ‘that is what they are doing in Russia in defending their
country.'”® Henry Charleton, Labour MP for South Leeds, argued on the
other hand that ‘Russian soldiers’ provided such a compelling ‘example’ for
the Home Guard that compulsion was unnecessary.'* The soldiers of the
Red Army were conceptualised in these statements as acceptable ‘Russian’
patriots rather than the more menacing representatives of international
Soviet communism, and idealised ‘Russians’ were held up as role models.
For critics, a particular target of comparison was the enduring obsession
of Home Guard officers with parade-ground drill in the months after
conscription: ‘It might be a good idea to emulate the Russian guerillas
and concentrate on how to wipe out as many Germans as possible instead
of trying to dazzle them with a blinding array of gleaming brasswork;
wrote a Midlands Home Guard to Reyrnolds News in January 1942."'

In practice, there was pride in areas where there was no need to apply
compulsion because recruitment and attendance were still buoyant and
there were no ‘slackers.’”” Some Home Guard commanding officers
urged that compulsory service was unnecessary because volunteers were
plentiful when there was something worthwhile to do, such as weekend
camps or training in mobile methods.'** But conscription was on balance
accepted. Even though some Labour MPs spoke out against it, the far Left
appears to have been silent on the issue: Wintringham believed in military
discipline within his democratically-inspired ‘armies of freemen), and he
and others were not opposed (as Socialists had been in the First World
War) to conscription to the Army. There were even criticisms, voiced for
example by John Langdon-Davies, who had supported tighter discipline
in the force from its early days, that compulsion was applied insufficiently
rigorously and consistently.'>*

On the other hand, there were public protests when the regulations
appeared to be applied unreasonably, for example to men who were
patently unfit," and to occupational groups such as miners and agricul-
tural workers, who, as Walter Citrine, General Secretary of the Trades
Union Congress, pointed out, were already putting in long hours for the
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war effort.” A widely publicised case was that of Reginald Brown, a farm
labourer, who was sentenced to one month’s imprisonment with hard
labour in October 1942 for failing to attend Home Guard parades. The
Daily Express protested: ‘How can a man do his Home Guard drills if
he milks cows, does harvesting, tractor-driving, hoeing, corn-cutting on
three farms, and often works from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. including Sundays?’,
and the Daily Herald received ‘scores of letters’ that regarded the impris-
onment as ‘one of the monstrosities of the war” and called for Brown’s
release.™” As late as February 1944, at least one commentator bemoaned
the damage to the spirit of the British war effort which was inflicted by
conscription to the Home Guard: ‘It has succeeded in producing men and
materials’ stated the News of the World, ‘but its workings stand condemned
by public opinion as alien to the spirit and traditions of the nation.'*®

Compulsion was lifted in September 1944, when the Home Guard
returned to its original voluntary status. At this point Orwell asserted
that the inclusion of the Home Guard in the National Service Act had
been unnecessary: there had been sustained commitment throughout the
period 1940—44. He added that members had been motivated not by the
democratic spirit and consciousness of ‘what the war is about’ that he and
others had evoked in the days of Osterley, but by ‘the primitive instinct to
defend one’s native soil’."*® Orwell thus contributed not only to the enduring
image of the Home Guard as primarily a counter-invasion force, but also,
perversely, to the obliteration from popular memory of the left-wing vision
that he had shared, of a democratic, anti-fascist Home Guard.

But in spite of the shift from voluntarism to compulsion, and from
counter-insurgent guerrilla force to adjunct of the army, the Home Guard
remained a resilient metaphor for the nation at war. Ironically, the legal
enforcement of compulsory service in the Home Guard was used, at least
once, as an opportunity for an assertion of ‘the spirit and traditions of the
nation’ Early in 1944, George Roberts, a West Indian who had come to
Britain to work as a skilled electrician in a war factory and had joined the
Home Guard as a volunteer, was fined £5 by the Liverpool Police Court
for failing to attend Home Guard parades. He explained the reason for
his non-attendance: he had been refused admission to the Grafton dance
hall because of his colour, so he had returned to the hall in his Home
Guard uniform only to be turned away again, as a result of which he
decided not to go to Home Guard meetings ‘because he had been insulted
while wearing the uniform’'® The Grafton was currently catering for
white American troops accustomed to the ‘colour bar’. On appeal to the
Quarter Sessions, however, Roberts’s fine was commuted to one farthing
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by the Liverpool Recorder, E. G. Hemmerde, KC, who declared: ‘People
came over here to risk their lives on behalf of what they proudly call the
Mother Country’; it was ‘impertinence for any country to accept the aid
of coloured people from any part of the world and then to say “Our laws
do not enable us to deal with you on terms of complete equality”'®'

The Home Guard was thus recognisably constructed as a force in
which people risked their lives, and Britain as a liberal polity in which the
law upheld equal treatment regardless of race. The ethos of voluntarism,
patriotism, democracy and unity associated with the Home Guard and
the war effort was reiterated in this judgment. The occasion was a breach
of the law compelling participation in home defence that critics had
condemned as alien to these wartime values. But compulsion was not the
real issue in Roberts’s case: the targets were aberrant members of wartime
society, represented by dance-hall proprietors who were placing the expec-
tations of their new clientele of segregated white American servicemen
above the British tradition ‘of complete equality’.!> That ‘tradition” was
clearly vulnerable to racial prejudice, as the case of Jack White in 1940
had suggested. Chapter 3 reveals the limitations, as well as the surprising
flexibility, of the tradition in relation to gender.

Conclusion

The Home Guard in official discourse symbolised the unity, purpose
and inclusiveness of the British war effort. But this view was contra-
dicted by the exclusion not only of the old and the young, but also of
foreign nationals, the Irish, and British communists and socialists. Left-
wing political affiliation aroused particular government suspicion, but
official prohibition was deliberately muted in order to protect Britain’s
democratic image. The wartime Left brought to the Home Guard a set of
aspirations inspired by the Spanish Civil War and stimulated by the neo-
socialism of the war effort. Its vision of the Home Guard as a ‘citizens’
army’ implied that the meaning of the war for British civilians was not
only the stoical endurance of living through the Blitz, but the heroic resis-
tance of a militant citizenry.'®® Such an army could be trusted to bear
arms for a Britain whose democratic reconstruction the war was already
heralding. It should be trained both for operational integration with the
regular forces and in modern unorthodox tactics.

The insistence of radical military strategists that the Home Guard
could, in such ways, mount an effective defence against invasion, challen-
ged the ideas of those in the War Office who regarded any role for the
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Home Guard other than that of the static guard armed with the fixed
bayonet as impractical and undesirable. But official rejection was not
the only story. British liberalism was better served by containment than
by outright repression: the Osterley Park training school was taken over
rather than closed down. Considerations of morale and military practi-
cality (especially the need to involve the Home Guard in training the
Regular Army for the allied invasion of Europe) ensured that the prepa-
ration of the Home Guard for a mobile offensive role continued. Between
the beginning of 1942 and the summer of 1944 the Home Guard was
trained not only for static defence but also in street-fighting and camou-
flage. Ironically, given the association of the Home Guard with radical
voluntarism, legal compulsion was introduced to secure sufficient
numbers. Orwell’s ‘retired colonel with a pre-machine-gun mentality’, the
‘Blimp’ of Low’s cartoons and of the Powell and Pressburger film (which
we discuss in Chapter 4), did not dominate the Home Guard. Even so,
‘Blimp’ was an abiding presence within its leadership, where he expressed
his opposition to identifying the Home Guard with modes of warfare that
he regarded as ungentlemanly and degenerate.

The conceptualisations of the Home Guard that we have reviewed
here raise at least four questions about the masculine status of the force.
Firstly, the requirement that the Home Guard recruit only men who were
too old or too young for the armed forces, those who had been rejected on
medical grounds or those who were in reserved occupations associated it
(however unfairly, especially to the last group) with impaired manhood
and military inefficiency. Secondly, the uncertainties about the military
role of the Home Guard (whether mobile or static), coupled with the
slow arrival of uniforms and the provision of anachronistic weapons such
as pikes, placed question-marks over the soldierly identity of the force.
The popularity of mobility, as against the stasis of guarding fixed points,
reflected not only natural impatience with inaction, but also the identi-
fication of action, including guerrilla techniques and commando-style
warfare, with military manliness. Thirdly, the suggestions throughout its
history of the dispensability of the Home Guard (expressed, for example,
in the requirement that it swap armed home defence for civil defence
when needed), plus the allegations that it was full of ‘slackers and Sunday
soldiers’, cast doubt on its status as a worthwhile military organisation and
on the identity of its members as ‘real” soldiers. Fourthly and finally, the
relationship of the Home Guard to women was ambiguous. According to
some radicals, men and women could — and should — be comrades within
a civilian army resisting fascism, as they were believed to have been in
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Spain. But left-wing conviction concerning women’s place in combat did
not last beyond the enthusiasm for a ‘citizens’ army’ of the summer of
1940, and the assumption on the part of the War Office was, from the
start, that armed home defence was an exclusively male responsibility.
In Chapter 3 we explore the hotly contested issue of whether there was a
place for women in the Home Guard.
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In his broadcast of May 1940 Eden referred to the desire of ‘men of all
ages ... to do something for the defence of their country’ and invited those
aged 17-65 to join the LDV. But, from the start, women also asked to join.
They did not take rebuff lightly: of all the exclusions discussed in Chapter
2, the one that was most vigorously and persistently challenged was that
of women. This chapter traces the contest over women’s membership, the
nature of the opposition and the creation of an entirely new organisation,
Women’s Home Defence (WHD). It explores the use made of women
by local Home Guard units, and the eventual, but still unstable, official
compromise over women’s membership of the force. The questions of
whether the Home Guard needed women, and, if it did, on what terms,
were connected with the bigger issue of women’s role in the defence of
Britain and in the war effort as a whole. ‘Watching and waiting’ was a
thing of the past, but how far was women’s active participation to go, and
was their contribution to the war effort to include any form of combat?

Women and the Home Guard: the campaign

While Eden had called for men, the attitude of several MPs to the crisis
of the summer of 1940 was that home defence needed all the able-bodied
recruits it could attract, including women. For these MPs the question
was not so much whether women should be allowed to join the LDV
as whether they should have combatant or auxiliary roles. In June 1940
Frederick Seymour Cocks, Labour MP for Nottinghamshire (Broxtowe),
asked if women ‘who can use a rifle’ could be members, and in July,
Eleanor Rathbone, Independent MP for the Combined English Univer-
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sities, asked if ‘there was to be a women’s force auxiliary to the L.D.V.
similar to the auxiliaries to the Army, Navy and Air Force’! The reply to
Cocks was a curt ‘No, Sir} and to Rathbone that the matter was ‘under
consideration’, although the War Office files indicate that this was not the
case. Dr Edith Summerskill backed up both questioners. She asked for
reasons for the reply to Cocks and was told that, ‘apart from any question
of principle ... there are all sorts of questions of organisation which make
it impracticable’s however, none was spelled out.? She followed Rathbone
by asking Anthony Eden ‘how we are to fight in the hills, in the streets and
in the houses ... if women are excluded from the L.D.V.s?} and was told
that this was ‘a different question’> Summerskill’s words echoed those
of Churchill following the evacuation of Dunkirk.’ Her demand for an
ungendered understanding of ‘we), the British population, who would
‘never surrender’, set the tone for her prolonged engagement with the
Government on the issue of women in the Home Guard: she repeatedly
confronted political and military leaders with the inclusive rhetoric of the
war effort and asked why women were in practice excluded from it; she
also consistently challenged the prohibition on women’s use of firearms.

Edith Summerskill was more committed to gender equality than were
other parliamentary questioners. Labour MP for Fulham West from 1938
to 1955, and then for Warrington from 1955 until she accepted a life
peerage in 1961, she took a leading role in controversial issues concerning
women before and during the war. These included the advocacy of birth
control, painless childbirth, abortion law reform, equal pay, and equal
rights for women at work and in marriage. She was insistent during the
war that military service, including combat, was not harmful to women,
physically or morally, and she supported women’s deployment in a range
of men’s jobs, including work on anti-aircraft gun sites and in heavy and
skilled branches of industry.’

Summerskill again expressed her outrage at the exclusion of women
from the British ‘we’ during Sir Edward Grigg’s effusive speech about the
Home Guard of November 1940. When he characterised the new force
as ‘a lusty infant), she called out ‘But it is of only one sex’; and when he
listed the all-male litany of saints marching in its ranks she threw in
‘What about Boadicea?” In her own speeches she made her egalitarian
principles explicit: T am not asking for women to be included solely as
cooks and clerks in the Home Guard but in the same capacity as men,
with equal rights and no privileges’” She dismissed the idea that women
were not suitable for military duties like picketing, patrolling, observa-
tion, communications and barricading the streets, and insisted that rifle-
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training was required so that women would not find themselves helpless
in an invasion because it ‘was not womanly for me to learn how to use a
rifle’® Summerskill dismissed the relevance of conventional gender roles
to combat, yet evoked them in relation to the domestic and local focus
of Home Guard activity, emphasising (in the period prior to women’s
direction and call-up) the special suitability for the Home Guard of
women ‘who can remain in their own homes and in their own towns and
villages’® At the heart of the nation was the home, and within the home
was a woman: who better to arm and train for home defence, then, than
women?

There were two ostensible reasons for the Government’s refusal
to consider women’s membership of the Home Guard: shortage of
resources (instructors, respirators, rifles, steel helmets, uniforms);'® and
the demand for women in other aspects of the war effort (civil defence,
factories, nursing and voluntary organisations)." Summerskill and others
responded that ways of sharing scant resources could be found," and
that the most suitable members of both sexes must be recruited for these
various types of work: ‘it is better for a C3 man to do the washing up and
for an Al woman ... to be on the gun site’.!* Rarely expressed, but under-
lying the official objections, was the notion that it was not appropriate
for women to bear arms. One Director General of the Home Guard after
another repeated this view, but with a circularity that threw no light on
the reasons for the prohibition. Lieut.-General Sir Ralph Eastwood wrote
in December 1940, ‘Under no circumstances should women be enrolled
in the Home Guard ... it is undesirable for women to bear arms in the
Home Guard, and I do not think anyone should be enrolled in the Home
Guard who is not under obligation to bear arms.’ The argument was still
being repeated in October 1941: Major-General Lord Bridgeman stated
that everyone in the Home Guard must be ‘trained in the use of arms ...
to prevent Conscientious Objectors and others being able to slide into
the Home Guard to get the protection of the uniform and yet decline
to prepare themselves to fight the King’s battles. Women could not bear
arms (even if they wanted to fight the King’s battles) and therefore could
not be admitted."

However, the emergence of a women’s home-defence movement bore
out Summerskill’s insistence that women were keen to serve —in an armed
capacity — in home defence, and were prepared to defy such War Office
pronouncements.'”” Some of them had joined rifle clubs and learned to
shoot before the war.'® In the summer of 1940 a group was formed under
the leadership of Venetia Foster in the West End of London called the
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Figure I Mrs Venetia Foster training women excluded from LDV in the Amazon
Defence Corps

Amazon Defence Corps, a choice of name celebrating a feminine warrior
identity which (as we shall see) male politicians derided. Its objectives
were ‘to obtain training for women in the use and handling of firearms
and other weapons of defence’ and to secure equal membership of the
LDV.”

A similar group was formed in Bristol under the title Women’s Home
Defence Corps. In December 1940 its leader, Miss Watson-Williams,
elicited the help of Mavis Tate, Conservative MP for Frome, who
forwarded a petition signed by one hundred people from the Bristol area
to the Secretary of State for War, demanding equal membership of the
Home Guard and ‘that women of the Home Guard shall be trained in
the use of handling of firearms, and that arms shall be issued to them’.'®
From these beginnings a new national wartime organisation developed,
with Venetia Foster of the Amazon Defence Corps as Treasurer and Edith
Summerskill as Chairman." As we shall see in the next section, there was
mounting evidence of its local co-operation with the Home Guard.

In response to such infringements, the War Office explicitly banned
women’s involvement with the Home Guard. In November 1941 the
following announcement appeared in The Times and elsewhere:
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The War Office has sent an order to all Home Guard units that the training of
women as unofficial Home Guard units has not been authorized. Weapons
and ammunition in the charge of the Army or of Home Guard units must
not be used for the instruction of women and the use of the name Home
Guard is not permitted.zo

Growing shortages of military personnel, however, as well as technological
changes that blurred the line between combatant and non-combatant
roles, were putting pressure on such thinking, in the army if not the
Home Guard. General Sir Frederick Pile, General Officer Commanding
Anti-Aircraft Command, devised a scheme to release 40,000 servicemen
on anti-aircraft batteries for more active forms of service by replacing
them with women from the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS). But Sir
James Grigg, as Under-Secretary of State for War in 1941, described Pile’s
scheme (disapprovingly) as ‘breath-taking and revolutionary’?' and the
military hierarchy strove to ensure that the operational deployment
of women on anti-aircraft gun batteries did not breach the prohibi-
tion against women’s use of lethal weapons. Officially, men loaded and
fired the guns, while women operated the height and range finders that
enabled them to be aimed, and were not classified as combatants. General
Pile, who favoured interchangeable roles, said crossly that the govern-
ment ‘was prepared to allow women to do anything to kill the enemy
except pull the trigger’*? In practice, the distinction between aiming and
firing the guns was increasingly spurious, but attempts to maintain the
divide between combatant men and non-combatant women continued.
Women were required to give their consent in writing to perform any
work in the Forces that required handling lethal weapons (which they
were not allowed to fire), whereas it was taken for granted that men would
do such work.?

Summerskill thought that the underlying causes of the opposition to
women’s involvement in combat lay in persistent ‘nineteenth-century’
attitudes to femininity, notably ‘this idea that women are still weak, gentle
creatures who must be protected’, which was particularly strong in the
‘masculine’ War Office.* She insisted that such beliefs had been vitiated by
the conditions of modernity: twentieth-century forms of warfare, such as
aerial bombardment, did not discriminate between combatants and non-
combatants, men and women; modern social practices, such as women’s
participation in politics and a wide variety of paid work, had breached the
traditional divide between the sexes. Summerskill argued that there were
increasing numbers of women — and men — who had no time for the out-
dated prejudice against women’s role in combat. She insisted on joining
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the Parliamentary Home Guard and participating in rifle drill, one of
many cases in which the rules were conspicuously flouted.”

Summerskill was particularly incensed by the contradiction between
the Government’s obdurate refusal of a place for women in the Home
Guard, and the provisions of the National Service (No. 2) Act of December
1941. As we saw in Chapter 2, under the Act men aged 18-51 could be
compelled to serve in the Home Guard in areas considered below strength:
the context was that because of increased mobilisation and a decrease in
volunteers, the number of men in the force had shrunk by 150,000 in
the second half of 1941. The Act also made provision for the conscrip-
tion of single women aged 19-30 to the ATS (as well as for other forms
of war service). These policy decisions regarding the Home Guard and
the ATS were linked. Both were designed to increase the personnel avail-
able to support the British Army; specifically, both male Home Guards
and ATS women were deployed to replace regular soldiers on anti-aircraft
batteries. Furthermore, in introducing the Bill to Parliament, Churchill
and Margesson, Secretary of State of War from December 1940 to
February 1942, announced the intention to encourage 16-year-old boys
to volunteer for the Home Guard for duties with searchlight, anti-aircraft
and coastal defence detachments.”® Summerskill expressed outrage that
men aged eighteen to fifty-one were conscripted and boys of 16 asked to
volunteer, when there were plenty of ‘mature’ women volunteers asking
to be recognised as members of the Home Guard. When a male colleague
interjected ‘What is a mature woman?” Summerskill coolly replied: ‘I am
sorry the Hon. Member has never met one’ and offered to have a word
with him later.”” But such cheeky responses aside, the official rebuttal
was that recruiting women to the Home Guard would drain the pool
of female labour available for industry, civil defence and the women’s
auxiliary forces. This hardly made sense, given both the new provision
for conscripting women for war service, and the rules governing Home
Guard membership: Home Guard service need not exempt women, any
more than men, from call up to the military or from the requirement
to combine it with other types of war work. But the perceived threat to
the female labour supply, in the context of intense wartime competition
over ‘manpower, remained a reason for the opposition of ministers who
might otherwise have been expected to support the enrolment of women
in the Home Guard.?®

In December 1941, to emphasise the viability of women Home Guards,
Summerskill reported on the development of the WHD to Parliament:
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There is now in this country a Women’s Home Defence Corps. It is not
a small corps. The unit in Edinburgh is so strong that it cannot take any
more women because there are not enough instructors. In Cambridge,
Leamington, Pinner, Slough, Harrow and other districts all over the country
women have come voluntarily together to learn how to use a rifle, and I wish
the Minister, instead of frowning at them, would give them his blessing.29

A few months later, in March 1942, she estimated the WHD’s London
membership at 10,000, explaining in a letter to the War Office that the
organisation co-operated with the Home Guard and the Civil Defence
Servicesand that training included ‘Musketry ... Bombing ... Tommy Gun
... Un-Armed Combat ... Field Craft ... Anti-Gas Drill ... Elementary
First-Aid ... Sandbagging ... Trench-Digging ... Field Cooking ...
Physical Exercises. The WHD attracted members through announce-
ments on cinema screens and in local newspapers and through its links
with other women’s organisations, including the Women’s Voluntary
Services (WVS).** The WHD’s self concept was expressed by its badge.
It was a deep red shield with gold edging, divided into four segments by
crossed rifles. The letters WHD were positioned in three of the segments
and the fourth was occupied by a revolver, emphatically associating
women with lethal weapons. However, any War Office ‘blessing’ for such
an organisation was to prove impossible to obtain, although not for want
of trying.

One of the WHD’s influential supporters was Dame Helen Gwynne-
Vaughan, Professor of Botany at Birkbeck College, University of London,
since 1909, and Director of the ATS from 1939 to 1941. Like Summer-
skill, she was well known for her equal rights views, which had made
her unpopular in the War Office.”’ Her leadership of the ATS had ended
in unhappy forced retirement in July 1941, largely because of her insis-
tence on equal rights with male soldiers for ATS members, coupled with
opposition to any integration of the force with the army that might
reduce the authority of its women leaders.’” Following her dismissal from
the ATS in July 1941, Gwynne-Vaughan joined the WHD and became
‘president’ of the Holborn Defence Unit.*> She was committed to co-
operation between the WHD and the Home Guard, claiming that 14 per
cent of the work done by men of the Home Guard could be done by
women: she herself worked as a volunteer administrator for Lt.-Gen. Sir
Douglas Brownrigg, commanding officer (CO) of one of the zones of the
London Home Guard.* She also passed on her knowledge of the military
to the WHD in a booklet which explained the structure of the Army and
the Home Guard’s place within it, as well as the conventions of military

~ 69 —~—



Political challenges

correspondence.”® Gwynne-Vaughan was committed to the idea that the
WHD might become ‘the A.T.S. of the Home Guard’*

In January 1942, in co-operation with Summerskill, Gwynne-Vaughan
presented a ‘memorial’ (as she called it) to the War Office reccommending
‘the enrolment of women in the Home Guard ... for part-time, unpaid
training and duty’. She was insistent on a uniform — ‘a khaki cap, a
brassard and possibly a khaki overall’ — but she was not as committed as
Summerskill to weapons training, which was not central to her vision of
the WHD as an auxiliary force. In contrast, Summerskill felt that it was
important to keep the possibility of armed involvement open. Gwynne-
Vaughan’s memorial stated that women should be enrolled ‘for duties in
case of invasion similar to those performed by women serving with the
regular forces’: Summerskill added the words ‘and any others which may
appear necessary in an emergency’.>’ The memorial was signed by twenty
eminent figures, including members of the WVS,* the women’s military
auxiliaries,” the Home Guard," heads of academic institutions,*" politi-
cians and military figures.* Discussion in the correspondence columns
of The Times was largely favourable: women auxiliaries could perform
‘secondary duties’ like driving and could even volunteer for work on
gunsites ‘to set free ... trained men for actual fighting’* But the discour-
aging official response was that the Secretary of State was ‘not convinced
that there is a need for the enrolment of women in the Home Guard
at present’** Thus at the beginning of 1942, the women campaigners
appeared to be no closer to achieving their goal of women’s membership
of the Home Guard than they had been in the summer of 1940.

The War Office was consistently hostile towards the WHD. Both
Gwynne-Vaughan and Summerskill were regarded unsympathetically as
cranks who coveted men’s part in war and would not be content with
‘appropriate’ wartime roles for women. An official record of a formal
meeting between Summerskill and Sir James Grigg, then Secretary of
State for War, on 27 February 1942, reads:

Dr Summerskill made it quite clear that she is not in the least concerned
with the question of fetchers and carriers. What she wants is the acceptance
of the principle that women should be enlisted into the Home Guard as
fully combatant members of it to man barricades, to go on reconnaissances
etc after being trained in the use of the rifle and, if necessary, in automatic
weapons ... The S.0.S. made it clear to her that he would not accept any such
proposal.*®

The minute continued by stating that the only arrangements acceptable
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to Grigg were informal ones between the Home Guard and the WVS.#
Soon after this, Grigg said to Summerskill’s face that he wanted to hear
no more about ‘your bloody women* but she refused to give up, writing
in March 1942 to request that Grigg ‘consider raising the ban on the
musketry instruction of women by the Home Guard* and to Herbert
Morrison, in April 1942, asking that ‘all duties now allotted to the Home
Guard which could be effectively performed by women should now be
undertaken by them’* The War Office regarded these proposals with
deep suspicion as the thin end of a wedge: any scheme giving recogni-
tion to women who helped the Home Guard, as combatants or non-
combatants, would ‘burst its bonds in a very short time’ and ‘the road to
a complete Women’s Home Guard with uniform and compulsion and so
on would [be] a short one’® Following a WHD rally in London on 19
April 1942, which attracted press coverage,’' the Permanent Under-Secre-
tary, Sir Frederick Bovenschen, looked into the possibility of suppressing
the WHD completely by means of a legal point:

The training which is being given by Women’s Home Defence appears
prima facie to be contrary to the law which prohibits ‘All meetings and
assemblies of persons for the purpose of training or drilling themselves or
being trained or drilled to the use of arms ... without any lawful authority
from His Majesty or the Lieutenant, or two Justices of the Peace, of any
county’>

The implication was that the WHD was an illegal organisation. But the
men from the War Office were inhibited in applying this law by two
possibilities. Firstly, two JPs might, indeed, have ‘given authority’ for the
formation of a WHD unit in their area;® and, secondly, a political head
of steam had developed in support of recognition: ‘If any steps are taken
to stop the activities of the organisation there will no doubt be a mass
of protest), wrote Bovenschen.* The War Office could not snuff out the
WHD, nor could it ignore it. Yet any compromise on women’s inclusion
in the Home Guard threatened to ‘burst its bonds’ and lead to ‘a complete
Women’s Home Guard.

Women were suggesting that there were good reasons in wartime for
breaching the conventional gender boundary that denied them equal
membership of an armed organisation. Their temerity appears to have
caused disproportionate offence at the top of the politico-military
hierarchy. Lower down there was both support and opposition. Squadron-
Leader Eric Errington, Conservative MP for Bootle, made the refusal to
admit women to the Home Guard, and to arm them, a topic of his maiden
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speech in November 1941. He posed the question of what women were
supposed to do if a German came to their door, responding to a fellow
MP’s interjection, ‘Shoot him), with the objection:

But they have nothing to shoot him with and the women are not to be
trained and given information to enable them to protect themselves. I wish,
and I am sure everyone wishes, that women and children could be kept
completely out of this war, but I do not believe that to be possible. In Russia
women are right in the war. Why should not our women be taught the use of
hand grenades and revolvers with which they could protect themselves?>

Errington was not alone in referring to women’s part in the ‘Russian’ war
effort as a justification for recruiting women to the British Home Guard.
Not only did other male MPs insist on it, but women themselves referred
to ‘the achievements of the Russian women’ as a spur to joining.*®

While Errington felt that the only possible response to total war was to
arm women, echoing the proposals for a ‘citizens’ army’ of the summer
of 1940, at least one other male MP expressed a clear distaste for such
a step. In September 1942 David Robertson, Conservative MP for the
Streatham division of Wandsworth, received a letter from Miss B. Gooch,
‘organiser of the Streatham Unit of Women’s Home Defence’, explaining
the purpose and character of her organisation and requesting ‘that you
will use your influence in Parliament to urge the Government to grant
us official recognition’ Robertson replied that he certainly would not do
so: ‘A woman’s duty is to give life and not to take it, and the training
which your Movement gives in unarmed combat, signalling, fieldcraft
and musketry, is abhorrent to me.” He saw no need for women to be
members of the Home Guard: T am most anxious that women should
go out into the world in all kinds of occupations which are congenial
and useful to the community. But I am opposed to women fighting. He
advised Miss Gooch that her members should ‘qualify in Home Nursing’
or seek part-time work.”” His ‘abhorrence’ based on an essentialist view of
women’s fundamentally maternal identity, may have given expression to
the unarticulated beliefs of the political and military leadership.

Nevertheless, in the autumn of 1942 the Government conceded that
some recognition of women who helped the Home Guard would have
to be granted, envisaging an entirely non-combatant role for women and
an arrangement that explicitly ruled out any links with Summerskill’s
organisation: ‘it is not proposed to mention specifically the Women’s
Home Defence as one of the voluntary organisations through which
this assistance should be afforded’”® In correspondence with Herbert
Morrison, Minister of Home Security, in December 1942, Grigg dismissed
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Summerskill as ‘our Amazonian colleague’, using the term to conjure up
an aggressive and barbarous woman rather than the fearless fighters
invoked by the Amazon Defence Corps. Morrison replied, snidely (with
reference to current proposals that women should provide catering for
the Home Guard): ‘your critic referred to wants a gun, not a dish cloth.
This proposal will appeal to her only if she sees in it a stepping-stone to
manlier things.*® Even though this was a confidential exchange, Summer-
skill was evidently aware of the hostile use of the term ‘Amazon’. In the
same month she sought to distance WHD from its negative connotations
by emphasising that the objectives of the movement were consistent with
other ways in which women were participating in the war effort. At a
meeting in Liverpool to inaugurate the Merseyside group of the WHD, in
December 1942, she insisted that

members were not Amazons, but determined, resolute women, who asked
only that they should receive training in means of defence. Women were
conscripted into the Services, directed to munition factories, put on gun
sites and compelled to fire-watch. Why, in the name of common sense then,
were they not given the right to defend themselves?®’

The commonsensical case for including women in the Home Guard
for combatant as well as non-combatant duties struck others as reason-
able. In 1943, Vera Douie reported in her survey of wartime discrimi-
nation against women that there were now 250 WHD units, reflecting
the demand of many British women for firearms training, ‘so that their
resistance to the enemy in case of invasion might be effective as well as
determined’. She concluded, ‘The discouragement of such eager volun-
teers seems a waste of very useful material®' It was not, however, wasted
everywhere.

Women’s local participation

Edna Selwyn, at the time a secretary working for a Birmingham company
director, remembered that in May 1940 Anthony Eden ‘asked every sort
of body’ who wanted ‘to defend the country if there was an invasion
... to go to the nearest police station and sign on’ Accordingly, ‘T went
straight round there as soon as Anthony Eden finished’. She recalled that
the police sergeant ‘was quite horrified and said “I had no idea there’d
be any women™’, but gave her the job of helping male volunteers, many
of whom were illiterate, to fill in their forms.®> Her concurrent ‘woman’s
work’ ensured that she had the appropriate and much-needed clerical
skills; subsequently she became secretary and telephonist to the West
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Midlands Home Guard Zone Commander. In contrast, Ann Godden, a
schoolgirl of 15 in Sunningdale, Berkshire, possessed skills unusual for a
woman. Her father had taught her to shoot prior to May 1940 at the rifle
club to which he belonged, and Ann recalled that, in response to Eden’s
message, ‘he said, “Come on, get up, get your coat, we’re going to enlist
you know.” So I got my coat and we went and enlisted just like that” As
in Edna’s case, the response was not immediately welcoming: “The police
sergeant, he said “We don’t want women.” And Dad said, “Yes you do,
she can shoot as well as any man”, and so they took me, just like that.®®
Pragmatism prompted the police to accept both Edna and Ann: clerical
skills were useful in any organisation including an armed one; and, when
invasion threatened, a woman who could fire a rifle was as valuable as a
man who could not. As Ann said: ‘It was obviously a time of great stress
generally and things that people didn’t normally do, they did, under those
circumstances.**

It was not only the case that women (and their fathers) insisted that
the Home Guard should have female members: there were also Home
Guard commanders who were keen to enlist them, before and after the
publication of the War Office ban in November 1941. There were three
— overlapping — reasons for this transgressive recruitment: shortage of
male recruits; identification of ‘feminine’ roles that needed filling; and
a more general conviction that women as well as men should be armed
participants in home defence.

Brigadier H. P. Currey, Commander of the Sussex and Surrey Area
Home Guard, emphasised the problem of shortages of male recruits in a
letter to the War Office of 3 September 1941: ‘there is a growing tendency
to rely on the employment of women as the Home Guard loses men
owing to call-ups for the services’. He said that women worked as clerical
workers, drivers, store-keepers and cooks, and, citing the ATS as a model,
argued: ‘Official status or recognition should be given to the women who
work for the Home Guard ... they should be recognised as members and
allowed to wear uniform’®> At the end of September, Lt.-Gen. Sir Douglas
Brownrigg, Commander of ‘R Zone’, London Home Guard, expressed
a similar view. He said that the War Office should ‘accept the principle
that women should give voluntary, part time, unpaid service by allowing
them to perform duties similar to those done by their male friends and
relatives) although ‘naturally these women would only be employed on
non-combatant duties and would not therefore require arms and equip-
ment’. He assumed they should have a uniform, and suggested (somewhat
disingenuously since in July 1941 he had given Dame Helen Gwynne-
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Vaughan ‘entire control of the administrative side at Zone headquar-
ters’) that women might already be joining the Home Guard if they
had names, ‘like Evelyn, which were the same as men’s: ‘No-one would
know except by the Size Roll for her clothes* The idea of a women’s
auxiliary service to the Home Guard was favoured on the Left as well.
Tom Wintringham had written in September 1940 that the Home Guard
‘needs a supply service and a medical service: it would be wise to entrust
a very large amount of the work of these services to women’.® However,
for all his praise of ‘an armed people’ and his evocation of typists bearing
revolvers during the Spanish Civil War, Wintringham did not urge the
inclusion of women in capacities other than ‘auxiliary’ ones.®® He did not
explain, but his colleague Hugh Slater said in a lecture at Osterley that
he opposed women’s membership, not because women lacked tough-
ness, but because ‘in Spain they had proved themselves quite appallingly
foolhardy’, although they could nevertheless play a useful role in home
defence ‘without actually fighting’.®® Likewise, John Langdon-Davies, one
of the signatories of Dame Helen Gwynne-Vaughan’s memorial, argued in
November 1940 that women should not be fully combatant members but
could be trained to play ‘the woman’s part’ in an invasion. His argument
against women’s membership was that male Home Guards who felt ‘that
their job is to protect their families’ would not like it.”

Clerical work, driving, cooking and first aid were roles that numerous
Home Guard COs entrusted to women. COs who sent information to
Charles Graves in 1942, in response to his officially sanctioned request
for accounts of ‘incidents of interest’ to do with the formation, training,
equipping and activities of their units, were proud to claim pioneering
status in the recruitment of women.” The CO of the ‘A2 Shore Company’
on the Upper Thames explained that he needed to use cars to link men
scattered in small groups along the river: ‘cars need drivers and I could
not spare the men,, but ‘T had come across dozens of women who were
anxious to do something beyond the rather colourless activities of the
W.V.S), so recruiting forty of them for this purpose had been easy. He
also ‘roped in’ a woman as ‘office second-in-command;, ‘a lady to whose
efficiency the Company owed a great deal of its success’. He later discov-
ered that ‘no women were at that time allowed in the Home Guard, but
at the time ‘of all this I was blissfully ignorant’.’”> He was not the only CO
who assumed that wartime conditions rendered obsolete the traditional
boundary between women civilians and the male military.

The use of women in the Home Guard inevitably encroached on the
combatant—-non-combatant divide. Several COs were explicitly critical
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of the War Office prohibition, which made no sense ‘since women are
freely employed in all the armed forces and civil defence not only in non-
combatant duties but in such directions as assisting the crews of anti-
aircraft guns’” The ‘non-combatant duties’ in which the BBC Home
Guard’s 100 women members were trained included first aid, telephony,
signalling, cooking and intelligence, but they were also involved in
‘handling ammunition’’* The 13th County of Durham Home Guard
organised women in a canteen section serving tea, a comforts section
providing scarves, socks and pullovers and a first aid section — conven-
tionally feminine roles, though the latter was required to ‘participate in
all local exercises’” In 51st Malden Home Guard the women auxiliaries’
First-Aid Section ‘take[s] a very active part in all forms of operational
training, which included ‘a week-end in camp doing field work and
sharing fatigue duties along with the men’’® Women involved in military
exercises worked in combat conditions (albeit simulated ones), even if
they were not there to receive ‘infantry training’ themselves.””

Some COs were convinced that they should be allowed to deploy
women in explicitly combatant roles, and, aware of Summerskill’s views,
contacted her for support. Major Gavin Jones, CO of Letchworth Home
Guard, wrote to her in October 1941. For him, as for other commanders,
the use of women on anti-aircraft batteries was a significant precedent:

I want to raise a women’s platoon in this town. My own Home Guard here
are overwhelmingly in favour of the idea ... I understand that recently you
inspected women serving on the gun sites. Surely if women are capable of
undertaking this work they can serve as guards for defence purposes ... I
do not expect the women to do heavy work like route marching or fighting
in open warfare in the field. I want them for static guards in the town and
if they will do this for me it will free my men to go out and meet the enemy
outside the town.”®

In short, Jones wanted to use women as armed auxiliaries who, by taking
over guard duties, would release men for more active service. Summer-
skill copied the letter to the Prime Minister, explaining: ‘I appeal to
you because I have little hope of the War Office helping in this matter’
Churchill, who was enthusiastic about the use of women in anti-aircraft
defence, wrote ‘I favour the idea. WSC.”®

In spite of this high-level endorsement, Churchill’s colleagues at the
War Office were a long way from capitulating. On 5 December 1941 they
turned down a request from Summerskill that Margesson should receive
a deputation of ten Home Guard COs ‘anxious to ask you to consider
allowing women to join the Home Guard’, some of whom ‘wish the ban
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which prohibits men in the Home Guard instructing women in the use
of rifles to be ended’*

Women were joining in defiance of the ban, for armed as well as ‘non-
combatant’ roles. The Daily Mail reported on 29 October 1941 that fifty
women had been training with the Home Guard since July at a ‘war factory’
in Tolworth, Surrey. They had undertaken drill, marching and rifle drill,
and had provided their own uniforms. The unit’s Sergeant-Major said:
‘Although the girls are not officially recognized as Home Guards, they go
on manoeuvres and train the same as the men. Four nights a week they
go on parade. Their keenness and spirit are magnificent.® In response to
urgent War Office enquiries, the works manager and the London District
Home Guard CO qualified the picture: the women had been allowed to
fire exclusively on the works’ miniature rifle-range using .22 ammuni-
tion; they mixed with the men only when providing food for them.*

Nevertheless, as Chapter 8 shows, oral history confirms the existence
of COs for whom no ‘question of principle’ obstructed the involvement
of women in Home Guard activities, including combat training. Some of
them may have agreed with Admiral Sir Reginald Bacon, who argued in
the Sunday Express, in May 1942, that ‘it is absurd not to arm the women’
since experience in other countries showed that, if the Germans invaded,
women would be indiscriminately raped and murdered.®* Others may
simply have felt that the women they recruited for ‘auxiliary’ functions
should also take part in operational exercises and all types of drill as part
of their Home Guard training. Many of these women recruits became
nothing short of ‘armed typists. The most surprising evidence of such
involvement, given the official prohibition, comes from women working
in the offices of government ministries: 130 women at the Ministry of
Food, which had been evacuated to Colwyn Bay in North Wales, formed
a unit affiliated to the WHD in September 1942. They were accepted as
a ‘women’s section, wearing the WHD badge, by the Ministry of Food’s
Home Guard. The women were organised in six sections (administra-
tion, catering, communications, guides, intelligence and transport) and
took part in night exercises.® Miss A. G. Ascott joined the 58th County of
London (Civil Service) Battalion Home Guard at the Ministry of Agricul-
ture and Fisheries and received a special commendation in August 1944
for her shooting prowess: all the bullet holes on a target card dated 19
June 1944 are in the bullseye.® Oral history reveals that women clerks and
typists at the Air Ministry and the Ministry of Aircraft Production joined
the Home Guard units of those ministries, and that their COs flouted
the dictates of their colleagues at the War Office by not only including
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the women as members but also training them in the use of weapons
and providing them with uniforms.® This might suggest that the ‘mascu-
line’ culture of the War Office was outdated compared with that of other
ministries in which its prejudices were ignored. However, oral history
reveals that the ‘no armed women’ rule was disobeyed at the heart of
the War Office itself, albeit on an individual rather than collective basis.
In May 1940 Joan Hardy took over a friend’s job at the War Office as
secretary to Colonel Meinertzhagen, who was running the War Office’s
own LDV.¥” Meinertzhagen taught her to shoot and to make Molotov
cocktails. When he retired, she became secretary to Lt.-Col. Sir Edward
Frederick, Commander in Chief of the London Home Guard, with whom
she took part in ‘operations’ in London parks.®

The WHD was, as we have seen, committed to training women in
armed defence. There is no national depository of documents relating
to the organisation. However, the papers of Mrs Edith Roberts, organiser
from 1942 to 1945 of Wallasey WHD, are available in a local library; they
provide a unique insight into the life of one of the many branches of
the organisation. Edith Roberts, a secretary and the wife of a merchant
seaman, joined the Wallasey unit, one of six on Merseyside, after hearing
Edith Summerskill speak in Liverpool.*” She built it up from 12 to 145
women, by using the local press to publicise the unit’s activities and to
attract new recruits under headlines such as ‘Girls Help to Defend! Join
the Women’s Home Defence Unit’;*® by fund-raising reciprocally with
other local voluntary organisations, such as the Wallasey Drama Club
and the New Brighton First-Aid Unit;” and by liaising with her local
Independent MP, former Labour Councillor George Reakes, who helped
in his capacity as a journalist as well as financially.”> Roberts also secured
the support of the CO of the 16th Battalion of the Cheshire Home Guard,
Lt.-Col. Duncan Taylor.

The Wallasey WHD was a lively organisation of working women and
housewives, probably of the lower and middle classes, aged approximately
20-50. About one-third were married and Roberts commented that
many of them ‘combined work and family with evening defence duties’”
They were required to make a weekly contribution of sixpence to WHD
funds and to defray the cost of hiring premises; and they also incurred
expenses associated with rifle drill, such as insurance and ammunition
— none of which applied to male Home Guards.** The organisation
focused on ‘training [women] in means of defence’ in a convivial social
atmosphere. It announced its regular meetings in the press, offering an
‘interesting programme followed by refreshments’. The ‘programme’
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consisted of lectures by Home Guard personnel on various aspects of
warfare, including signalling, gas attack, military intelligence, mines and
hand-grenades.”” Wallasey WHD persuaded Lt.-Col. Taylor to lend them
a Home Guard Sergeant so that they could ‘commence training), the idea
being that trained women would be able, in turn, to instruct new recruits.
The unit undertook squad drill and physical training at Elleray Park
Senior School, and, according to the Wallasey News in February 1943:
“Their squad drill is particularly smart, the members being adept in taking
and giving commands.*® Squad drill aimed ‘to teach troops by exercise
to obey orders, and it involved twenty minutes of falling-in, standing to
attention, turning, marching and rifle exercises, from which the women
learned to ‘combine instruction in care of arms, names of parts of rifle,
and aiming and firing’. In March 1943 the unit secured the services of a
further Home Guard sergeant for rifle training, and made plans to hold
a shooting contest on 5 May 1943. Hopes were high that Lt.-Col. Taylor
would let them use the Home Guard rifle-range.”

Wallasey WHD’s relationship with the Home Guard was, of course, in
direct contravention of the War Office instruction of November 1941,
‘that the training of women as unofficial Home Guard units has not been
authorized, and that ‘weapons and ammunition in the charge of the
Army or of Home Guard units must not be used for the instruction of
women’.”® By lending the WHD his sergeants for any training, especially
rifle training, Lt.-Col. Taylor made the same kind of transgression as the
COs who recruited and trained women alongside men in their units. Yet
Taylor was apparently content to work with the WHD, deeply question-
able though that organisation was in the eyes of his masters in the War
Office.

He was not alone. Even though the Secretary of State for War and
his colleagues were particularly negative towards the ‘Amazons’ of the
WHD, Home Guard COs availed themselves of their services locally. As
we have seen, this was the case at the Ministry of Food in Colwyn Bay
in the autumn of 1942. In Leeds in November 1942, Mrs Louie White,
a factory worker, recorded in her wartime diary that she had joined a
WHD unit: the subsequent entries describe links similar to those between
Wallasey WHD and the 16th Cheshire Home Guard. Thus her entry for
3 December 1942 reads: ‘A Corporal came and took us for musketry. It
was grand. We handled the rifle and learned how to aim. Rifle practice
took place courtesy of the 9th West Riding Home Guard more than once
a month from December 1942 until April 1943.” As Chapter 8 demon-
strates, such contemporary evidence of involvement is supported by oral
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history interviews. Not surprisingly, in view of the co-operation and
convergence between the WHD and the Home Guard, WHD members
were confident that they would eventually receive official approval. At
the Wallasey WHD unit’s meeting in March 1943, ‘the possibility of [the]
organisation being recognised very shortly was discussed’ and plans were
eagerly anticipated.'”

‘Recognition’

As early as October 1941 there were signs that Lord Bridgeman, Director
General of the Home Guard, was coming round to the idea that women
helping the force would have to receive some sort of recognition, even
though his public pronouncements were still negative. Bridgeman
prepared three schemes, in October 1941, February 1942 and July
1942, the latter two being pared-down versions of their predecessor. All
emphatically rejected the armed membership of women: the schemes had
‘no connection with any proposal to give any women combatant status,
or train them in the use of arms’'"" But his initial plan was fairly exten-
sive: he proposed to recruit up to 150,000 women as Home Guards, to
use them on a wide range of duties, to provide them with uniforms, to
pay them capitation grants and to treat them as (part-time) members of
the ATS.!*> However, the implacable opposition of Sir James Grigg, fears
that any such scheme represented the thin end of the wedge of women’s
tull enrolment, and the objections of ministers with rival demands for
women’s labour led to extensive dilution of the first two plans. In July
1942 Bridgeman announced that ‘it has been decided not to permit the
enrolment of women into the Home Guard either for combatant or
non-combatant duties’ and he produced a new scheme in which women
volunteers, drawn from ‘recognised women’s organisations’ such as the
WVS, would type, cook and drive for the Home Guard wearing Home
Guard armlets, and without any War Office funding.'” Even this modest
plan was followed by a further nine months of wrangling.

During this period, reports appeared in the press under headlines such
as ‘Ban May Go), “The Women’s Home Guard Soon. But Women Will Not
fight’ and “‘Women to Join Home Guard. Non-Combatant Duties Only,
creating an expectation that women Home Guards would be recognised
any day, and questions continued to be asked in Parliament.'** As we have
seen, the WHD was growing rapidly and numerous Home Guard officers
were not only tolerating women’s presence in the Home Guard but were
actively encouraging it. The historian S. P. MacKenzie argues that Home
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Guard leaders had so much influence on government policy that minis-
ters, civil servants and army officers ‘found themselves time and again
dancing to a tune set by influential members of the Home Guard’.'®® If
that was the case, it is reasonable to ask why those who had written to
the War Office asking for the enrolment of women, such as Brigadier
Currey, General Brownrigg and Major Gavin Jones, quoted above, were
not getting their way.

In practice, it appears that it was extremely difficult for Home Guard
commanders to exert influence on policy. The possibilities of doing so
were constrained by military procedure and hierarchy. To alter policy
they had to reach those in command of the Army (of which the Home
Guard was a branch) as well as those in charge at the War Office. Views
had to be expressed through the commanders of the seven army divisions
in Britain, to the Commander in Chief, Home Forces, who was, in 1942,
Bernard C. T. Paget. In the context of the public interest in the question
of women’s role in the Home Guard, the War Office asked Paget to under-
take an enquiry on the subject at the end of August 1942. Paget, however,
cast his questions in the most negative terms, informing the divisional
commanders that the Government was against ‘enrolling women as
combatant members’ and warning that their inclusion as non-combat-
ants was likely to lead to ‘a demand for full enrolment with everything
which it entails’ If the Home Guard required any help from women, that
of ‘the W.V.S. and relations and friends’ would suffice.!%

Nevertheless, the responses of the seven army commanders, four of
whom stated that they had consulted Home Guard commanding officers,
expressed a range of views. The most negative was that of Sir Ralph
(‘Rusty’) Eastwood, former Director General of the Home Guard, who
restated his earlier opinion that since the Home Guard was an arms-
bearing organisation, women, who could not bear arms, had no place in
it: non-combatant duties could be taken care of ‘by the various women’s
voluntary services, and by the Red Cross and St. John Ambulance’.'”” The
most positive comments came from the commanders of the eastern and
the south-eastern army divisions, based in the regions of Britain consid-
ered most vulnerable to attack and invasion. Major General K. J. Martin
(eastern division) wanted to increase the numbers of women to 5 per
cent of the strength of each unit, widen their functions, give them a
uniform, and pay them injury compensation and subsistence allowances.
Lt-General Sir John Swayne (south-eastern division) implied that women
working with the Home Guard should be exempt from evacuation in the
event of invasion, and said they should be paid allowances, issued with
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badges and trained: ‘Untrained women are no more use than untrained
men.'® The other four army commanders supported the idea that women
should continue to help the Home Guard and that they should be issued
with a badge or brassard denoting their role.

The commanders thus did not present Paget with a consistently forceful
demand for the regularisation of women’s position in the Home Guard.
Unlike many Home Guard members, they were not sympathisers of
Summerskill: General Sir Arthur Smith, London District, divided the
women helping the Home Guard into the ‘good” who made no fuss and
the ‘bad’ who, ‘urged on by propaganda and Dr Edith Summerskill [were]
asking for uniforms, compensation etc.'” But these army commanders
had gleaned from their Home Guard underlings evidence of the extensive
use of women in the force and, in spite of Paget’s opposite steer, all but one
expressed the view that women should receive some sort of recognition.

Meanwhile, Summerskill, aware of the watered-down proposal for
the involvement of women, made every effort to insist that recognition
should embrace the WHD’s principles. At a meeting with Bridgeman in
October 1942, she told him that women’s duties should not be ‘limited
to those of the clerical and cooking type’ but should include, at the
least, ‘signalling and other non-combatant duties’ for which they were
currently being trained by the Home Guard. She had plunged, however,
into the swirling definitional waters of ‘combatant’ and ‘non-combatant’:
Bridgeman replied that signalling was combatant, and ‘if Home Guard
were giving this training to women now, orders were being disobeyed and
a breach of discipline committed. Summerskill responded in the forth-
right language of the citizens” army: everyone should be ‘trained to arms
so that if a weapon came their way in battle they could pick it up and
use it’ Bridgeman brushed this off. Weapons training for women was not
government policy, which (as a soldier rather than a politician) he said
he could not in any case discuss.!!’ In spite of this unpropitious conversa-
tion, Summerskill was sent back to Bridgeman in January 1943 by Grigg,
who refused to see her himself. She took with her a deputation of WHD
members, who summarised for Bridgeman the training given under eight
headings: cooking, driving, clerical work, first aid, musketry, drill, signal-
ling and despatch-riding. Bridgeman acknowledged that the WHD?’s help
‘seems welcome to Home Guard’'! But there was no question in his mind
of capitulating to its demand that ‘the War Office order that Home Guard
Units must not give musketry instruction to women would be rescinded’'?
In spite of Summerskill’s pride in the deputation,'?® it appears to have
made little difference to the shape which that recognition took. Bridgeman
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stood by his earlier view that the WHD should not be included in the list
of voluntary organisations that might help the Home Guard.

On 20 April 1943 a scheme for ‘nominated women’ to assist the
Home Guard was finally announced by Sir James Grigg in the House of
Commons: ‘It has been decided that a limited number of women, propor-
tionate to the strength of the Home Guard, may be nominated for service
as auxiliaries with the Home Guard to perform non-combatant duties
such as clerical work, cooking and driving. He went on to explain the
‘nomination’ procedure. Home Guard commanders were to ‘make use of
existing women’s organisations’ wherever possible, although individual
women could be nominated by the commanding officer, who also made
the selection. Numbers would be limited to 80,000 and preference would
be given to women over 45 years of age. Women so nominated would
‘wear a badge brooch’ but would not have any other sort of uniform.'*
Briefing notes accompanying the announcement stated that the WHD
was not to be identified as a source of recruits: ‘it is in fact anticipated that
the W.V.S. who are already rendering considerable assistance will provide
the majority of women’ The notes also stated that ‘no training in the use
of arms will be given to women auxiliaries’.!”®

The WHD and its combatant values were thus allowed no legiti-
mate place in the Home Guard, an exclusion represented visually in the
contrast between the ‘badge brooch’ that the ‘nominated women’ would
wear and the WHD badge. There were significant differences between
them. The new brooch was round rather than shield-shaped, plastic not
metal, very pale grey-gold rather than rich red and gold, and instead of

Figure 2 Membership badges: Women’s Home Defence, Women’s Home Guard
Auxiliary and Women’s Voluntary Services
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displaying any sort of representative image of the functions of the wearer
or an indication that she was a woman, it simply bore the letters H.G.
surrounded by an indiscernible laurel-leaf moulding.

In spite of Bridgeman’s acknowledgement that the WHD had been
giving the Home Guard ‘welcome’ help for months, it was officially
displaced by another wartime women’s organisation, the WVS. There
were two main reasons. Firstly, the formation of the WVS in the summer
of 1938 had been government-sponsored. It was established in 1938 as
the Women’s Voluntary Services for Civil Defence, at the prompting of
Sir Samuel Hoare, then Home Secretary, and was placed under the leader-
ship of Lady Stella Reading, a well-connected establishment figure with
experience of charitable work. Hoare had proposed it in the context of the
threat of war and, specifically, of devastating air-raids, and conceived of it
originally as the women’s branch of Air Raid Precautions (ARP), formed
in the same year (although that organisation rapidly became mixed-sex).
The origins and leadership of the WVS ensured close co-operation with
the Government: Lady Reading and her staff were accommodated in
offices within the Home Office; branches could not be set up without
approval from the local authorities under whose instruction and in
whose premises they worked; and the Government gave the organisation
a grant to offset expenses. The WVS insisted nevertheless on its ‘volun-
tary’ status, and claimed proudly (though not entirely accurately) that, in
the words of its first historian, ‘no voluntary organisation had ever before
been used as part of the machinery of government’.''® Secondly, although
the role of the WVS in wartime expanded beyond ARP, the problems it
addressed remained within what could be seen as the femninine sphere,
relating particularly to social welfare. Its members organised the evacua-
tion of schoolchildren from cities, established centres for people displaced
by bombing, made comforts for the troops, ran salvage and recycling
schemes and operated canteens to provide refreshments for groups who
needed them, from travelling servicemen to fire-fighters in the Blitz. By
the end of 1941 the WVS had one million members."”

Providing members of the Home Guard with mufflers and hot drinks
after an evening’s duty was not incompatible with such WVS functions,
and in view of the close relationship of the organisation to national and
local government it was not in a position to refuse to undertake them."®
Such a service may well have been appreciated by members of the Home
Guard. However, as we have seen, these kinds of functions by no means
delineated the extent of women’s participation in home defence to date.
At least one Home Guard officer regarded them as ‘colourless’, and found
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it easy to attract women to the Home Guard for more vivid duties. A
comparison of WVS activities with those of the Home Guard emphasises
the different meanings of the terms ‘civil’ and home defence’: civil defence
was about assisting and sustaining local civilian populations under the
duress of war; home defence concerned the military protection of such
populations from invasion and bombardment. There was clearly a need in
Britain in the Second World War for both types of defence. The proposal
to link the WVS to the Home Guard, and to eschew the WHD, however,
assumed that women could be involved only in civil defence. This was
contradictory: the women’s auxiliary services to the armed forces were
increasingly involved in activities that came under the military defini-
tion of defence; and, as we have seen, women were in practice involved in
similar roles in relation to the Home Guard.

The official acceptability of the WVS to those in power was symbol-
ised by its uniform and official badge — a silver rectangle on which the
red embossed initials WVS and the words Civil Defence were framed by
a red line and surmounted by the royal crown (see figure 2). This is not
to say there was no controversy where the WVS was concerned. James
Hinton, in a meticulous history of the organisation, traces the muscular
influence exercised by WVS organisers in relation to the local authorities
and its own membership. It was rarely at odds with government officials,
although Hinton refers to Reading’s fury when the Home Office ‘put out
civil defence posters depicting women as timid beings protected by their
men folk’.'”® Like other wartime organisations, the WVS was caught up in
the redefinition of femininity instigated by the destabilising conditions of
war, which transformed women’s conventional passive role of watching
and waiting into active patriotic femininity. Even so, WVS activities could
be encompassed within the enlarged understandings of womanliness to
which its members themselves contributed in wartime. As Hinton puts
it: ‘During the war W.V.S. ... served as a means of adapting traditions of
middle-class female social leadership to the needs of the emergency’.!
The meanings of feminine patriotism that the WHD aspired to enact,
on the other hand, were considerably in excess of such adaptations and
redefinitions.

Roles, uniforms and commemoration

After April 1943 there was some friction between the WHD and the
WVS, owing to suspicions on either side that the other organisation was
trying to monopolise the relationship with the Home Guard. In Liverpool
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it was alleged that ‘the W.V.S. who were working for the Home Guard
were rather hampering the Women’s Home Defence ground’, and WHD
organisers reported to the organisation’s newsletter, The Eighth Pillar,
that ‘the W.V.S. are insisting that women wishing to be nominated to
the H.G. must first join the W.V.S”'*! Likewise the WVS claimed that the
WHD was trying to take ‘control of existing arrangements made between
H.G. and W.V.5’'?2 But there were also high-level attempts at diplomatic
co-operation: after exchanging information about such attempts at gate-
keeping, Summerskill and Reading agreed that ‘no organisation ... can
claim an exclusive right to work for the H.G. and promised not to hinder
each other’s involvement.'” A sympathetic Home Guard CO established
a modus vivendi locally: the WVS provided canteens and the WHD gave
other types of support, with ‘members of W.V.S. and Women’s Home
Defence both wearing two badges’.'** Aside from the relationship with the
WVS, however, there were aspects of recognition that were unacceptable
not only to the WHD but also in more conventional quarters.

The WHD’s critique focused on two issues: the role of ‘nominated
women’ and what they were to wear. The official scheme approved their
involvement in clerical work, cooking and driving, but omitted more
military functions in which they were already involved, such as ‘signal-
ling, intelligence, armoury, stores’, ruled out field communications and
first aid, and specifically banned weapons training: ‘The employment of
women will be restricted to non-combatant duties and no duties will be
undertaken by them which necessitate training in weapons. Training of
women in weapons by the Home Guard is, as hitherto, forbidden.!'* The
WHD contested this ruling: its objective was to provide a ‘pool of trained
women ready to fill any gaps in the H.G. at a moment’s notice’ and its
members must therefore have ‘training in musketry and any other subject
deemed to be useful’. Its leaders urged local organisers to write letters of
protest to their MPs and to persuade Home Guard commanding officers
to write too. The WHD’s spirit was confident: ‘the whole organisation
now runs on its own wheels’ wrote the honorary secretary. Its newsletter
was concurrently celebrating the success of another wartime campaign
for women’s rights: from April 1943 women would receive equal compen-
sation for war injuries.'?

Criticism of the constraints on ‘recognition’ did not come from
the WHD alone. A leader in the Daily Mail on 21 April 1943, headed
‘Haphazard Plan’ argued that ‘the casualness of the proposed system’ had
a negative impact on the men of the Home Guard. It ‘encourage[s] the
erroneous but rapidly spreading idea that the Home Guard is a body of
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amateur soldiers training for duties which they will never be called on to
perform. In fact, the Home Guard would have a ‘vital part to play in the
defence of these shores’ when regular troops were engaged in the allied
invasion of Europe (the Second Front), and it needed women’s help. Thus
there should be a proper plan for the allocation of women to the Home
Guard under conditions as similar as possible to those of men.'”

Even if the argument appealed to Home Guard COs, they were under
clear instructions to conform to the terms on which ‘recognition’ was
granted. The WHD was, however, determined to achieve creative compro-
mises. In Wallasey, rifle practice, hitherto provided solely by the Home
Guard, was postponed only until the organisers found an alternative
organisation to provide instructors and the use of a range — the police.'*®
Shooting competitions continued unabated, in May, August and October
1943: competing with the Home Guard (and sometimes beating them)
was evidently considered legitimate, even if training with them was not.'*
As the months went by, Home Guard COs overlooked the rules, at least as
they applied to the murky zone between ‘combatant’ and ‘non-combatant’
activities. Wallasey WHD organised ‘Intelligence, Signals and Transport
Sections’ and ‘put the excellent training received from the Home Guard
into actual practice’ in Home Guard exercises in 1943 and 1944."*° In
Leeds, weapons training for women resumed within a year of April 1943,
and women participated in ‘battle craft’ exercises with the Home Guard
regularly from September 1943 to September 1944.""

The WHD’s other major concern after ‘recognition’ was with uniforms
for ‘nominated women’ These had been advocated from the start for their
symbolic value and for reasons of practicality, discipline and protection,
not only by the WHD but also by Home Guard members. In Autumn
1941, Brigadier Currey, General Brownrigg and even Lord Bridgeman
suggested that women helping the Home Guard needed uniforms,'*
and sympathetic MPs such as Sir Thomas Moore, Conservative MP for
the Ayr Burghs, suggested (against short-supplies arguments) that they
should be given discarded ATS kit."** But cost was not the only consider-
ation. In War Office discussions preceding recognition, every effort was
made to keep the uniform of the ‘nominated woman’ to a minimum.
Civil servants argued that the glamour of uniform in wartime encour-
aged pride in the service it denoted, and would create the illusion that
women helping the Home Guard ‘were members of the Armed Forces),
which would deflect women’s interest from other forms of service. Even
armbands were too ostentatious; hence the eventual decision to issue no
more than the ‘badge brooch’.'**
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The badge was, according to one MP, ‘one of the cheapest forms of
plastic brooches, which breaks if you touch it’'* It was the object of
numerous criticisms. Proper uniform, as opposed to a badge, would
indicate the function and status of the wearer. It would ‘prevent a woman
being treated as a “franc tireur” by the enemy) that is as someone who
could be refused prisoner-of-war status and summarily shot for engaging
in military action when not a member of the regular forces."”® The War
Office eventually conceded the point in the months before D-Day: copies
of a certificate dated 10 January 1944 were sent to Home Guard COs, to
be issued to ‘nominated women’ if the Home Guard was mustered. They
stated that the woman named ‘is authorised to follow the Armed Forces
of the Crown, and is entitled in the event of capture by the enemy to
be treated as a prisoner of war’."?” But women were still not granted the
symbolic or practical protection of a uniform.

Summerskill and her parliamentary Home Guard ally Sir Thomas
Moore stressed in the Commons the problem of inappropriately dressed
‘nominated women’. Women were driving lorries and going on night
exercises in cretonne frocks and high heels, protested Summerskill in
August 1943."® Moore claimed in March 1944: ‘These girls, supposing
there was an invasion, would perhaps be driving lorries, taking ammuni-
tion to the front, while attired in flimsy chiffon frocks.’!** The respective
choice of fabric of the two MPs speaks to their different conceptualisations
of wartime femininity. The chiffon of which Moore spoke was a luxury
cloth, almost see-through, unlike Summerskill’s patriotic cretonne, a
heavy cotton print usually used for covering chairs but adapted for dress-
making as part of wartime ‘make do and mend’ Chiffon’s transparent
romance was quite at odds with wartime austerity, but it conjured up the
right image to reinforce both speakers’ points about uniform, including
its importance for discipline. The appearance of women in impractical,
flimsy chiffon beside khaki-clad men accentuated gender differences:
uniforms assimilated the two sexes.'*® Uniform also had a socially level-
ling effect central to the ideology of the people’s war: it would ‘elimi-
nate class distinction’ between women and ‘put them on to a common
basis.*! The War Office, however, was obdurate: no uniforms or protec-
tive clothing for ‘nominated women’. They were to have neither steel hats
and respirators (which any member might need) nor gloves and leather
jerkins (required by drivers). In spite of sustained protest there was never
an official uniform for women in the Home Guard.'*

‘Nominated women’ themselves did not take the denial of uniform
lying down. An angry letter to the editor of the journal Defence, dated
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Figure 3 Jeanne Townend’s Women’s Home Guard Auxiliary unit, Goole, East
Yorkshire ¢.1943. Jeanne is second from the left, back row; her father, the CO, is
third from the left in the middle row

15 February 1944, was published under the heading ‘Factory H.G. Girls
Protest’. ‘For one whole year’ wrote Miss L. Lock of London,

I and lots of other girls have belonged to a factory H.G., and not even a tin
hat to show forit! ... We are, mostly, hard-working girls of the working class,
daughters of the men who fought in the last war. We want to help our men-
folk in the Home Guard now, and we are willingly giving up our spare time
to learn first aid and other things, and would use a rifle if given a chance.
And yet they tell us, No uniforms. We reply, if others get them, how about
us? We are all in this thing together.!*?

Miss Lock evoked several powerful wartime tropes in her letter: women in
the Home Guard were ‘hard-working’ members of the community; they
were the offspring of veterans of the First World War; they were prepared
to use weapons; they were making willing sacrifices for the war effort;
yet their treatment exposed the limitations of the ideology of national
unity in wartime. While some women protested, others improvised.'** Mr
McEntee, Labour MP for Walthamstow, asked Grigg in March 1944: ‘Is it
against the law for women in the Home Guard to wear uniform, because,
if so, many are doing it?’ Grigg answered: ‘The only prohibition is against
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wearing uniforms which simulate official uniforms. So long as they do
not do that, I honestly think the best course is to turn the blind eye.'*
Photographs of local women’s units, however, suggest that their outfits
did indeed ‘simulate official uniforms..

The awkward term ‘nominated woman’ was repeatedly queried: the
reluctance to give women a name indicative of their role was symptom-
atic of their only-partial recognition. This, and the absence of an official
uniform, had implications beyond the lifetime of the Home Guard.
Women could not join in military parades in civilian dress: the Wallasey
WHD unit was therefore refused a place in the town’s ‘Salute the Soldier’
parade in June 1944;"S likewise, women could not march in the Home
Guard’s national ‘stand down’ parade in London in December 1944,
and so were not immortalised in newsreels of that event.'” Consistent
with the history of national prohibitions and local licence, however,
women who had acquired uniforms did march in the parades in some
towns.'*® As far as their name was concerned, even though Grigg upheld
‘nominated woman’ in April 1944, by June the more appropriate ‘Woman
Home Guard Auxiliary’ had displaced it in official as well as other types
of communication.'* However, the public commemoration of women’s
participation in the Home Guard was never officially sanctioned.

If it had not been for Summerskill, individual Home Guard women
would not have received any official record of their services, either. In
October 1944 the War Office announced that all members of the Home
Guard would be given a certificate, signed by the King, at the stand down
in December. The certificate said: ‘In the years when our Country was in
mortal danger [name] who served [dates] gave generously of his time
and powers to make himself ready for her defence by force of arms and
with his life if need be. George R.I"*® Summerskill pressed Grigg to issue
the same certificate to women, but he demurred, initially on the grounds
that women were not members of the Home Guard,"! and then because
the men’s certificate would not be ‘appropriate’ for women. Eventually he
agreed that women would have a special certificate of their own."* Issued
in the spring of 1945, it read: ‘I have received The King’s command to
express His Majesty’s appreciation of the loyal service given voluntarily
to her country in a time of grievous danger by [name] as a Woman Home
Guard Auxiliary. P. J. Grigg Secretary of State for War, The War Office,
London.'>* These certificates affirmed the identity of the Woman Home
Guard Auxiliary, but they also differentiated crucially by gender: a man’s
country was feminine; a woman’s country had »no gender; a man guarded
‘her’ ‘by force of arms and with his life’; a woman gave ‘loyal service’ but
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did not bear arms or risk her life; the danger of war for a man’s country
was ‘mortal’ but for woman’s was only ‘grievous’. The denial of women’s
combatant role in the Home Guard was inscribed in the certificate,
and the linguistic differences suggest that posterity was fully intended
to understand that the meaning of the Second World War for men and
women was profoundly different.

Conclusion

In the contest between opposed views of women’s contribution to home
defence, Summerskill and Gwynne-Vaughan took a firm and clear
position. In a modern democracy, the only possible response to the threat
of invasion was universal participation in a volunteer defence force.
Feminist rationality would overcome masculine prejudice: even the tradi-
tionalists in the War Office must recognise that women’s membership
of the Home Guard was consistent with women’s expanding role in the
wider war effort. To Summerskill there was no reason not to arm women
Home Guard members: unarmed, they would be less effective either in
an invasion or in relieving men for ‘active service’ But nothing could
have been further from the War Office’s sense of propriety. Its officials
gave reasons for the exclusion of women from the Home Guard based on
shortages, expense and the rival demands for women’s contribution to the
war effort, all of which could have applied equally to male members. They
also, but without ever articulating a coherent explanation, stated repeat-
edly that it was unacceptable for women to occupy combatant roles. For
War Office officials, an all-male armed Home Guard evidently had such
symbolic importance that it overrode rational argument.

It is possible that the fragile masculine status both of the military
bureaucrats in charge and of the Home Guard as a military organisa-
tion contributed to the opposition. As we argued in Chapter 2 and will
explore further in Chapter 4, the Home Guard was associated with
impaired manhood, and uncertainties about its military role as well as its
implied dispensability made its soldierly identity insecure. The inclusion
of women in the force could have further destabilised the Home Guard’s
precarious military and masculine status. Against such an interpreta-
tion, however, is the evidence reviewed in this chapter of local acceptance
and encouragement of women’s membership. The reasons for recruiting
women may have been mainly pragmatic: to ensure adequate numbers
in Home Guard units and to secure services regarded as ‘feminine’. But
the line dividing combatant from non-combatant was blurred, and at
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least some Home Guard commanders trained the women whom they
recruited to use weapons. Some of them may have believed that it was
important for women to be able to protect themselves in the event of an
invasion; others that combat skills were a necessary part of Home Guard
membership. Although their reasons undoubtedly varied, these men had
in common the view that the exigencies of total war overrode conven-
tional gender divisions.

Whether combatant or non-combatant, the role of women in home
defence was markedly different from that in civil defence. Yet when
the Government was eventually prevailed on to recognise the Home
Guard’s need for women’s help, the WVS was identified as the appro-
priate women’s organisation to support it, rather than the WHD. The
War Office evidently sought to displace the transgressive WHD with the
more conformist WVS (rather than combining them) as part of a wider
strategy of eclipse. Government policy was, as far as possible, to ignore
women in the Home Guard. By not naming them, clothing them, paying
them or thanking them appropriately, it also ensured that they would not
be remembered. Subsequent chapters explore the effects of such silence
on both popular and personal memory.
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The Home Guard in wartime
popular culture

The Home Guard was powerfully evoked by politicians during the Second
World War as a symbol of British ‘unity and brotherhood’ that was
propelled by ‘surging anger’ at the thought of invasion and was ‘unfailing’
in its defence of ‘the light of freedom’ in ‘our island home’. In political
rhetoric the Home Guard was, in short, ‘Britain incarnate’.! These selec-
tively constructed images were taken up and elaborated on, as well as
subjected to critical scrutiny, in numerous cultural products during the
war. Three themes recur. In one, the Home Guard was addressed as a site
of geographical and social inclusivity, and hence as a symbol of national
unity. Another concerned the position of the Home Guard within the
national war effort as an anti-invasion force guarding the home and
nation. A third engaged with the issues of the military functions of the
force and the masculinity of its members.

Wartime portrayals of the Home Guard were offered in a wide variety
of media, including films, poems, adult murder mysteries, children’s
adventure stories, joke books, comics, newspaper cartoons, art exhibitions
and theatrical productions. Some, but by no means all, were officially
commissioned. The Ministry of Information (Mol) had responsibility for
maintaining morale in the face of the German threat, and for informing
the population in general and wartime military and civilian organisations
in particular about how to support the war effort. It issued posters, radio
broadcasts, booklets and short films about the Home Guard that were
intended to educate the public as well as to recruit and train members
of the force.? Although the Mol did not directly control other types of
cultural production, it monitored and influenced them.’ The press was
kept under observation by the MoI’s Scrutiny Division, and newspaper
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editors and broadcasters were provided with topics to cover as well as
to avoid. But the ways in which the Home Guard was represented were
not all determined by government instruction or censorship. Although
authors and artists were relatively rarely officially commissioned to work
on the Home Guard, they often chose to use it as a subject, and even
though not everything they produced had to be approved by the Mol,
they frequently included messages about the Home Guard, the nation and
the war effort. The divide between official propaganda and other types of
cultural representation in Britain in the Second World War was blurred
and the outcomes were largely dependent on self-regulation rather than
government control.

Many representations of the Home Guard, non-official as well as
official, were serious. But there was also a strong current of humour
concerning the Home Guard in the popular culture of the Second World
War. Humour in wartime has multiple roles, some of which can be seen
as aiding the war effort, such as the capacity to define and belittle the
enemy, to reassure a population disturbed by destruction and upheaval,
and to release tension and defuse internal antagonism. Others appear
more transgressive, such as exposing the folly of authority or highlighting
the fragility of social identities.” Later in this chapter we ask whether the
use of humour in representations of the Home Guard supported or
challenged both the force’s own legitimacy and that of the wider project
of which it was a part.

As we saw in Chapters 2 and 3, ideas about the Home Guard’s compo-
sition and purpose were contested and they, as well as the functions of
the force, changed over time. If the meanings and understandings of the
Home Guard that appeared in the public media were to circulate through
society — that is to say, if a ‘cultural circuit’ was to operate — the represen-
tations offered could not be completely foreign to people’s experience.
Official posters would not be heeded, films would not attract audiences,
cartoons would not help to sell the newspapers in which they were printed
if the representations they offered did not have at least an element of
familiarity for their audiences. Moreover, Home Guards were members
of both the force and the public at the same time, in a way that even the
‘citizen soldiers’ of the British Army of the Second World War were not.

Representations of the Home Guard were framed in terms of common
cultural references: we interrogate their contribution to the construc-
tion of the British national character at war and hence to the imagined
community of the wartime nation. We explore the extent to which
popular culture, official and unofficial, comic and serious, was responsive
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to changes in the force over time; and we assess how far popular culture
identified the Home Guard with the greater endeavour of which it was
part, and how far it expressed scepticism about the competence of the
force to fulfil its roles within national defence.’

The nation at war

In cultural representations, the Home Guard played a central part in the
concept of the ‘People’s War), that is ‘the idea of ordinary people pulling
together to defeat a common foe’* The official version stressed the notion
that national territory and traditions defined and delimited a diverse but
united British population. Thus, as we have seen, speeches about the
Home Guard by political leaders evoked a history of successful collective
British endeavour against external threats, in which volunteer organisa-
tions played a crucial role. The trope was widely taken up: Home Guard, an
Mol short film released in 1941, refers to ‘local defence volunteers’ at the
time of both the Armada and Napoleon,” and a history of British home
defence published in 1945 claimed the Saxon Fyrd as the original Home
Guard.® But such officially approved accounts conceived of the People’s
War and the Home Guard very differently from more radical versions.
Tom Wintringham’s 1942 account People’s War defined such a war as one
in which guerrilla ‘home guards’, supported by local populations, would
rise up against fascism not just in Britain but all over Europe, fired by a
commitment to liberation and the establishment of democratic socialist
societies.’ The official versions of the invented tradition did not include
Wintringham’s lineage of radical civilian soldiers, nor did they encom-
pass any of the female militants, such as Boadicea, whom Summerskill
evoked as precedents for women Home Guards.

The wartime community which the Home Guard represented in
officially approved accounts was located in territory encompassing
the nations and regions of Great Britain. This was part of a deliberate
project to encompass British disparity within an image of a unified
nation.'”” There were, however, obvious difficulties with representing
unity in diversity, especially where visual representations of ‘Britain’ were
concerned: a solution was to collapse locational differences into a single
iconic — and, hence, by elision — generic British landscape. The rolling
green hills of southern England became just such an icon." But inevit-
ably such a strategy involved the deselection of other landscapes, not just
the hills of north-west England, Snowdonia or the Scottish Highlands,
but especially the industrial powerhouses of the war, such as Clydeside,
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the Black Country or Belfast.!> Pastoral imagery was intended ‘as a stay
against the horrors of industrialized warfare and a representation of all
that is threatened by such warfare’, but its use as a symbol of an industri-
alised nation was contradictory."

As far as the Home Guard was concerned, the greatest concentrations
of "homes” to guard were in urban and suburban locations: nevertheless,
representations of the homeland that it was to defend were predomi-
nantly rural. The poet Cecil Day Lewis, who joined the Home Guard in
Devon and who was keen to write ‘vigorous patriotic verse’'* powerfully
established the rural identity of the Home Guard in his poem Watching
Post, depicting night-time guard duties:

A hill flank overlooking the Axe valley.

Among the stubble a farmer and I keep watch

For whatever may come to injure our countryside —
Light-signals, parachutes, bombs, or sea-invaders.
The moon looks over the hill’s shoulder, and hope
Mans the old ramparts of an English night."

The poem moves from topographical realism (the ‘hill} the ‘Axe valley’
and the ‘stubble’) to abstraction: England’s nocturnal ‘ramparts’ are
manned by ‘hope), in this context a metaphor for the Home Guard. The
English countryside is represented as a body (the hill has both a ‘flank’
and a ‘shoulder’) that may be injured by a catalogue of wartime dangers.
But it is also imbued with the timelessness evoked in the lyrical final
lines: the countryside, England, the moon and the night itself will survive
any enemy incursions. The unchanging landscape, in such depictions,
endowed the Home Guard with security and reliability as well as standing
for enduring values worth fighting for. This literary representation of a
Home Guard centred in rural southern England, however, strained against
complex and potentially divisive visions of other — urban and industrial,
regional and national — Britains. As Simon Featherstone comments: ‘the
distinguishing feature of the pastoral is not an established code of signi-
fiers recalling and recreating “the English nation” ... but a rhetoric of
persuasion that the nation does exist as a whole’.'®

A contrasting way of representing a nation unified by war was to
depict a Home Guard made up of numerous regional types, recognisable
by distinctive differences in their physiognomy, but united by the cause
which brought them together. John Brophy’s celebration of the Home
Guard, published in 1945, was illustrated with pastel portraits by Eric
Kennington which were intended to represent both urban and rural
Home Guards and to show differences of region, rank and age. The text
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claimed that each face expressed both individuality and membership of
a community: ‘Look at them one by one, and each man — English from
north or south, east or west, Scots or Welsh — is himself, unmistakable,
self-reliant, distinctive. Look at them in quick succession and you get the
impression of a team; a co-operation of effort. That is why they repre-
sent the Home Guard so faithfully and well’”” However, as in the case
of historical precedents, so in that of social and geographical inclusivity,
politically sensitive areas and social groups were omitted: the citizens of
Northern Ireland and of Eire had no place in Kennington’s gallery.

The stylistic device of listing was used by poets and writers to convey
the diverse social composition of the Home Guard. Lists of Home Guard
members, in which the men’s names, attributes and/or professions were
recited, drew attention both to each individual and to the collective of
which they were a part. Listing used words to achieve the effect that Brophy
claimed when he recommended that the portraits in his book should be
viewed together: it was a team-building technique that enabled authors
to suggest that the Home Guard as a whole was greater than the sum of
its parts. A combination of visual and verbal listing was not uncommon.
In the catalogue accompanying an exhibition of paintings by the artist
Gilbert Spencer, for instance, his representations of the Home Guard
are described as including ‘all characters of the English countryside;
including ‘farmer and labourer, blacksmith and village ancient, poacher
and gamekeeper, the local squire, the old officer and the retired business
man.'® This list of civilian occupational identities indicates both the range
of skills upon which the Home Guard draws, and the social diversity of
the force. It also contributes to the construction of the Home Guard as a
site of social reconciliation. The pairing of ‘poacher and gamekeeper’ was
a popular trope in Home Guard literature, not only because both were
assumed to have expert knowledge of local topography, camouflage and
the use of rifles, but also because putting them together underlined the
wartime co-operation between members of social groups whose habitual
antagonism had allegedly been dissolved by the common cause.” In
such representations, the Home Guard figures as a wartime site in which
social mixing produces change: the war in general and the Home Guard
in particular provide experiences that lead to the review and rejection of
prejudices. Bairstowe, the main character in Belton Cobb’s crime novel
Home Guard Mpystery finds himself serving in the Home Guard with a
cockney, a blasphemer, a spiv and a ‘side-street draper’, men with whom
he would not have associated before the war: ‘But when those same men
appeared in the Home Guard, those were not the characteristics that one
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noticed ... These were good fellows, every one of them ... they gave one
faith in human nature’? Wartime national unity is thus achieved through
the transformation of socially divisive attitudes and values.

The use of pastoral England and the rural Home Guard as metaphors
for Britain and the British at war presented attractive images of rural
peace and social harmony, in spite of the tensions with the experience
of the British people, most of whom were living in towns where many
had suffered social deprivation in the inter-war years as well as bombing
during the war. The need to ensure that such people were not alienated
from the war effort, as well as that communities barely touched by the
war made a full contribution, concerned the Government throughout the
war. An Mol memorandum of 1940 required its official film-makers to
address ‘what Britain was fighting for, how Britain was fighting, and the
need for sacrifice’:” representations of the Home Guard were included
in this mission. In an Mol film of 1941, The Dawn Guard, two Home
Guards, one (Bernard Miles) younger than the other (Percy Walsh),
debate what Britain is fighting for as the sun rises on their guard duty
on a hill overlooking rolling English countryside. Walsh expresses a
nostalgic view of Britain, essentially rural and frozen in time, which must
be defended against invasion. Miles draws attention to the ills of pre-
war urban Britain, and sketches a vision of the better world to be built
after the war, a project which will be possible only if the Nazi menace is
repulsed.”? Walsh comes to accept Miles’s argument that the war must
lead to change, and not to a return to pre-war standards.

The film went further in its understanding of ‘what Britain was fighting
for’ than many Mol productions. It was made by twin brothers Roy and
John Boulting, who ‘were committed to the idea of the war as a stepping
stone towards a new, better and more equitable society’® They self-
consciously attempted to reconcile the conservative rural Home Guard
iconography, reviewed above, with a view of a radically changed future.
The tone of outrage about the neglect of Britain’s industrial areas before
the war, the focus on the need for a programme of reconstruction, and
the identification of the incompatibility of Nazism with social justice,
parallel the work of Abram Games, who contributed posters to the ‘Your
BRITAIN - fight for it now’ series. Games depicted the ill-health and
poverty of urban dwellers and indicated the modern solutions that could
be achieved by the extension of wartime collectivism into the peace-
time polity. Such ideas became central to Labour Party policy during
the war: they were fed from outside the Labour Party by publications
such as William Beveridge’s proposals for the reform of social insurance
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in 1942.* The Dawn Guard located the discussion of such politicised
programmes of change in the Home Guard, with two effects: to suggest a
modern as well as a traditional identity and outlook for the Home Guard;
and to evoke the engaged citizen whose involvement in the war stimu-
lated a sense of social responsibility. Here were the anti-fascist, socially
concerned Home Guards of whom George Orwell wrote, and the ‘armies
of freemen’, postulated by Wintringham, who debated the ideological
meanings of the war they were fighting.

The Dawn Guard was unusual in depicting the Home Guard as a site
of radical philosophical debate. Although some reviewers were enthusi-
astic and claimed that audience reactions were positive, other reports
of the film’s reception suggest that it was resisted by viewers suspicious
of ‘the idea that someone is trying to put something over on them’*
These responses were indicative of British ambivalence towards idealistic
propaganda during the war.”” Other authors and artists who featured in
the ideological project of the ‘people’s war’ in fiction and film put explicit
statements about it into the mouths of vicars, as in Mrs Miniver (1942),
or of other social leaders, rather than ‘ordinary people’. For the most
part, they did not use the Home Guard as a vehicle. An exception was the
novelist Ruth Adam, who published a crime novel focused on the Home
Guard which engaged with issues concerning the objectives and morality
of the British war effort.

The plot of Murder in the Home Guard (1942) is as follows. A young
Home Guard, Philip Spencer, is shot dead while on patrol near his home
of Longmarket, a southern English country town. On the same night,
lights are observed flashing from the vicinity of the cottage hospital, as
if to attract an approaching German bomber — which shortly afterwards
deposits its bomb load on the town. Hitherto untouched by bombing, and
affected mainly by shortages of consumables rather than by the produc-
tive or military war effort, the inhabitants of Longmarket are self-centred.
Instead of helping a German—Jewish woman refugee they exploit her as a
domestic servant, and a bed-wetting Cockney girl evacuee is rejected by
one household after another. Adam’s sympathetic presentation of these
characters leads the reader to understand the generosity of spirit that is
so evidently lacking in the Longmarket populace.

The Home Guard leader Colonel Markover, who has lost his only son,
a fighter pilot, in the Battle of Britain, is eventually identified as both
the murderer and a “fifth columnist’. Spencer, patrolling the wood alone,
discovers him signalling to the German bomber, and Markover shoots
him so that Spencer cannot prevent him accomplishing his mission.
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Markover’s motives are spelt out didactically near the end of the novel:
the Blitz must be brought home to the inhabitants of Longmarket so that
they understand the sacrifices that have been made on their behalf by
pilots like his son, and realise that a spirit of unity and co-operation, not
their mean-mindedness, is necessary to win the war. Having explained this
in a speech to Sally, a young nurse whom we discuss further in Chapter 5,
and in a letter to the local newspaper, the Colonel takes his own life.

The novel is effectively a polemic against the wartime failings of
members of English communities such as Longmarket: it contests the
strong association of such ‘heartlands’ with the ‘England’ that must be
defended against enemy attack. As far as home defence is concerned, it
initially suggests that the Home Guard may provide opportunities for
fifth-column activities; the conclusion, however, overwrites this unsettling
possibility. The Home Guard turns out to be not a nest of Nazi sympa-
thizers or conscientious objectors but the site of patriotic activity. In
contrast to the inward-looking middle-class community of Longmarket,
members of the Home Guard perform their patriotic duty earnestly, if, in
the case of Markover, disastrously, not only for Philip Spencer but also for
those bombed on the night in question, and for himself.?®

The Boulting brothers were controversial figures* and Ruth Adam was
unconventional.”® Other authors and artists avoided such radical critiques
of wartime society or such idealistic visions of postwar reconstruction in
work depicting the Home Guard.”" On the other hand, numerous repre-
sentations, especially humorous ones, were unsparing in their exposure of
the contradictions of national unity in the Home Guard context. Tapping
into a strong British tradition of irony, scepticism and satire, they used
the Home Guard to emphasise the difficulties of achieving a united war
effort, given Britain’s national and regional divisions and the resilience of
the British class structure.

Comic representations of fissures in national unity in the Home Guard
drew on long-standing satirical treatments of tensions between town and
country and between the various sub-nations of the ‘United Kingdom’.
The iconic status of countryfolk as representatives of the best aspects of
British character was contrasted in satirical treatments of the Home Guard
with the long-standing urban view of the slow-witted countryman,* and
the fictional names of Home Guard localities often evoked the less attrac-
tive aspects of rural life: Mudleigh, Mudthorpe, Mudford.” Anglo-Irish
relations and the problem of the Home Guard of Northern Ireland do
not appear to have been taken up by humorists, whether because they
were too sensitive or as part of the habitual neglect of Northern Ireland
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in British culture.** But the quasi-colonial dynamics between England
and Wales, and England and Scotland, were probed. “These Furriners’ is a
comic sketch of 1942, in which a Home Guard is captured on an exercise.
Believing that he is hearing German, he assumes he has been caught by
the genuine enemy and manages to knock out two of them before he is
restrained, only to discover that ‘his captors were Welshmen’* The joke
is multifaceted. It is about the stupidity of that Home Guard for mis-
recognising the Welsh language, and it is about the dominance of the
English-speaking population of Britain: the nation’s Celtic minorities are
incomprehensible to them, but can nevertheless be assumed, like colonial
subjects, to be loyal participants in the war. The joke also expresses a theme
within Home Guard humour to which we return: an acknowledgement
of the bravery and accomplishment of Home Guard members, coupled
with the suggestion that the valour they displayed was misplaced.

In the comic treatment of the fragility of wartime unity, tensions
arising from national differences were paralleled by those resulting from
local rivalries, transposed in cultural representations on to competing
Home Guard units. Such accounts exposed weaknesses in the polity yet
were supportive of the rhetoric of the war effort: these divisions were
part of British life but could be overcome by the necessity of fighting a
common enemy. The plot of the 1943 comedy film Get Cracking, starring
the comic actor, singer and ukulele-player George Formby,* is driven by
the competition between two localities and, specifically, two men who
are rivals in love and business. The Home Guard units of the villages
of Minor and Major Wallop are vying for a Vickers gun which will help
them win a Home Guard exercise. Minor Wallop and George eventu-
ally vanquish their opponents, only to be told that the authorities have
merged the two units, whereupon they agree to share weapons, and start
planning joint-action against the neighbouring village of Midgeley.

Compton Mackenzie, who was himself Commander of the Eriskay
Home Guard,” combined national difference and local rivalry in his
comic novel Keep the Home Guard Turning (1943). Its narrative, like
that of Get Cracking, is powered by the mutual loathing of neighbouring
Home Guard units, in this case those of the Hebridean islands of ‘Great’
and ‘Little Todday’. The islanders explicitly subvert wartime rhetoric:

‘Surely at a time like this we should all pull together?’

‘Och, we’ll all pull together right enough, Roderick declared. ‘But we’ll

each keep to our own side of the rope.’38

Although the islanders do not intend to co-operate, their rivalry ensures
that they take Home Guard exercises seriously and practice defending
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their localities with stubborn passion. Furthermore, they demonstrate
their capacity for combined action when the authorities, based on the
mainland and associated with England, insist bureaucratically that the
islanders have permits to cross the sea. The colonial English are ‘the enemy’
who unites the islanders. The English are personified by the Home Guard
captain who is endeavouring to control the island units. Captain Waggett,
former chartered accountant and an English middle-class stuffed shirt,
is pompous and ineffectual: his attempts to exert authority over the wily
Scots are always frustrated.

The exposure of enduring class relations in wartime Britain involved
the satirical treatment of misplaced authority and a critique of precarious
social identities, both characteristics of Captain Waggett. The pretensions
of inexperienced men who were given military authority, and who tried
to use it to enhance their social standing, were mercilessly dealt with by
some authors. In Belton Cobb’s Home Guard Mystery, Cunningham is a
subservient grocer by day, but a pompous and aggressive Home Guard
sergeant at night.”” ‘He was ... convinced that he was the only real soldier
in the Section (if not the Platoon), that the men — even old Davis, who
wore a D.C.M. ribbon from the last war — were congenital nit-wits, and
that everything depended on himself.*° Cunningham’s misplaced sense of
superiority ensures that the reader will have little sympathy for him, and
makes him a suitable murder victim. He has not undergone the change of
consciousness vital for building a united war effort: unlike Bairstowe in
the same novel, he is unable to recognise that his Home Guard comrades
‘were good fellows, every one of them’*' Authors’ treatments, whether
humorous or serious, of Home Guard characters such as Waggett and
Cunningham constitute the moral censure of behaviour that is defined
as inappropriate in the collective endeavour of fighting a ‘people’s war’:
these characters are punished for their individualism and selfishness.

More gently, cartoonists drew attention to the difficulties for the
‘democratic’ Home Guard of exerting its authority in a society in which
class-based patterns of deference were well-entrenched. One of the Home
Guard’s roles was checking the identities of passers-by at roadblocks, part
of their task of controlling population movements and detecting delib-
erate or inadvertent subversion. Identity checks were unpopular on the
grounds that they were both time-consuming and, as far as local people
already known to the Home Guard were concerned, unnecessary.*> The
cartoonist ‘Sillince’ depicted the problems the Home Guard might experi-
ence when required to examine the credentials of their social superiors
(see figure 4). The cartoon achieves a carnivalesque reversal: the two

~ 113 ~



Representations

Figure 4 °... and ’ere’s me Identity Card, Lady’ by Sillince, Punch, 23 July 1941

Home Guards should have authority over their aristocratic superior, but
in the face of the traditional class-based power that she exudes, they abase
themselves. Such humour depends on its audience’s recognition that, in
spite of the wartime rhetoric of national unity which proclaimed the
dissolution of class barriers, the British class structure stood firm.

Counter-invasion

The Home Guard was created to defend the nation against invasion, and
as we saw in Chapter 2, its conception as a counter-invasion force in polit-
ical discourse was sustained well beyond the period in which that role was
likely to be fulfilled. Projections of the Home Guard, whether emanating
from the political establishment or from the Left, rarely referred to its less
glamorous functions of substitute for the regular forces and supplement
to civil defence. The emphasis on anti-invasion was also strong within
popular culture.

Take-up of the idea of the Home Guard as Britain’s ‘first line of defence
was prompted by the Mol, as part of its endeavour to sustain morale as

>

~ 114 ~



The Home Guard in wartime popular culture

well as its responsibility to inform the population about what to do in the
event of invasion. In the summer of 1940 the Mol made a public instruc-
tion film, Miss Grant Goes to the Door, that tells a gripping story of the
arrival of the invasion, personified by a German parachutist followed by a
German spy, at the door of two spinster sisters, Edith and Caroline Grant,
living in a picturesque country cottage. The film informs viewers that the
ringing of church bells would herald the invasion; that people should stay
at home rather than try to run away; that they should disable vehicles
that might be used by the enemy; and that they should lock up maps
and not give away locational information to strangers. The depiction of
the LDV is encouraging: its members are young, alert and virile; they are
referred to as ‘parashots] defining their anti-invasion role; their training
is focused and evidently effective. An LDV lecture about the weapons
and supplies contained in the capsules that the Germans drop with their
paratroops, and how to deal with them, is interrupted by a telephone call
from the ARP warden: Miss Edith Grant has arrived at his post reporting
that there is a German in the sisters’ house. The unit takes immediate
action, passing and blowing up a capsule as members speed to the cottage
in two cars. The LDV do not dominate the film (in which the sisters take
centre stage; see Chapter 5) but they constitute its discursive context as
a locally available and effective military presence, able to articulate what
is going on and decide what to do about it. The LDV captain spells out
the message of the film, at once supportive and inspirational, to the two
women — and to the wider population: ‘You kept your heads. The front
line’s in every home these days.*’ That final statement encapsulates the
justification for the creation of the Home Guard.

From the summer of 1940 through to 1944, popular representations of
the threat of invasion were, like Miss Grant, designed to reassure. Church
towers featured frequently, their inclusion adding a specifically Christian
dimension to the imagined community of wartime Britain. Long-standing
symbols of safety and sanctity, churches now had special significance as
invasion beacons.* The ringing of church bells would mean not only that
the invasion had begun but that the Home Guard could fulfill its role, and
cartoonists suggested that this was something Home Guards were keen
to do. Joseph Lee, whose cartoons in a wartime series entitled ‘Smiling
Through’ were published daily in the London Evening News, depicted a
sergeant instructing three Home Guard members outside a bell tower in
May 1941. ‘Now you understand your duties, lads. You're here to play the
signature tune for the invasion’* They were evidently preparing for a
long-awaited performance which they expected to enjoy.
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More generally, comic accounts in 1940 and 1941 implied that British
civilians in general, and LDVs and Home Guards in particular, were not
only calmly and courageously prepared for invasion, but were eagerly
anticipating it.*® Leslie Illingworth, who contributed regularly to the
Daily Mail, as well as to numerous other publications,*” combined these
two themes in his cartoon ‘Alarms and Excursions’, published in February
1941. It shows a large, manly, well-armed Home Guard on sentry duty
beside a fortification of sand-bags and barbed wire, talking to a well-
dressed elderly lady, against a rural backdrop of cottages, woods and a
church. To her enquiry ‘Is it true that Hitler’s going to invade us with
five million men?” he replies: ‘T hope so, Missus. If he doesn’t I think I
shall have to pop over and fetch him.*® The size of the potential invasion
force has been exaggerated, to emphasise both the old lady’s ‘alarm’ and
the confident bravado of the Home Guard, whose soldierly appearance
and physical stature prevent the message from being read ironically. The
proffered reassurance works in a number of dimensions. The image
counters anxieties about Britain’s military unpreparedness by depicting
the Home Guard as a well-equipped, fully uniformed force which could
be relied on to combat invasion, even though in February 1941 there were
still not enough weapons for every Home Guard to be armed.* It also
addresses the popular view of invasion early in 1941: according to the
Government’s Home Intelligence Division’s reports on public morale
in January 1941, invasion had not been greatly feared since July 1940,
although it was still expected; there was even disappointment that it had
not happened, based on the belief that if the Nazis invaded they would
be defeated, bringing the war to a welcome conclusion.” Finally, Illing-
worth’s cartoon proclaims the raison d’étre of the Home Guard: if there
were no invasion the front line would not be in every home and the Home
Guard would have been formed in vain.

In spite of the diminution of the Home Guard’s counter-invasion role
in 1942 to 43, official representations kept it to the fore. This was in part
because the Mol needed not only to inform and reassure the population
about invasion; it had also to ensure that public complacency did not
set in and endanger national security, and that morale did not plummet
should there be an unexpected invasion scare. The feature film Went
the Day Well? addressed those concerns. It was made in the context of
events in February 1942 when three German warships passed uncon-
tested through the English Channel on their way back to base, and Singa-
pore fell to the Japanese. Its making was informed by Home Intelligence
reports that indicated renewed public anxiety about both the likelihood
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of invasion and the capacity of the British, including the Home Guard, to
strike back. Production began in March 1942 and the film was released
in November.”!

Went the Day Well? was directed by Alberto Cavalcanti, previously a
documentary film-maker, and was based on a short story by Graham
Greene, The Lieutenant Died Last, in which a nondescript, unsuspecting
village is the target of German invaders intent on sabotaging the main
railwayline.In Greene’s story the invaders are thwarted by a poacher, whose
military service in the Boer War, coupled with his efficiency at shooting
rabbits, enables him to despatch all the Germans, their ‘Lieutenant’
dying last.>> The film develops and elaborates this story almost beyond
recognition. In terms of the meanings communicated, there are two
fundamental differences. One is the emphasis in the story on individual
agency — Purves, the poacher, is not a member of the Home Guard and
acts alone — compared to the film’s collective solution to the problem of
home defence. The other is the interpretation of violence. In the story,
killing is posed as an unpleasant necessity that leaves disturbed even a
morally liminal member of local society like Purves: he feels remorse over
the photograph of a baby that he has taken from the dead Lieutenant.
In contrast the film asserts that where defence against brutal German
invaders is concerned, ordinary British people need have no qualms.

Went the Day Well? deploys a number of the symbols of wartime
national identity reviewed earlier in this chapter. The setting is, like that
of Miss Grant Goes to the Door, a picturesque southern English village; the
events occur over a Whitsun weekend, a significant date in the Christian
calendar; and crucial parts of the action take place in the village church
and its graveyard.” The Home Guard, which, as we have seen, was associ-
ated with such symbolism, has a small but nevertheless integral part in
the plot. Our reading here focuses on its role.

When the ‘Royal Engineers’ arrive in the village they are greeted
without suspicion. But the soldiers are in fact German troops who have
been parachuted into Britain to prepare for a full-scale invasion in the
next forty-eight hours. They are working in collaboration with Oliver
Wilsford (Leslie Banks), Home Guard captain and apparent pillar of
the community, but in fact a fifth columnist. The plot develops around
the villagers’ discovery of the subterfuge, their imprisonment, escape
attempts and ultimate heroic counter-attack, leading to the defeat of the
enemy. The Home Guard features in the film as an accepted part of the
village’s system of home defence. Its members take their duties seriously,
but in spite of their official role of detecting fifth columnists, they are as
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fully duped as the rest of the villagers by both Wilsford and the visiting
‘English’ troops, to whom they reveal their defence plans. When the
villagers’ mounting suspicions lead them to challenge the visitors, and
the Germans imprison them in the village church, the Home Guard are
on manoeuvres in the surrounding countryside (without Wilsford, who
has feigned a sprained wrist so that he can assist the Germans). The vicar
is shot trying to ring the church bells. Although a young Home Guard
hears the bells, his companions dismiss their significance: the men are
engaged in a military exercise, and the idea that the bell-ringing is not
part of the same simulation of war seems too far-fetched. They pay the
price for their insouciance: all of them are shot dead as they cycle back to
Bramley End. Not only have they played no part in defending the village,
but they have increased its vulnerability by sharing their local knowledge
with the Germans.

The brutality of Went the Day Well?, including the killing of the four
Home Guards, was controversial but intentional. It was designed to
disabuse its audience of the view that a Nazi occupation would make
little difference to British lives, to stimulate anger against the enemy and
to encourage civilians to engage, when necessary, in ‘robust self defence’>*
The dramatic role given to women in this respect is explored in the next
chapter. As far as home defence is concerned, the Bramley End Home
Guard is clearly culpable for its lack of alertness, but Britain is not defence-
less. Once news of the invasion has reached the outside world, British
troops (including the neighbouring Home Guard) mobilise quickly and
effectively, and the Germans are defeated in a final and decisive ‘Battle of
Bramley End’

By the time the film was released, in November 1942, the invasion
scare of that spring was over. The film was nevertheless on the whole well
received, because, as Aldgate and Richards argue, it depicted a population
capable of fighting back at a time when successes in North Africa were
encouraging greater optimism about the ability of Britain and the allies
to defeat the axis powers. However, it did nothing to alter the association
of the Home Guard with an invasion threat that never materialised.

The emphasis on counter-invasion continued throughout the war,
even in representations of the Home Guard to themselves. One of the
concerns of the period after the introduction of conscription in 1942,
was with declining enthusiasm for the Home Guard and persistently high
absentee rates. A home defence training broadcast of 1943—44 addressed
this problem in terms of the danger to national security of complacency
as to the improbability of invasion. Descent at Dawn includes factual
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information and speeches from Home Guard dignitaries, as well as a
fast-paced fictional account of a German invasion. It tells the story of
Lieutenant Rourke, a ‘subaltern in X company in a battalion of the Home
Guard’, who was a ‘good fellow’, but who did not take his training, and
that of the men under his command, seriously:

He didn’t concentrate his energies on making himself and his platoon a
fighting team, ready to meet and beat the Boche. He wasn’t 100 per cent
Home Guard. He wasn’t really trying to achieve 100 per cent efficiency. And
then, one day, it happened, as it happened in France in 1940, as it happened
to civil defence all over England during the months of the Blitz. And Rourke
was not ready.55

In the German attack on Rourke’s area, 20 Home Guards are killed and 7
wounded. As one of the only survivors and a guilty man, Rourke commits
suicide. Officers and non-commissioned officers are asked bluntly in the
broadcast whether they are similarly indifferent or ignorant.

Military competence

Neither Went the Day Well? nor Descent at Dawn suggested that the Home
Guard was incompetent. On the contrary, in these accounts its members
were as capable of defending Britain as were any other troops, provided
that they took their roles seriously, trained for them and did not become
complacent. Numerous accounts suggested that by 1942 the Home
Guard had been successfully transformed from the ‘ragtag’ army of the
summer of 1940 to a reliable defence force. The BBC included a feature
on the Home Guard in ‘Army Week’, 28 February—6 March 1943, which
concluded: ‘while our armies are fighting and beating the Huns all over the
world, Britain’s Home Guard stands fast defending Britain ... We won’t
let you down.™® This was also the official message of the third anniversary
celebrations of May 1943.”" It linked the idea of the individual member’s
daily transition from civilian to soldier and back again with that of the
evolution of the force over time from an improvised amateur organi-
sation lacking uniforms and equipment into an efficient military body,
trained, disciplined and well equipped. The official account created the
impression of smooth transitions at both individual and collective levels.
Thus the official short One Man, Two Jobs (1943) made the most of the
possibilities offered by film to fade individual civilians into Home Guard
soldiers: a factory worker taking off his overall becomes a uniformed
Home Guard putting on his greatcoat; a postman dismounting from
his bicycle is transformed into a Home Guard with a rifle; a gardener
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tying his shoe on the edge of his wheelbarrow becomes a Home Guard
doing up his army boots. The commentary underlines the visual message,
embellishing it with Churchill’s exhortation of May 1943:

[T]he Home Guard has become used to doing two jobs. After knocking off
civilian war work, he goes home and turns out for evening parade. It has
all become part of his everyday existence ... [I]n factories, in shipyards,
in offices, on the land, work the men who by night, on holidays and at the
weekends change into uniform and carry out the Prime Minister’s charge to
guard well the light of freedom in their native land.*®

At the collective level, One Man, Two Jobs asserts that Home Guards are
‘well versed in the use of modern weapons), and that the training they
were receiving ‘would have severely tested a regular soldier of the same
age), over footage of Home Guard troops, almost indistinguishable from
regular soldiers, efficiently taking over home defence responsibilities.

Thisofficial narrativeimplied that the force had originally been different,
without drawing conclusions about its earlier military competence: as
we have seen, propaganda of 1940—41 presented the Home Guard as a
reassuring defence presence. But the idea that the Home Guard was ever
an effective military force was contested in popular culture throughout
the war. Sceptical representations, especially comic ones, were variously
critical of government policies and military leadership, and suggested
that members of the Home Guard themselves had serious shortcomings
not only as soldiers but also as men.

A joke representative of the genre of sketches and cartoons, contra-
dicting the numerous reassurances that the Home Guard had been capable
of defending the nation against invasion in 1940, went as follows:

In the early days of the Home Guard, a sentry outside Platoon H.Q.
challenged a person approaching his post and received the answer, ‘Enemy’.
Completely non-plussed, he repeated his challenge, only to receive the same
answer. After cogitating a bit, he strolled over to the H.Q. and shouted to
the Officer in Charge, ‘Hey, Bill, there’s a bloke here wot says he’s an enemy.
What shall I do with him? ‘I dunno, came the reply, “Tell ’im to come back
when we’re better organised.’59

The joke was about the early lack of clarity concerning the Home Guard’s
role, and the absurdity of the idea that an invader would obey the instruc-
tion to go away and come back later. But its implications were also wider:
it suggested both that Britain had not been ready for war in 1940 and that
the humane British would not simply shoot a self-declared ‘enemy’, as the
Germans would have done.
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While the initial unpreparedness of the Home Guard could be attrib-
uted to its enthusiastic but hasty formation, the failure to equip the force
was blamed on the Government. Noel Coward turned his satirical atten-
tion to the issue when soliciting support for the British war effort in
the United States in 1940. In a letter in the form of song from ‘Colonel
Montmorency’ of the Home Guard to the Ministry of Supply, Coward’s
(rather camp) colonel points out that his unit is armed with little more
than an arquebus and damp ammunition. He describes how ‘Last night
we found the cutest/ Little German parachutist/ Who looked at our kit/
And giggled a bit,/ Then laughed until he cried’, and concludes, ‘So if
you can’t oblige us with a Bren gun —/ The Home Guard might as well
go home® The Government’s attempts to arm Home Guards with
inappropriate weapons were as vigorously contested as was its failure to
arm them at all. As we saw in Chapter 2, the decision to issue pikes to
the Home Guard in 1942 was angrily challenged in Parliament and the
press. Cartoonists represented it as symptomatic of a military command
dominated by leaders with anachronistic ideas: Orwell’s colonels with
pre-machine-gun mentalities. One of the pike’s virtues was said to be
its silence, so Illingworth, whose cartoons combined support for the
Home Guard with criticism of some of the policies applied to it, offered
three further suggestions (see figure 5). This was one of the most direct
of numerous critical representations which satirised the Government’s
inadequate provision.® If the Home Guard was not properly equipped,
not only was the force subject to ridicule but the nation was rendered
vulnerable.

OR  THIS SILENT
ANTL-TANK

weaPon ?

e

Figure 5 ‘Why stop at pikes, Lord Croft?’ by Leslie Illingworth, Daily Mail, 6
February 1942
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In spite of the genuine urgency of the demand for adequate equipment,
however, the ingenuity with which the Home Guard met the problem
of supply in the first months of its existence was applauded in popular
culture. Wintringham published instructions in New Ways of War in July
1940 for the manufacture of home-made grenades, and the training at
both Osterley Park and official Home Guard schools encouraged the
Home Guard to make a lot of a little, whether it was using cheesewire
to garrotte sentries, stringing ‘necklaces’ of grenades in the path of tanks

Figure 6(a) ‘Portrait of a Soldier’ by E. H. Shepard, Punch, 12 May 1943; 6(b) over,
‘Standdown’ by Leslie Illingworth, Daily Mail, 4 December 1944
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or engaging in entirely unarmed combat.* The anniversary of May 1943
was the occasion not only for celebration, but also for nostalgia for the
early improvisational days, expressed in reconstructions that looked back
to a time when local defence was free of the ‘red tape’ consequent on
its assimilation to the army and, although under-equipped, was proudly
self-reliant.®> The Punch cartoonist E. H. Shepard questioned the value of
the evolution of the Home Guard in a cartoon of 12 May 1943, in which
a Home Guard in full battle gear wistfully regards a portrait of himself
as an LDV over the caption “Who is the
happy warrior, who is he?” How different
from what he used to be!l’®* (figure 6a). In
contrast, other cartoonists followed official
representations in seeking to validate the
change that Shepard questioned, especially
towards the end of the war. At the stand
down of the Home Guard in December
1944, Leslie Illingworth used Shepard’s
idea of contrasting the same man at
different stages in the history of home
defence, but with a message supportive,
rather than critical, of the changes (figure
6b).* The image maintains the positive
tone of the official account of the trans-
formation of the force, and seeks to secure
for the Home Guard an honourable place
in the memory of the British war effort. It
evokes the heroism of the early LDV rather
than drawing attention to the weaknesses
that its lack of equipment implied, and
focuses on the convincing militarism of
the latterday Home Guard.

Although they drew different conclu-
sions about the effects of militarisation
on the Home Guard, both Shepard and
Mlingworth endowed their ill-equipped
LDVs with the valour of patriotic volun-
teers ready to use any weapon, from the
pitchfork to the spade handle, against the
enemy. However, the capacity of the LDV
and the Home Guard to improvise was also
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portrayed more sceptically, as a wartime development of the tradition
of the English amateur inventor whose creations might or might not be
effective. E. R. Emett, a cartoonist who delighted in outlandish contrap-
tions, contributed such a cartoon to Punch in May 1942, depicting home
defence in action against incursion in the idyllic setting of rural England
(figure 7): thanks to the Home Guard’s improvisational talents, Germans

Figure 7 ‘Englysh Pastorale’ by Emett, Punch, 18 May 1942
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are being rounded up and the invasion is being averted. But although
Emett’s image is comforting and consoling, it is suggestive of grown-
up play: it may inspire affection, but it belittles the serious purpose of
the Home Guard. In similar vein, George, a motor mechanic, in George
Formby’s film Get Cracking (1943), transforms an old car into a versa-
tile tank which, by becoming amphibious at crucial moments, enables
George not only to defeat the competing Home Guard unit but also to
survive the live ammunition of the regular army. Emett and Formby’s
celebrations of the almost magical triumph of home-made armaments
over the real thing were not, of course, to be taken literally. But while
endowing the Home Guard with enormous entertainment value, they
placed it in the realms of fantasy.

The Home Guard made a variety of appearances in children’s fiction,
the traditional home of fantasy. Addressed to younger audiences such
stories (obviously) did not have the intention of influencing their readers’
views of government policy. Nevertheless, they communicated messages
about the nature of the Home Guard and what could be expected from it.
Richmal Crompton’s schoolboy character William encounters the Home
Guard in a number of his home-front adventures published between
1940 and 1945.% The Home Guards he meets are tough, rugged, patriotic
and courageous: role models of military masculinity in a home environ-
ment. They become part of a world of boyhood games and fantasies by
virtue of the fascination they hold for William rather than any childish-
ness of their own.*’

However in other representations for children, the elision that Emett
and Formby made between the Home Guard’s improvisational imagi-
nation and fantasy play is stronger. A case in point is Alison Uttley’s
Hare Joins the Home Guard (1941). In this story for young children, the
worthy animals of Little Grey Rabbit’s picturesque southern-English
village community defend their homeland against an army of wicked
weasels. Hare is instructed to ‘defend Grey Rabbit’s house, and all our
homes with your life’®® But although he takes his role seriously, he is not
a good soldier. His bombastic posturing before the arrival of the weasels is
matched by cowardice when he thinks they are approaching, and when he
finally advances into battle, he is more preoccupied with his improvised
armour, consisting of a saucepan and a dish cover, than with military
strategy. In the end he does no more to see the weasels off than wave
his saucepan at their retreating backs. In the person of Hare, the ‘Home
Guard’ is ridiculous. Uttley’s purpose, however, was evidently not to imply
to her young readers that their own homes were vulnerable in 1941. The
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village army as a whole is a home defence force, and under Moldy Warp’s
leadership it is well organised, uses improvised weapons to good effect,
and fights bravely and well. Local defence is a serious and reassuringly
successful venture. Nevertheless the only animal labelled ‘Home Guard’
is the pompous, pathetic and comical Hare.®

The figure of Hare was an extreme expression of the view that Home
Guards were not ‘proper soldiers.”® Uttley’s affectionate but nevertheless
critical depiction in a story for young children was a long way from a
high-profile attack on the political and military design of the force. But
wartime popular culture bristled with the scepticism of other observers
concerning the official claims that the Home Guard had been trans-
formed into an efficient fighting force by 1942. These critical construc-
tions reversed various aspects of the official narrative. Thus Home Guards’
constant oscillation between civilian and military status was read as both
interfering with their occupational efficiency and undermining their
Home Guard military status. The civilian occupational habits and the
Home Guard service of commuters, barbers, plumbers and greengrocers
left indelible comic marks on each other in cartoons of 1942-44.”' And
the idea that they had been trained to fire accurately was challenged in
jokes in which Home Guard sentries hit cars which failed to stop, and even
their occupants, and ended in punchlines such as ‘It’'s a d— good job you
stopped; I wouldn’t have fired in the air a third time.”* Such representa-
tions perpetuated the image of the Home Guard that Tom Wintringham
had attacked in May 1941: namely that its members could not be trusted
not to shoot themselves and were incapable of learning how to fight a
modern war.”” In this sceptical brand of humour, the force’s officially
vaunted military identity was a pretension.

Within popular culture, Home Guard participation in military exercises
contributed to the idea that the Home Guard was playing at soldiering.
Home Guard involvement in such manoeuvres was, as we saw in Chapter
2, stepped up after the introduction of conscription at the beginning of
1942, particularly in the run up to D-Day in 1943—44, the period during
which the idea of transformation was vigorously projected. In exercises,
combat was simulated and umpires decided on the outcome of military
engagements (as in whether participants were alive, dead, injured or
prisoners): however seriously the exercises were taken, the appearance of
play-acting was strong. This was, of course, the case whether the British
Army or the Home Guard was involved, and army activities were not
exempt from being depicted as futile. Indeed, there was some continuity
between humorous treatments of the Home Guard and the army. Samuel
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Figure 8 ‘Did I understand you to say you’ve killed me?’ by Giles, in S. E. Thomas,
Laughs with the Home Guard (London: Harrap, 1942), p. 47

Evelyn Thomas edited numerous collections of jokes and cartoons in
the Laughs With ... series, including ‘laughs with’ all three armed forces
as well as the Home Guard. In the most satirical contributions all the
services were alleged to be inadequately trained, tied up in bureaucratic
red tape, led by men with outdated ideas and full of ‘browned-off” and
‘bolshy’ civilian servicemen.” The other forces, however, were sent to the
numerous ‘theatres of war’ across the globe. The Home Guard was not.
The military exercise was known to be as near as most of its members ever
came to military combat.

Cartoonists repeatedly used military exercises to portray the Home
Guard’s war as a make-believe one. In one of Giles’s military exercises a
burly Home Guard responds to his diminutive challenger with profound
incredulity (figure 8). For David Langdon Home Guard members are
earnest to the point of absurdity: convinced he has made a ‘kill’ in an
exercise, one Home Guard shouts at another: ‘Hey, you're dead!” but is
greeted with the defiant response: ‘No, I'm not. 'm just sort of staggering
forward, weak with loss of blood and exhaustion, to recapture our position
...»" Home Guard play is excessive: it leaps the boundaries of the exercise
in representations of city workers commuting, commando-style, across
rivers and through trees (figure 9).7° In such depictions the Home Guard

~ 127 ~



Representations

Figure 9 ‘Play the game, Perks. You know that bridge was “totally destroyed” in
Sunday’s exercise!’ by Lee, Evening News, 5 July 1943

offers mild-mannered suburban dwellers novel opportunities for danger
and excitement: the free play of ingenious strategy and imagined battle
unfetters the tempered masculinity of these patriotic and sincere Britons.
Yet their valour is overstated, and their ever-to-be-frustrated military
aspirations are, ultimately, pathetic.

The story that the Home Guard had become an efficient fighting force
by 1942 received a serious blow from The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp.
The film, produced and directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Press-
burger, brought to life David Low’s cartoon character Colonel Blimp, who
made regular appearances in the London Evening Standard between 1934
and 1949. In Low’s cartoon, Blimp represents the stupidity and polit-
ical ignorance of the British upper classes. Rotund and red-faced, with a
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walrus moustache, he is frequently depicted sounding-off about current
affairs in a Turkish bath. His views are conventional and conservative: he
expresses them in a muddle-headed way that emphasises the prejudices
of those who hold them, as in his statement “To preserve British liberty,
Sir, we must lock up the entire Labour Party’”

The name ‘Colonel Blimp’ is used in the title of the film and is closely
identified with the film’s main character, General Clive Wynne-Candy
(Roger Livesey); but it is not used in the script. Candy looks exactly like
Blimp, but Powell and Pressburger depart from Low’s pithy satire in their
exegesis of the character. Their project was to develop Blimp as a ‘symbol
of British procrastination and British regard for tradition and all the
things ... which were losing the war’”® They stress the benign upper-class
myopia of their retired general, rather than the prejudice and hypocrisy
of Low’s politically reactionary Blimp. They show that, despite his best
intentions, Candy did little for the British in the Boer War, the First World
War or the first months of the Second World War: they make him, after
he has been withdrawn from active service, a zone commander in the
London Home Guard.”

The filmislargely composed of flashbacks to Candy’s earlier experiences
of war. The connecting theme is the attempt of his German opponent,
turned friend, Theo Kretschmar-Schuldorff (Anton Walbrook), to
educate him in the ruthless realities of twentieth-century warfare and
persuade him to drop the traditional English upper-class values of gentle-
manly sportsmanship, in the interests of winning the war. The army is
shown to have successfully shed such values and to have adopted more
cunning ways of waging war. The Home Guard, under Candy’s leadership,
has not. The climax of the film, encapsulating this message, is a military
exercise between the British Army and the Home Guard. Under the rules
of the manoeuvres, ‘war begins at midnight’. In anticipation, Candy and
his Home Guard colleagues plan to spend the evening lounging in a
Turkish bath in Piccadilly. But the young Lieutenant leading the army
battalion, ‘Spud’ Wilson (James McKechnie), decides to ‘make it like the
real thing’ by pre-empting the ‘declaration of war’ Bursting in on Candy
in the steamroom, the Lieutenant asserts that war is not run according
to ‘National Sporting Club rules’ and the ‘toughs’ of the army, versed in
unorthodox methods, trounce the Home Guard.

The film was set and made in 1942, widely acknowledged to have been
the lowest point of the war for the British. The Mol was unenthusiastic
but tolerant; the War Office, on the other hand, was hotly opposed.® Sir
James Grigg, as Secretary of State for War, and Churchill tried to have it
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banned. Overlooking its actual depiction of the army, and making no
distinction between General Wynne-Candy’s role in the army and the
Home Guard, they focused their anxieties on the film’s message about
army leadership.! Candy (though depicted sympathetically) personi-
fied the targets of Wintringham’s criticisms in 1940—42: the self-deluded
appeasers of the 1930s, who had underestimated the Nazis, and the anach-
ronistic colonels, who refused to train the army or the Home Guard in
modern methods. Churchill announced, before the film was finished, that
it expressed ‘propaganda detrimental to the morale of the Army’.** But,
as Brendan Bracken, Minster of Information, pointed out, to suppress it
the British Government would have to assume powers of censorship far
beyond those consistent with its status as a guardian of democracy. Grigg
and, eventually, Churchill, backed down.* All this, of course, helped to
make the film a box-office success and reinforced its contribution to
the leftward swing of public opinion during the war when it was finally
released in June 1943. The Home Guard was not the main focus of either
the film or the controversy; however, the references to it did nothing to
support the idea that it was a modern fighting force.

Masculinity

Whatever the political nuances, The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp
belongs to a strand of wartime popular culture in which the Home
Guard was represented as a home defence force that never had to defend
the nation against the expected invasion, and hence ended up playing at
soldiering. Such representations diminished the masculinity of the Home
Guard’s members. Humorists played on three themes to that end: the
Home Guard’s physical appearance; its relationship to domestic space;
and its position in ‘the local’

The rule that the Home Guard could recruit only men who were not
eligible for the armed forces identified as its potential members those
outside the military age-limits, those who did not meet the medical
requirements and those who were in reserved occupations. Ignoring the
last category, which in practice included many physically fit men between
18 and (after December 1941) 51, humorists impugned the military
capacity, and the masculinity, of the Home Guard. Large stomachs and
bottoms were frequently used to signify the difficulties of its members
in fulfilling a military role. In Blimp, Candy’s ageing obesity contrasts
with Lieutenant Wilson’s youthful and streamlined virility; Home Guards
in jokes were reminded that the ‘generous portions’ of their anatomies
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were in danger of drawing enemy fire and causing the line to straggle on
manoeuvres. Thin, weak and bespectacled men were also depicted as
sub-standard soldiers, especially in comparison to ‘the real thing.® Such
physical deficiencies deprived culturally constructed Home Guards of
the sex appeal which was conventionally signified by military uniform.*
At the same time, members of the force were shown to be desperately
aspiring to the uniforms which were so slow to arrive, for the military
status, including the masculine allure, it was hoped they would bestow.
Thus in Basil Boothroyd’s ‘Home Guard Goings On’, a humorous account
of his experiences serialised in Punch, the men believe that the great coats
with which they are issued transform them into glamorous ‘swashbuck-
lers’, but their hopes of attracting female admiration are dashed by the
odd sizes in which the other parts of the uniform are at first available:
Boothroyd’s section leader ‘found it impossible to keep his rifle sloped and
his trousers up simultaneously’®” The theme of the endangered trousers
of the Home Guard reinforced its comic identity. Loss of trousers was
undignified and ridiculous, and made masculinity vulnerable.

Another way of casting doubt on the military status of the force was
to take the ‘home’ in its title literally, rather than as a metaphor for the
nation. Depicting the Home Guard in domestic settings, where fighting
was unlikely to occur in the absence of an invasion, cast doubt on the
seriousness of the enterprise. Gardens, bedrooms and bathrooms were
among the incongruous locations for depictions of Home Guards in
action.®® A cartoon of August 1941, by Joseph Lee, showed two Home
Guards charging through a man’s bathroom, to the surprise of the owner
in his tub: ‘Don’t worry about us, Sir. Just a bit of Home Guard house-to-
house fighting’ Their military uniforms and demeanour distinguish them
from the naked civilian, but the implication is that the Home Guards’
field of operations will go no further than the ‘Bathroom Front,, Lee’s
title for the cartoon.® Moreover, the connotations of play were reinforced
by such treatments: the Home Guard was not protecting these domestic
locales, nor was it fighting military battles in them; it was rehearsing for
roles it would never be called on to fill. (On the other hand, the home was
the site of a different sort of battle. The next chapter explores the gender
wars, especially the marital strife, in which the Home Guard was deemed
to be involved.)

The domesticity of the Home Guard was also evoked in representa-
tions of its relationship to the WVS, which, as we saw in the previous
chapter, was at the head of the list of women’s organisations, announced
on 20 April 1943, permitted to assist the Home Guard. In a cartoon by
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Joseph Lee in the Evening Standard on 28 April 1943 one WVS member
is saying to another inside a mobile canteen: ‘You can always tell when
they’re Home Guards. They like their own table napkins.* The uniformed
appearance of the Home Guard made them all but indistinguishable from
regular soldiers: it took a knowledgeable observer to detect the difference.
The clue (the request for personal table linen) sums up the homeliness
and also the stasis of the Home Guard. It made comic sense for the WVS
to store table napkins for the regular use of these respectably middle-class
Home Guards because, unlike regular soldiers, they were not going to be
sent away on active service.

A third way of destabilising the Home Guard’s military identity was
to suggest that members spent their time not on guard duty or military
manoeuvres, but in the pub. The theme was closely linked to that of
gender relations and marital strife, but there was also a strong cultural
association between drinking and masculinity that was used ironically
in depictions of the Home Guard. The pub, also known as ‘the local’, was
a natural environment for men involved in local defence, and was used
as a suitable setting for the Home Guard in official films.”" It was also a
homo-social environment in which men’s personal and collective priori-
ties — drinking and sociability — were pursued. It constituted a space in
which men clubbed together to resist external interference, whether that
of women (especially wives) or of ‘the authorities’ The pub featured
in Home Guard humour not only as an alternative to home, but also
as a rival attraction to Home Guard activities, and featured as such in
numerous knowing jokes. Home Guards are skilled at moving ‘unseen
and unheard (sometimes through the back entrance of the local)’; they
camouflage themselves so well in long wet grass that army officers do not
suspect that they have in fact disappeared into the nearby pub; they are
always ready, when enemy attack threatens, to guard the local pub; they
compete fiercely with both civilians and regulars over limited supplies
of beer.”” The frontispiece of a collection of Home Guard Rhymes depicts
two Home Guards heading for “The Lion and the Lamb’ over the caption
‘Warriors brave, go gaily forth ... to fight!’: the inference is that these
warriors are in fact going forth to drink.”® Of course, the high profile of
the pub in Home Guard culture is paralleled in representations of the
military more widely, where convivial drinking is one of the expressions
of much-valued male camaraderie. Indeed the men of the Home Guard
are the subjects of songs, as bawdy as any army ballad, that celebrate their
masculine capacity to sustain a drinking culture: ‘Drunk last night, drunk
the night before./ We're off to get drunk tonight, if we never get drunk no
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more./ The more we are, the merrier we shall be,/ We are the lads of the
L.D.V>* But a major difference is that members of the army are popularly
supposed to combine drinking and fighting, whereas the suspicion in this
brand of humour is that in the Home Guard — or the ‘Foam Guard’ as it
was dubbed in Get Cracking — the one supplants the other.

Conclusion

Images of the Home Guard pervaded wartime popular culture. Brand new
in 1940, it was an evolving phenomenon, highly visible in the everyday
life of the home front, that attracted a great deal of attention. The rhetoric
of national leaders and the discourse of productions approved by the Mol
emphasised the reassurance that it offered: Britain was not defenceless
even when the regular forces were a long way off or depleted, and all sorts
of men could participate in this democratic form of home defence, which
would have been impossible in a dictatorship. The Home Guard was
associated with the war effort and with established signifiers of national
identity: a historical tradition of British self-sufficiency; territorial integ-
rity focused on the rural landscape; social cohesion built on the natural
order and enhanced by the exigencies of war. The Home Guard’s primary
purpose in such representations, whether official or not, was to repel
invasion. The public was assured that the Home Guard could do so
effectively because it had undergone a transformation since its rapid and
amateurish, if heroic, formation in 1940: by 1942 it was as competent as
the army to perform its defensive function.

This confident narrative was, however, contested in popular culture.
The conservative imagery of the Home Guard’s place within a pastoral
vision of the nation was in tension with the idea that the Home Guard
was a site in which a radically changed future, centred on the city as much
as on the countryside, was envisioned. Authors and artists who were
sceptical about the united war effort pointed out the persistence of social
and regional divisions within the Home Guard, as within the nation.
The failure of the Government to equip and train the Home Guard for
its much-vaunted anti-invasion role was exposed, and the idea that the
Home Guard had become an efficient fighting force by 1942 was rejected
by some, while others regretted its assimilation to the army. The official
story about the Home Guard’s key place in national defence, in which
it represented all that was best in the British at war, was challenged by
an alternative version. In this account, the Home Guard was a fantasy
force, at best motivated to play earnestly at soldiers by the spectre of an
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invasion that would never happen, and at worst led by those who did
not understand the meaning of modern war. Either way, Home Guards
were not proper soldiers and their masculinity was in deficit: their lack
of true military identity was written on their childish, aged or physically
inadequate bodies, which were in any case to be found in homes and
pubs, rather than on the battlefield.

How are such critical and satirical representations of the Home Guard
to be understood? They can appear subversive. As popular and humorous
versions of the critiques advanced by commentators such as Wintringham
and Orwell, they seem to cast doubt on the leadership and training of
the force, and hence to undermine the official attempts to invest reassur-
ance in the Home Guard. But they have also been interpreted in quite the
opposite way. As manifestations of another facet of the British national
character, they can be viewed as supportive of the war effort. The British
love of self-deprecating humour was construed during the war and after-
wards as ‘a precious gift, ‘the very life-blood of democracy,” and this
ability of the British to laugh at themselves was contrasted with the alleged
humourlessness of the Germans. In this account, far from subverting the
war effort, Home Guard humour did nothing less than help to win the
war.
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Representations of women
and home defence

In official discourse the Home Guard stood for patriotism, national
unity and military dependability: in the most general sense it symbolised
Britain at war. As we have seen, much popular culture questioned such
representations: the Home Guard might be patriotic but its valour was
misplaced; it was fractured by rivalries and social differences; it played at
war rather than fulfilling a genuine military role; the masculinity of its
members was, in various ways, impaired. This chapter explores the place
of women in popular representations of the Home Guard, official and
unofficial, serious and comic. Women frequently commented on men’s
membership of the Home Guard, particularly in comic representations.
However, and in contrast to this role on the margins, women were also
surprisingly prominent figures in a number of serious representations of
home defence outside the institutional context of the Home Guard. This
chapter discusses both types of representation, but it starts by probing
the position of the women whose campaign to join the Home Guard
we reviewed in Chapter 3: what place did they have in wartime popular
culture?

Women in the Home Guard

In spite of their substantial history of participation, women were rarely
represented as Home Guard members in their own right, even after their
partial official recognition in 1943. In principle, women’s roles could quite
well have been depicted by authors, cartoonists or film-makers in their
explorations of the character of the Home Guard and Britain at war, had
they chosen to devote attention specifically to the ‘feminine’ side of the
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force. As we have seen, women engaged in or with Home Guard activities
through their ‘accidental’ recruitment as LDVs in May 1940 and their
formation of the WHD in 1941, via the official recognition of ‘nominated
women’ in April 1943 (belatedly renamed Women Home Guard Auxil-
iaries, in 1944), and as a result of the rifle-training versus tea-making
tensions between WHD and WVS in 1943-44. However, our searches of
films, plays, comic verse and prose, children’s stories, adult fiction and
women’s magazines suggest that wartime popular culture avoided the
topic of women’s involvement with the Home Guard. The exceptions
were the newspaper commentaries referred to in Chapter 3 and a tiny
number of cartoons.

One was by Joseph Lee and two were by Ronald Niebour (‘Neb’). Lee’s
cartoon, published in the Evening News on 6 November 1941, referred
obliquely to Summerskill’s campaign for women to be instructed in the
use of weapons, around the time of the official ban on the Home Guard’s
involvement in such training.! A husband is rushing through his front
gate, while his grim-faced wife observes him through the front window,
and one astonished male onlooker says to another: ‘He hasn’t been a
minute late home for dinner since the “Arm the Women” talk started.”
The reference is clearly topical, but the cartoon engages only superficially
with Summerskill’s campaign: the wife is situated indoors, and the refer-
ence to the struggle concerns its possible impact on the husband only. The
depiction belongs to a genre of jokes and cartoons about marital strife
that we discuss shortly, and is a long way from engaging with women at
war or in the Home Guard.

The two cartoons by ‘Neb’ come closer to addressing women’s partici-
pation. In the autumn of 1942 discussions in Parliament suggested that it
would not be long before women could become auxiliaries. In response
to a question about the role of WHD in releasing Home Guards ‘for
combatant service’ on 13 October 1942, Sir James Grigg responded:
‘T am aware that there are many useful services of a non-combatant
character that women can render in connection with the Home Guard,
and arrangements for placing assistance of this kind on an official footing
are at present under discussion.” In a cartoon of 15 October 1942, Neb
featured a ‘non-combatant’ but belligerent wife in a Home Guard arm-
band and cap, challenging the ‘combat’ affecting her husband that was
going on before her (figure 10). Neb’s cartoon, like Lee’s, draws on the
well-established theme of marital relations: it evokes the big, bossy wives
and the pathetic, little husbands of Donald McGill’s postcards.* It also
adds a new dimension to jokes about Home Guard exercises: with women
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Figure 10 ‘Nonsense, Madam! For the purpose of this exercise,
I have every right to attack your husband’ by Neb, Daily Mail,
15 October 1942

involved, the force would become a site not only of male play but also of
female interference.

The other cartoon by Neb that related to women’s involvement in the
Home Guard was published in the Daily Mailon 22 April 1943.1t followed
the announcement in Parliament on 20 April 1943 that ‘a limited number
of women), preferably over 45 years of age, were to assist the Home Guard
and that ‘the women nominated will wear a badge brooch’> This was
criticised in the Daily Mail on 21 April 1943 in a leading article that
attacked the plan for its casualness, on the grounds that it was damaging
to the reputation of the Home Guard as a whole. The leader reported
that women ‘will have no uniform — only a brooch’ and argued that if
they were needed in the Home Guard ‘their conditions should approxi-
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mate as closely as possible to those of the men’® Neb’s cartoon places
two respectable middle-aged women in civilian outdoor attire (hats,
coats, skirts, umbrellas, seamed stockings, sensible shoes and handbags),
in front of ‘H.G. Company Notices), looking at each other aghast. The
caption is ‘Brooch inspection by the CO on Sunday at 10.00 hrs’” The
cartoon exploits the comic incongruity of military examination of the
contents of these ladies’” jewellery boxes and plays on presumptions that
the habits of civilian women in general were incompatible with military
practices. At the same time it expresses sympathy for the women: they
are well-meaning participants in an alien enterprise for which they have
been ill-equipped.

The absence of other published representations with which to compare
these three cartoons focuses attention on why Lee and Neb — and the
newspapers for which they worked — included any topical references to
the issue of women’s admission to the Home Guard when others were
ignoring it. Lee specialised in ‘non-political topical cartoons’: his ‘hugely
popular’ series ‘London Laughs, which began in the Evening News in
1934, was renamed ‘Smiling Through’ in the Second World War.? Ronald
Niebour joined the Daily Mailin 1938 as an illustrator for various features
including the Women’s Page; he thus had a professional concern with
women’s affairs.” Both cartoonists worked within the frame of ‘pocket
cartoons’: they exploited their small size to deliver pithy commentary on
both passing events and familiar social behaviours. Home, family and
marital relations, as well as, in wartime, the Home Guard, were strong
themes in the thousands of cartoons they produced.'

The only other wartime representations of women in the Home Guard
to have come to light are in the unpublished pages of a logbook kept
by Captain E. C. Saxon, Commanding Officer of the Sixth Battalion of
the Cheshire Home Guard. His logbook was in itself part joke and part
protest, aimed at the Home Guard authorities who, in Saxon’s view,
sought to tie up the force in the red tape of unnecessary and often incom-
prehensible regulations. His predecessor had kept a diary; instead, Saxon
kept a folder of sketches. When asked to submit a report on his battalion,
he submitted his ‘Sketch Book on Home Guard Regulations) sub-titled
“Trials of the Home Guard. He explained: ‘These amateur cartoons
exposed the ambiguity of many of the regulations as well as the difficul-
ties that a part-time military force had in observing them.!! Three of the
cartoons (all undated) address regulations concerning women.

The first, referring to the absence of any uniform beyond the ‘badge
brooch’, adopted a more sexually suggestive slant than Neb’s in the Daily
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Mail. Three women are gathered round a notice headed ‘Home Guard
Regulations’, which states: ‘Nominated women will wear a badge only,
and will not be issued with uniform.” One, eyeing with a smile the badge
on the table, is apparently completely naked, another has a blanket round
her, and the third, fully dressed with the badge pinned to her sweater,
is saying: ‘T can’t help wondering whether it really means “only”*? The
women look as though they are enjoying the possibility that they will
really wear no more than the badge. At the same time they are in league
with their commanding officer (through whose eyes they are represented)
to ridicule this regulation.

‘Only’ is also the keynote of the next of Saxon’s cartoons to address
women, which engages with the recommendation that Nominated
Women should be over forty-five. A large crowd of women of all ages is
gathered round a soldierly male Home Guard holding a sheet of what are
no doubt ‘regulations. A notice pinned behind them refers to ‘nominated
women’ It is partially obscured, but the words ‘duties), ‘assist, ‘45’, ‘officer’
and ‘concentrate’ are clear. The women look concerned and one of them
is asking ‘Do the Regulations say that only the C.O. is to concentrate on
women over 452" The point is not so much that only older women are
wanted. It is more that the women will have the benefit only of the CO’s
‘concentration’ upon them. It is a joke at the same time against unclear
regulations and against Saxon himself as CO.

The third cartoon refers to the controversial issue of training women
Home Guards in the use of weapons (figure 11). To the confusion of
the women depicted, a notice headed ‘W.D. [War Department] Shooting
Competition, rules for H.G. Women Auxiliaries’ is posted next to ‘Home
Guard Regulations’ that state ‘Shooting is not allowed for nominated
women (crossed out) H.G. Women Auxiliaries (inserted)’'* The cartoon,
which offers an interpretation of women’s participation in the Home
Guard, also provides evidence for the recovery of that history. Firstly, it is
dated by the substitution of the terms in the notice, since the replacement
of ‘nominated women’ by ‘Women’s Home Guard Auxiliaries’ occurred
well after April 1943, possibly (as we saw in Chapter Three) as late as June
1944. Secondly, it reveals the enduring practice of women’s involvement
with the Home Guard in armed activities (training, exercises and compe-
titions). Thirdly, the regulation at the heart of the cartoon, ‘shooting is
not allowed for women), adds to the evidence that this ban, originally
issued in 1941, was constantly reiterated because of recurrent refusals to
observe it. Finally, the caption expresses the determination of women to
continue with this activity: whatever the answer to the question about the
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Figure 11 ‘Do I shoot and resign — or — resign and shoot?’ by Captain E. C. Saxon,
Imperial War Museum, Documents Department (75/35/1 T), Papers of Captain
E. C. Saxon

timing of her resignation, this woman is going to shoot.

The‘shoot and resign’ cartoon encapsulates Saxon’s two-sided approach
to women members. He uses some familiar features of femininity
seen through the ‘male gaze’ (nudity, age and dress), as vehicles in his
critique of Home Guard regulations. But at the same time as emphasising
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feminine physical, sexual and cultural differences, all three cartoons and
the accompanying written memoir suggest that he regarded women as
having a legitimate combatant place in his Home Guard Battalion. In
other words, Saxon’s cartoons of women in the Home Guard express
visually the attitudes of those COs keen to recruit and train women who
we encountered in Chapter 3.

The inclusion of nominated women and Women Home Guard Auxil-
iaries in Captain Saxon’s ‘log’ sharpens questions about their absence
elsewhere. Saxon was an amateur artist producing work for private and
local enjoyment: his collection never rounded the curve of the cultural
circuit to enter mainstream popular culture, and there is no evidence
that he wanted it to. But by his own account his cheeky submission of
the cartoons had meaning for its audience of military personnel. He
described in his memoir his superior officers’ excited absorption in the
‘log’: they evidently did not punish him for this unorthodox record of
his battalion’s activities.”” His work, although distinctive and original,
drew stylistically on the kinds of visual humour reviewed in Chapter 4,
and his cartoons about men in the Home Guard bear many similarities
to the treatments in, for example, Laughs with the Home Guard, with
one major difference. He evidently regarded women’s experience in the
Home Guard as an appropriate subject: he attributed to women the same
grievances as those of men about the discouraging complexities of Home
Guard red tape. But, apart from the isolated examples of Lee and Neb,
national professional cartoonists did not make use of this subject.

Supporters, sceptics and subversives

Even though authors and artists did not, it seems, depict women as
members of the Home Guard, wartime films, fiction, plays, prose, cartoons
and comic verse about the force featured female characters. Women and
girls appear in all these genres (with the one exception of schoolboy
fiction, which was resolutely single sex). They had a variety of relation-
ships with male members of the force, but in terms of disposition they
adopted three main stances: support, scepticism and subversion. Depic-
tions of each offered distinctive interpretations of the Home Guard’s
place within the configuration of gender relations and identities.
Women in popular culture contributed supportively but passively
to the idea that the Home Guard was a serious enterprise in depictions
in which they were the objects of its protection: official images include
photographs of a Home Guard in a doorway, shielding his wife and child
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with his rifle, then seen through a window, waving goodbye to them.'
Women played more active supportive roles only in the background of
serious films in which the Home Guard itself occupied a background
role. Thus, for example, in Went the Day Well?, discussed in the previous
chapter, a Home Guard wife presses a packet of sandwiches lovingly into
her husband’s hands as he leaves Bramley End to take part in an exercise
on the morning of the German occupation. Her wifely act is matched
by her panic and distress as she realises that he has been killed. In the
film Mrs Miniver (1942), Kay provides sandwiches for her LDV husband
Clem: she gets up to make them at 2 a.m. before his departure with the
‘River Patrol’ for Dunkirk. Feeding a husband is presented as a normal
aspect of wifely care. His part in wartime national defence simply compli-
cates the woman’s role: a wife may have to do it at extraordinary hours;
what is more, she may never see him alive again.

Butsandwich sustenance and the provision of tea, cocoaand other wifely
services, such as sewing and knitting, for the Home Guard are frequently
treated humorously. The same is true in a few instances of WVS support,
as we saw in Chapter 4, but depictions of wives’ contributions to the
Home Guard enterprise are more thoroughly interwoven with popular
accounts of the Home Guard than are depictions of institutional arrange-
ments. One of the principles underlying government policy, reviewed in
Chapter 3, was that the Home Guard had no need of a women’s auxiliary
because its members were sustained by their womenfolk at home: cultur-
ally construed, this implicated Home Guard men in the gender tensions
of the home and became a key feature of Home Guard identity. Thus in
May 1944 Neb depicted a Home Guard in his underpants waiting by the
ironing board as his wife crossly presses his trousers in readiness for a
‘special parade’ (figure 12)." Realsoldiers did not have such options: even
though sustenance and ‘comforts’ were provided by the WVS and the
NAAFI (the Navy, Army and Air Force Institute), these services were not
equivalent to the wifely care from which the Home Guard was presumed
to profit.

On the other hand, the qualifications of the Home Guard to benefit
from the knitting of their patriotic womenfolk were popularly perceived
to be less sound than those of the other forces.” Women’s role in knitting,
sewing and cooking for the military was a well-established social practice,
but when related to the Home Guard it became an integral part of the
construction of the comic, quasi-military, identity of the force.”® The
association was used by Alison Uttley in Hare Joins the Home Guard
(1941), discussed in Chapter 4. The animals are given gendered roles:
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Squirrel is ordered ‘to knit socks and stockings and mittens and scarves
for all our fighters’ and Grey Rabbit ‘must be a nurse, and take care of the
wounded), a role in which she dispenses healing, comfort and courage
to all the animals, as well as providing Hare with sandwiches.” The two
female characters are thus given recognised status as feminine auxiliaries
to the masculine army, and perform their support roles successfully. Hare
the ‘Home Guard), in contrast, as we have seen, although full of bravado
and good intentions, is both deeply dysfunctional, in any military sense,
and dependent on the more resourceful females.

Rendered ironically, the theme of wives’ support of Home Guard
husbands was part of the demilitarising, and even emasculating, repre-
sentation of the domestic embeddedness of the Home Guard. There

}

Figure 12 ‘Always some last minute job before these blessed
Special Parades’ by Neb, Daily Mail, 13 May 1944
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were three main variants. In one, wives benefit domestically from their
husbands’ membership of the Home Guard: in a dramatic example that is
also an ironic inflection on the issue of combatant women, wives bearing
their husbands’ Home Guard weapons obtain priority service in shops.”2 A
second group of cartoons caricatures wives’ expectations that a husband’s
military rank, acquired from Home Guard membership, would enhance
both his (and her) social status and his civilian career prospects.In a
Punch cartoon by ‘Snaffles’ Payne, a short, tubby, balding bank manager
admires himself in the mirror in his Home Guard uniform, while his
adoring wife says, without irony: ‘Oh, Henry! If only Head Office could
see you now!’?

A third set of representations acknowledges the disturbance to the
domestic order created by men’s Home Guard membership but, by relating
it to home and family, diminishes it to comic effect. On 2 December
1944, the eve of the ‘stand-down’ parade of the Home Guard, the Evening
News published a Joseph Lee cartoon entitled “Tomorrow’s Big Parade
if Mrs Home Guard Had Her Way’.* In this fantasy of the form that the
parade might take, ‘Mrs Home Guard’ imagines her husband marching
apart from the other Home Guards, his tin hat at a rakish angle and a
big grin on his face as he gives her a cheerful wave. Thought-balloons
surround her. She is remembering ‘those spoiled Sunday dinners), ‘those
aches and pains’ and ‘those holey socks) all of which demanded work
from her. The cartoon does not suggest that the policy of having a Home
Guard in wartime was mistaken: Mr Home Guard is marching between
well-disciplined ranks of Home Guards indistinguishable from rugged
soldiers, and Mrs Home Guard’s patriotism is assured by the Union Jack
over which she leans to cheer him. Nor does it criticise the gendered
division of labour: his place is in the Home Guard and hers is on the
sidelines cheering enthusiastically. Indeed, the cartoon’s recognition of
her contribution to his Home Guard service (accepting his absence from
meals, nursing his minor injuries and mending his clothes) represents
a comic celebration, rather than a criticism, of the couple’s differenti-
ated gender roles. The cartoon nevertheless caricatures the domestic and
familial side of the Home Guard: the proud wife imagines her husband
being singled out from the collective endeavour for special recognition
that does not take a conventional military form and that acknowledges
her own contribution. Separated by white space from the other marching
men, Mr Home Guard carries a placard declaring ‘Dad. Bless him!” If his
place in the parade positions him in relation to the nation, his placard
signifies the equal importance of his place in the family.
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The ostensible appreciation in “Tomorrow’s Big Parade’ for the ‘dads’
who turned out regularly to defend home and country was echoed in
numerous accounts which also diminished it by comparing it with the
impact of real military service. Lee in particular contributed cartoons
on this theme: the Home Guard father and husband is a stranger in his
own home; he has not yet seen the latest addition to the family; he is
unrecognisable to his own children.” These were known to be common
wartime experiences for regular army fathers, but they were not meant
to affect the Home Guard, who lived at home and whose duties, however
time-consuming and dinner-spoiling, were not supposed to occupy more
than forty-eight hours a month. Read sympathetically, such jokes offer a
critical commentary on the demands imposed on men by the war effort.
Read ironically, they suggest that there may have been other reasons than
military service for Home Guard husbands’ absence from home.

More explicitly sceptical accounts focused on the strain placed on
marital relations by husbands’ participation in the Home Guard, and
implicitly cast doubt on the idea that the role of Home Guard husbands
was to protect their wives and children. They built on long-standing
constructions in popular culture of the ‘trouble and strife’ inherent in
marriage. Late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century music hall, for
example, staged numerous songs and sketches that depicted the power
struggle between husband and wife. Spouses sought to outwit each other
in vigorous verbal exchanges and with subterfuges which, for husbands,
frequently involved disappearance from the scene of battle to the public
house and more congenial company.?® The advent of the Second World
War provided new grist to this mill, and Home Guard membership in
particular became endowed with specific meanings. They were summed
up by a minor character in a wartime murder mystery: ‘they say that the
Force is only recruited from men who can’t afford a Club subscription
but want to be sure of one evening a week away from their wives’” Home
Guard history, in this interpretation, was more important for its part in
the war of the sexes than in the war between nations.

The comedian Robb Wilton, who broadcast regular comic sketches
on wartime themes, was a doyen of this type of representation. In an
account that begins ‘The day war broke out), the narrator tells of his wife’s
scepticism about his contribution to the war effort: “The day war broke
out my missus looked at me and she said “what good are you?”” He cannot
serve in any of the armed forces because he is too old, and owing to the
blackout he cannot go back to work (even had he wanted to) because he
had previously been a lamp-lighter. Fed up with his wife’s nagging about
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how he proposes to support her during the war (‘Oh, she’s got a cruel
tongue’), the narrator goes to the pub: “The times that woman’s driven
me into the local” There he meets two men filling out application forms
for the Home Guard, and decides to join the force with them. When his
uniform finally arrives, he shows it off to his wife: “The missus looked at
me and she said, “What are you supposed to be?” I said, “supposed to be?
I'm one of the Home Guards.” She said “One of the Home...?” She said,
“What are the others like?”” She then quizzes him on what the Home
Guard is supposed to do and establishes that he and seven others will be
‘guarding’ in a hut behind the Dog and Pullet:

‘What are you supposed to be guarding?’ I said, ‘Oh don’t start all that again,
we’re guarding the British Isles.’ I said, ‘We’re guarding all the millions of
men, women and children. Millions of them. And you.” She said, ‘Oh, then
youre on our side?’ I said, ‘Well of course 'm on our side. ‘Well, she said, ‘T
think we’d be a darn sight better off if you were on the other side.?®

This wife doubts her husband’s capacity to act as a man should, either
at home (he is out of work and cannot provide for the family) or in war
(he is too old for the military). His irresponsibility is symbolised by his
preferences — for the pub rather than his home and for male company
rather than his wife’s constant interrogation. He keeps saying that she
‘asks daft questions’ and ‘doesn’t seem to concentrate’, while the listener
hears her puncturing his pretensions and exposing his maladroit logic.
She is the astute, nagging wife and he is the lovable rogue. The audience
sympathises with both of them, but the suspicions cast on the husband
reinforce the doubts about the Home Guard’s military capacity that we
reviewed in the last chapter. Service in the Home Guard is no different
from disappearance to ‘the local, and this ‘Mrs Home Guard’ derisively
points out the consequences: it would be better for ‘us’ (the family, the
nation) if Home Guards like him were on ‘the other side’, ineptly fighting
against Britain rather than for it.

Wives’ suspicion that Home Guard membership was about drinking
rather than fighting was frequently portrayed. It effectively reinforced
and legitimised the cultural association between the two, in spite of the
often explicit suggestion that drinking undermined the military credi-
bility of the Home Guard. Thus the full dedication of the two collections
of humorous sketches and poems by ‘Cilias’ (Lieutenant A. H. Watkins),
published in 1942 and 1943, was “To those poor Home-Guard “Widows”/
Who sit alone at night/ And wait, while we, their warriors bold/ Go gaily
forth to ... fight’* Not only were these Home Guards going to drink
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rather than fight, as we observed in Chapter 4, but in so doing they were
neglecting their waiting wives.

The theme of wives’ suspicions was complemented by that of Home
Guard husbands’ cunning in pursuit of opportunities for drinking in the
company of other men. For example, in ‘Careless Talk, one of Cilias’s
story—sketches, a wife called Florrie does not know that ‘wallop’ is a
euphemism for beer. When her husband lets slip that his Home Guard
platoon goes to the pub for ‘wallop’ after duty he pretends it is a top secret
term, fearing that all the wives will thwart the Home Guards’ indulgence
in this post-parade practice if they find out the truth. However, once the
less-naive wives have enlightened Florrie about the meaning of ‘wallop,
they collectively decide that ‘[t]hey’ll all come straight home in future, the
beauties’ The moral of the tale for Home Guard members is stated: ‘Avoid
Careless Talk. Be Like Father, Keep Mum. It gives a twist to the pun in the
famous wartime security slogan ‘Be Like Dad, Keep Mum’ (to which Edith
Summerskill objected in Parliament) in which ‘father’, setting a patriar-
chal and patriotic example to others, both supports mother and keeps
quiet about wartime information.® In Cilias’s rendering, the meaning
is returned from the national to the familial, and ‘keeping mum’ means
not just keeping quiet but also keeping mother in ignorance. The male
space is defended, by means of silence and deception, against the enemy
at home.”!

More direct forms of female subversion of the Home Guard enterprise
were also depicted in popular culture. The representation of women as
unreliable and unpatriotic, whether through ignorance, indifference or
malice, has a history that is as long as the often misogynistic accounts
of marital strife referred to above. The femme fatale achieved her sexual
and material desires through ruthless exploitation of her charms, and in
contravention of the moral imperatives invested in marriage, community
or nation. Her wartime variant was the female spy, the Mata Hari who
slept with her enemy in order to extract secrets that she could trade, or
the female fifth columnist who betrayed a position of trust for personal
gain. Accounts of the Home Guard, both serious and humorous, drew on
this stereotype in their portrayal of women.

Barmaids offered appropriate personae. They occupied roles in which
they were privy to the exchanges of Home Guard members in the other-
wise all-male environment of the pub. They were in a position to pass on
secret plans from one Home Guard platoon to another, a potent means
of intervention in view of the rivalries between units. In the stage comedy
According to Plan by Lawrence du Garde Peach (1943), Alice, the barmaid
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at the Bull’s Head, behaves in just this way, betraying to the Home Guard
battalion’s CO, Major Manley, the plans of ‘B Company’ to seize some
ammunition from the railway station so that none of the other compa-
nies in Manley’s command can get it. Lieutenant Eliot of ‘B Company’
hopes to use Alice as a decoy, unaware that she is, in effect, acting as a
double agent, since she is feeding the plans to Major Manley. Eliot plans
to send Alice to the railway station with a conspicuous handbag which she
is supposed to drop in the river in order to distract the attention of the
station master, while B Company’s men help themselves to the ammuni-
tion. The dialogue sends up the ‘Mata Hari’ role: Alice is preoccupied with
glamour, whether or not she looks like Greta Garbo and ‘how far she will
have to go’ in her role as decoy.”

Alice’s subversive character is developed further, although in a less
playful and more unsavoury direction, in George Formby’s film Get
Cracking (1943), which was based on Peach’s play. The Alice of the film
is devious and underhand. She gives away Minor Wallop Home Guard’s
secret plans to seize a Vickers machine-gun, left at the railway station, to
Everitt Manley, leader of the Major Wallop Home Guard, in the hope of
winning his affection. But the Manley of the film is a cad, and reneges on
the deal that Alice thought she had made with him by telling her, after
she has imparted the information, that he’ll give her money for a cinema
ticket and that she can ‘hold her own hand’. This Alice is eventually caught
in the act of imparting secrets to Manley over the pub telephone, and is
sacked from her job, having failed to achieve her personal objectives. She
is a sordid ‘fifth columnist’ rather than even a comically glamorous spy,
and she is punished for her lack of community solidarity and loyalty.
Her role as a sneak is part of the construction of Home Guard rivalry, so
intense that betrayal really matters, and it serves to cement the loyalty of
the audience towards the unit that is threatened. The Home Guard in this
cultural construction constitutes a local entity, like a football team, that
inspires intense partisan passion: women are not members of the team.

Women also appeared in potentially subversive roles in a quite different
genre. As we saw in Chapter 4, the Home Guard lent itself to crime
fiction. The force offered opportunities for foul play, in that armed men
performed solitary patrol duties late at night, and its circumstances were
productive of motives: it was officially charged with the task of detecting
neighbourhood fifth-columnist activities, which might even be taking
place within the force itself; it brought together a socially mixed collec-
tion of community members, but civilian social divisions and patterns
of authority might well be reproduced its own ranks. Furthermore, it
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operated in a society in which (despite the continuities under discus-
sion) gender relations had been destabilised by mobilisation. Crime
fiction of the 1930s and 1940s has been seen as conservative: the solution
of a socially disruptive mystery typically restores conventional class and
gender norms.” But recent discussion by Kristine Miller suggests that
women’s wartime crime fiction ‘is socially and politically ambivalent ...
because it both upholds the British establishment and condemns it for
refusing to allow social change’*

Two wartime crime novels featuring the Home Guard illustrate these
points. In Belton Cobb’s Home Guard Mystery (1941) the Home Guard is
the site of a crime of passion. Both the victim and the main protagonists
are male members of the force — and although the murderer turns out to
be a woman, she is a background figure until the solution of the mystery.
Home Guard activities (patrols, guard duties and the successful capture
of a parachutist) are central to the action. Class issues have underpinned
the crime: the implied message is that class prejudices need to disappear
from Britain so that such tragedies are not repeated. But the conclusion
restores conventional gender relations.

In Murder in the Home Guard by Ruth Adam (1942), issues of social
class are again at stake, but so are those of gender, and women are central
to the action. As we saw in Chapter 4, solitary Home Guard patrol duties
provide the opportunity for the murder, which is not premeditated and
is perpetrated by one Home Guard member, Colonel Markover, on
another, Philip Spencer. Women feature as suspects, both of signalling to
a German bomber and of the murder. A German—Jewish woman refugee
who has been employed as a domestic in several of Longmarket’s middle-
class households is an obvious potential fifth columnist, but is not guilty.
Betty, a deeply unhappy, working-class, evacuee who has been rejected
by many similar Longmarket households, does in fact ‘show a light” in
the hope that it would attract the plane, because she has heard that if a
‘reception area’ were bombed, its evacuees would be returned home on
the grounds that the area was not as safe as had been supposed. But hers
is not the crucial signal; and she has not committed the murder. Sally
Dawson, a nurse who was supposed to be on duty, but who has gone to
a dance, returns alone through the wood where Spencer was shot. She
could have committed the murder, but has no motive.

Sally is neither subversive, as the other female characters in the novel
might have been, nor is she sceptical about the Home Guard’s role. She
figures as a metaphor for the local community. Sally undergoes a personal
and social transformation due to her wartime encounters with Tom,

~ 154 ~



Women and home defence

an RAF pilot with whom she falls in love but who must return to his
squadron, and with Colonel Markover, who confesses his crime to her
and explains the reason for it. Sally thus comes to understand the sacri-
fices and the spirit of unity and generosity that are necessary to win the
war and that have been so sadly lacking in the community: as a result she
gains an adult sense of citizenship. The transformation of Sally stands for
the process of change required in the town: this crime story goes further
than those discussed by Kristine Miller in critiquing complacent British
middle-class society as well as insisting that it change. But while Sally’s
development evokes the emergence of a new wartime female subjectivity,
Ruth Adam does not depict roles for women alternative to those of nurses
and evacuee hostesses. In spite of her unconventional approach to gender
and sexuality,” and her decision to use the Home Guard as the hook on
which to hang her story, Adam does not suggest that women should play
any role in their own right in organised home defence.

Women as combatants

Women Home Guards were almost non-existent in wartime popular
culture. But there was not, in fact, a complete absence of representations
of female agency in home defence. Three wartime films addressed civilian
women’s role in the expected invasion which the LDV and the Home
Guard were formed to repel, and in all three, at a moment of crisis for
national defence, a weapon is placed in the hands of a woman.

The three films are Miss Grant Goes to the Door (1940), Went the Day
Well? (1942) and Mrs Miniver (1942). The latter was one of the most
popular representations of the British war effort. Made by an American
production company, it was designed to maintain US sympathy for the
British war effort following the US entry to the war at the end of 1941,
as well as to appeal to the British viewer.** We have already commented
on representations of the Home Guard in Miss Grant and Went the Day
Well? in Chapter 4. Other authors’ discussions of these films and of Mrs
Miniver have focused, variously, on their representations of the British
class structure, national identity, the British response to enemy violence
and brutality, and feminine heroism.”” Our concern here, however, is with
their depictions of women’s agency in home defence.

In Miss Grant Goes to the Door, sisters Caroline and Edith Grant
(Mary Clare and Martita Hunt) act with pluck and good sense when two
German soldiers come, one after the other, to their front door. The first,
an injured parachutist, dies on their sofa, whereupon Caroline Grant
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Figure 13 Still of Miss Grant from Miss Grant Goes to the Door, 1940

presciently removes his revolver. The other, disguised as an English army
officer but in reality a Nazi intent on sabotage, tries to trick Caroline
Grant into giving him a map, but she detects his nationality when he
mispronounces a place name.* At this she turns the confiscated revolver
on him and sends Edith off to get the LDV, robustly dismissing her sister’s
qualms about leaving her alone with the Germans: ‘One of them’s dead
and the other one will be if he moves. The high point of the short film
follows. As Miss Grant gives all her attention to the German at her mercy,
the audience sees her briefly from his perspective: we look up past the
barrel of the gun into the eyes of an astonishingly fearless and deter-
mined middle-aged woman in a dressing gown. Miss Grant’s control of
the situation is, however, shortlived. The German tricks her into giving
him a cigarette and at the moment when her concentration is broken, he
knocks her to the floor and the gun out of her hand. Thereafter the LDV,
alerted by Edith Grant, takes over the action, blowing up the enemy’s
supplies and rounding up the spy as he attempts to get away.

This depiction of ‘the active service of a country lady who is called on
by a Nazi parachutist’® was controversial. Members of the War Office
regarded the film as ‘too frightening), presumably because of the displace-
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ment of armed confrontation from the battlefield to a domestic setting
where it involved women. Reviewers pointed out that the film did not
offer realistic advice about what to do in an invasion: ‘most of us have
no revolvers, and could not rely on the availability of dead Germans to
supply them.* These points related to the question, posed in Parliament
in November 1941 by Squadron-Leader Errington, referred to in Chapter
3. When he asked what women ‘should do if a German came to their door’
a fellow MP quipped ‘Shoot him’, to which Errington replied: ‘But they
have nothing to shoot him with’ and deplored the fact that the War Office
refused to recognise the all-encompassing reality of modern warfare
and to train British women (like their Russian counterparts) to protect
themselves.*! As we have seen, anything that had been done in this respect
since the release of Miss Grant in the summer of 1940 was in defiance of
War Office policy. Miss Grant was deeply contradictory: implicitly the
film made the case for armed women’s defence, yet its explicit message
was that women must rely on the protection of the male home defence
force.

A woman’s use of a revolver is also significant in the plot of the full-
length feature film Went the Day Well? discussed in Chapter 4. There are
three key women in the film: the imperious lady of the manor, Mrs Frazer
(Marie Lohr); the sociable and absent-minded postmistress, Mrs Collins
(Muriel George); and the vicar’s unmarried daughter, Nora (Valerie
Taylor). All three, as well as two Land Girls, become combatants when the
villagers strike back against the German invaders. Mrs Collins disables
her Nazi guard at the post office by throwing pepper in his eyes, and then
kills him with an axe, only to be bayonetted by another German. Mrs
Frazer dies with a grenade in her hand, having snatched it from the feet
of the evacuee children in her manor house. The Land Girls snipe at the
enemy from an upstairs’ window: newly trained in the use of a rifle, once
they have overcome their initial qualms they vie for success in killing.
Nora’s role as a combatant woman is, however, even more transgressive.

Nora is a dutiful daughter, caring and supportive. She is the first villager
to open her front door to the soldiers when they arrive, with the result that
the German commandant (Basil Sydney) is billeted at the vicarage. She is
on more than neighbourly terms with Oliver Wilsford (Leslie Banks), the
local squire: even though the couple never get beyond hand-patting affec-
tion, the audience knows that they are an obvious match, at least in Nora’s
eyes. Nora is also perspicacious: she plays a leading part in the detec-
tion of the subterfuge. It is she who notices the ‘elongated fives’ and the
number 7 crossed ‘in the continental way’ on the back of a telegram left
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accidentally in the church hall by Mrs Collins and used by the soldiers for
scoring a game; she ponders the harsh treatment by one of the soldiers of
an inquisitive evacuee, George; her doubts about the authenticity of these
‘British’ soldiers are confirmed when George finds Viennese chocolate
in the commandant’s pack, and she springs into action. Her confidant,
however, is the perfidious Wilsford, who instantly alerts the invaders.

Nora gradually comes to suspect Wilsford, even though it means that
she must (painfully) overcome her emotional proclivity towards him. Her
suspicions are confirmed in the manor house, which the Germans are
preparing to storm: Wilsford has announced that he will help to barri-
cade the drawing room. Nora realises the implications and prepares to
deal with him. In a powerful sequence, we see her picking up a revolver
and asking if it is loaded. “Yes, think you can handle it?’ she is asked. “Well
enough’ is the reply, echoing the title of the film.*? As if in a trance, Nora
descends the grand staircase holding the gun at her side and enters the
drawing room where Wilsford is perched on the barricade, hurling chairs
away from the window. The camera, viewing him from Nora’s angle,
focuses on him as she mounts her challenge:

W: Hello, Nora.

N: What are you doing?

W: Barricading the window.

N: It was barricaded already.

W: The latch was undone. I was bolting it.
N: Unbolting it.

W:  Nora!

In a series of rapid cuts we see Wilsford’s shock and fear as we hear the
report from Nora’s weapon. She is framed very briefly behind the gun,
determined if wide-eyed, then the sequence cuts to Wilsford as he falls
towards her. Returning to Nora, the camera reveals that the composure
she has sustained throughout the dialogue is gone: she trains the gun on
Wilsford and shoots twice more to make sure he is dead, her usually neat
hair in disarray and her normally controlled limbs suddenly loosened as
she wipes a hand across her forehead. In the final image she looks shocked
and horrified by what she has had to do.

Nora’s role is in several respects a development of that of Miss Caroline
Grant. Nora is younger than Caroline, but just as responsible. Both
detect the attempted subterfuge with which they are confronted because
they are well-informed and quick-witted: they recognise the German
pronunciation of the letter I’ and the written form of the German 7.
Caroline demonstrates her awareness of wartime government regulations,
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Figure 14 Still of Nora from Went the Day Well?, 1942

concerning taking shelter in an air-raid, maintaining the blackout and
disabling vehicles. Nora is politically aware: she argues, at dinner on the
eve of the action, that the French have let the British down because they
did not stand up to the invasion of their country, and ‘deserve to suffer
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for it. As the film historian Christine Geraghty points out, Nora’s state-
ment helps to justify the brutal engagement of the villagers in the fight
that follows.* Similarly, Caroline Grant succinctly enunciates the moral
justification for threatening a German soldier with a revolver, ‘T wouldn’t
trust one of you an inch), and assures her sister that she is prepared to kill
him, even though she does not do so. The justification for Nora’s killing of
Wilsford is more complicated. In a discussion of fifth columnists at dinner,
Nora professes to be unable to understand what they can ‘hope to gain in
the long run’. Wilsford diverts attention from himself to Mrs Frazer, in an
attempted joke that at the same time offers an explanation for his own
motives: ‘You're just the type. You love exercising power. But the power
that Mrs Frazer wields is innocent compared with the Nazi immorality,
brutality and tyranny exposed in the film. Wilsford deserves to die because
of his association with these traits, and Nora is the right person to despatch
him: the German lieutenant has murdered her father, the vicar, in cold
blood in the church. In addition to these justifications, the audience is
also aware of the personal betrayal which Nora is avenging: this was the
man she thought she loved. The scene of his killing is shocking: Nora, a
woman with a gun, is not killing in self-defence but is performing the
premeditated execution of an apparently unarmed man; she is, however,
acting both patriotically as an English woman and individually as a woman
whose trust has been abused.

This reading differs from that of the film historian Sue Harper, who
analyses the women in both films as propaganda vehicles. Harper suggests
that the ideological reliability of the female protagonists derives from the
lack of sexual desirability signified by their age and single status.* She sees
Caroline and Edith Grant, Mrs Collins, Mrs Frazer and Nora as embodi-
ments of the MoI’s puritan, middle-class values. Harper contrasts them
with the heroines of Hollywood’s Lady Hamilton (1941) and of Gains-
borough historical melodramas such as The Wicked Lady (1945), whose
popularity at the box office she attributes to the appeal to the female
viewer of their feminine subjectivity and especially their active sexuality.*
This is a powerful interpretation. But it underestimates Caroline and
Nora. Both dramatically challenge a key dimension of wartime patriarchy
— the refusal to arm women — and neither is punished for her combative
actions. Both films, nevertheless, limit and contain their transgressions.

Caroline Grantis hurt physically by her German captive, but is compen-
sated by the congratulations she receives from the LDV captain for her
actions. Yet those very congratulations, and the manner of their delivery,
enact patriarchal containment more emphatically than in the case of
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Nora. The presence of the young, virile LDV in the sisters’ small sitting
room underlines their domestic confinement in contrast to his dynamic
role in the outside world. And delivering the propaganda message of the
film, he enunciates women’s marginal role in repelling invasion. Remark-
ably, he says nothing about Caroline’s use of the revolver. If a potential
Nazi comes to your door you should keep your head, as Miss Grant did,
and keep him talking: he will soon give himself away, whereupon you can
send for the LDV.

Went the Day Well? makes no such awkward attempt to reverse the trans-
gression of gender roles that the film depicts and that Summerskill and
others believed was required by the threat of invasion. The film’s message
is more emphatically about social unity: men, women and children work
together to repel the invader. Nevertheless there is some normalisation of
fighting roles. Nora performs her key act for national defence alone, on
the edge of the collective war effort that is being galvanised in the rooms
above her. Meanwhile the armed Land Girls, after their rapid training,
fight for only so long as they have to. When the immediate emergency is
over, and when the men’s superior weapons run out of ammunition, the
women readily relinquish their rifles to them. The female characters in
Went the Day Well? act heroically — like men — at the height of the invasion
crisis, and Mrs Frazer and Mrs Collins die like men. But the film hints that
as the crisis subsides, normality will return, and with it the restabilisation
of gender relations. We see no more of Nora after the shooting: there is
no indication that, like Sally in Murder in the Home Guard, she has been
transformed by her experiences of war.

The third film to explore women and home defence, Mrs Miniver
(1942), offers a very different perspective. Unlike Miss Grant Goes to
the Door and Went the Day Well?, it is not focused on invasion, even
though the high point is a confrontation between Mrs Miniver and a
German pilot. Its concerns are primarily with the effects of the war on
the Miniver family and on the internal social structure of their village,
Belham, situated in yet another picturesque corner of one of the southern
counties of England. Although the film places the experiences of female
protagonists at its centre, the plot focuses on crucial readjustments
between the social-class positions they occupy,* rather than on changes
in gender relations, apart from the addition of a modicum of modernity.
Kay Miniver (Greer Garson), a self-declared member of the middle class,
has been described as ‘the prototype for a range of specifically British and
class-bound femininities’* The war brings out the best of her maternal
and wifely characteristics: she cares for her children’s emotional as well as
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physical well-being during air-raids, and champions the youthful wartime
marriage between her son Vin (Richard Ney) and Carol Beldon (Teresa
Wright), against the opposition of Carol’s aunt, Lady Beldon (Dame May
Whitty). The relationship between Kay and her husband Clem (Walter
Pidgeon) evokes the companionable marriages advocated in the USA in
the interwar years, in which husband and wife shared family concerns
as well as a good sex life, while preserving most aspects of differentiated
gender roles.*® But Kay Miniver is on the sidelines of military action. That
is what her husband and son do, while she provides them with sandwiches
and support, and watches and waits.

Mrs Miniver’s discovery of a German airman in the garden, during
one of her anxious dawn vigils, is thus unexpected and alarming. But
it does not herald the transformation of her subjectivity, as does Nora’s
discovery of Wilsford’s treachery. Kay’s attempt to assert herself is both
timid and thwarted: she tries to take the fallen pilot’s gun from his hand
(paralleling Miss Grant’s disarming of the parachutist who came to her
door); but, having woken him in the process, she runs away and the
German chases her at gunpoint into the kitchen. Far from the transgres-
sions of Caroline Grant and Nora, who placed men at their mercy at the
other end of a gun, Mrs Miniver is in the traditional position of a woman
subjected to the power of a man. Indeed Mrs Miniver, Carol Beldon and
the children in this film stand for innocence. They do not slough it off in
order to mobilise to kill the enemy as Mrs Collins, Mrs Frazer, the Land
Girls and Nora do in Went the Day Well? When Mrs Miniver’s German
pilot collapses after eating her bread and ham and drinking her milk, she
finally succeeds in removing the gun from his hand, taking it from him
as a mother might take a dangerous toy from a child. She keeps it with
her while she calls the police and then, far from using the gun herself,
she conceals it amid the domestic clutter on a kitchen surface, confident
that the police will soon come to take the German away and thus restore
her security. They do not arrive, however, until the pilot has delivered
a savage message about the Blitz to come, in which ‘innocent people
... women and children’ will rightly die. Rather than shooting him for
this, Mrs Miniver expresses her outrage by slapping his face. It is an act
of assertion, but it makes no impact on him and he does not retaliate:
the slap is that of a mother chastising a teenager who has gone too far,
not an act of national defence. It is certainly not equivalent to Caroline
Grant’s gunpoint hold-up or Nora’s shooting of Wilsford. As the police
take the pilot away, Kay Miniver fishes out the gun and hands it to the last
policeman to leave. The village doctor, who has come with them, asks her
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if she is all right, and, straightening her spine, she asserts that she is. The
achievement of the upright back, ‘a metaphor for moral rectitude and
fortitude’* is the public face of her response to war. But after everyone
has gone Kay’s feminine demeanour returns and she sinks weakly into a
chair. When her younger son, Toby, comes in asking ‘Who was here?” all
she can do is to cuddle him, the protective mother of the innocent child.

This dramatic episode is immediately followed by the return of Clem
from Dunkirk, an unharmed hero at the helm of his bullet-riddled boat.
He does not need to tell her of his horrific experiences because the newspa-
pers have covered the retreat, and he does not suspect that there is anything
for her to tell him. Thus the story of Kay’s confrontation is revealed with
a mild irony that serves to confirm the natural order. As Clem rests in
bed after his ordeal, he announces: ‘I'm almost sorry for you having such
a nice quiet peaceful time when things were really happening, but that’s
what men are for, isn’t it, to go out and do things, while you womenfolk
are looking after the house?” The audience, however, is aware from what
has gone before that women’s role in ‘looking after the house’ elides in
wartime with national defence and that Clem is about to discover this.
When Clem awakes, Kay nonchalantly confesses that she had a German
pilot in ‘for ham and eggs this morning’ and, quizzed on whether he had
a gun, says demurely: ‘I just took it away from him and called the police’
‘And then I suppose you gave him tea?” ‘Milk}, says Kay, turning to tidy
the bed. Clem walks away and then swings round and spanks her as she
bends over, saying ‘Milk, eh?’ This jocular horseplay embarasses the cook,
who enters at that moment, but we understand it to be of a piece with
the Minivers’s relationship. Following a spate of good-humoured banter,
Clem has delivered a mild — and sexualised — reprimand for Kay’s mild
— and maternalised — transgression.

The confrontation between a woman and the enemy in Mrs Miniver,
the position of the pistol within it, and the subsequent account of the
event, serve to maintain male power. Even though the episode focuses
on a woman’s sensibility and sexuality within the domestic sphere, it is
dominated by the external war in two ways: it occurs under the shadow of
Dunkirk, the scale and seriousness of which are indicated by shots of ships
massing and a megaphone announcement from a battleship to the crews
of the small boats about the dangers they will face; and it is overshadowed,
too, by the German pilot’s prophetic threat of the devastation to come.
The bombing of the village, including the Minivers’s house, follows soon
afterwards. A raid disrupts the annual flower show and makes victims of
Carol, a choirboy and the station master. In the final scene, in the shored-
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up church, the vicar echoes Bramley End’s vicar in his principled opposi-
tion to all that the Nazis stand for. But the vicar of Belham emphasises
the sacrifice of the innocent rather than the immorality of the enemy:
‘Children, old people, a young girl at the height of her loveliness. Why
these? Are these our soldiers, and are these our fighters — why should they
be sacrificed?” In Churchillian rhetoric he gives the answer:

This is not only a war of soldiers in uniform. It is a war of the people, of
all the people. And it must be fought not only on the battlefield but in the
cities and in the villages, in the factories and on the farms, in the home and
in the heart of every man, woman and child who loves freedom ... This is
the people’s war. It is our war. We are the fighters. Fight it then. Fight it with
all that is in us. And may God defend the right.

The meaning of the ‘people’s war’ for quiet corners of England such as
Belham, then, was the united participation of the nation in a war effort
characterised by endurance, sacrifice and unflinching morale. The film,
made in Hollywood rather than at Ealing (where Went the Day Well? was
made), was intended to present a version of the war in England that would
encourage American commitment.’® There are constant reminders of the
film’s US provenance, particularly the accents of the lead characters as
well as the domestic interiors of the Minivers’ home, ‘Starlings, which are
more suggestive of Massachusetts than of Kent. Nevertheless, Mrs Miniver
was extremely popular with British audiences.” The patriotic sentimen-
tality of the film and the correction of old injustices perpetrated by class
divisions,” as well as the modern marriage of the good-looking lead
couple and the active (if well-behaved) sexuality of Kay, contributed to
its success. Additionally, in view of the extensive Blitz and other bombing
campaigns, and in the absence of an invasion on Bramley End (or other)
lines, the film’s presentation of the impact of the war was arguably more
realistic, from the perspective of 1942, than the ‘citizen army’ messages
of the other two national-defence films discussed here. Even though Mrs
Miniver was, as all commentators agree, highly romanticised, it spoke
to a socially pervasive British experience of war. The film was, however,
contradictory: its final message was that women and children as well as
men must fight the people’s war, but, unlike Went the Day Well?, it did
nothing to demonstrate how the necessary transformation of innocent
victims into ‘freedom-fighters’ might take place. Even when she gains a
gun and has the opportunity, Mrs Miniver does not shoot the enemy.
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Conclusion

We have seen that in their roles as Women Home Guard Auxiliaries and
members of the WHD, women were almost entirely absent from wartime
film, fiction and drama featuring the Home Guard. Why were they so
overlooked? The answer suggested here is that their presence in the
Home Guard disturbed entrenched gender norms: for a home defence
force to make sense, it needed to be armed, and armed women could not
be comfortably included in the catalogue of British characteristics for
which the war was being fought. In other words, the presence of women
in the Home Guard breached a gender boundary that was also a frontier
between two gendered types of citizenship. Women could appear as WVS
members, dishing out tea and comforts, but not as comrades of men on
the home front in their daily activities of pursuing parachutists, detecting
fifth columnists or participating in military manoeuvres.

The Home Guard was represented as an all-male outfit with which
women had a variety of relationships. Some sustained the men of the
Home Guard in conventionally womanly ways in representations that
contributed to the theme of a domesticated Home Guard whose home-
based, part-time and familial nature implied a fundamental lack of
militarism. Many other women in popular culture were overtly sceptical:
they expressed derogatory perceptions of the age, the competence and
the priorities of Home Guard members for whom, they suggested,
alcohol and male company were more important than either fighting
or the home. The coupling of Home Guard membership with the pub
and drinking culture positioned Home Guard members in the space that
errant husbands had occupied in popular culture for centuries. Yet the
criticisms expressed by the carping wives created by male cartoonists,
journalists and script-writers were not necessarily those the audience was
supposed to share. Robb Wilton’s character could be allowed to escape to
the Dog and Pullet. The community understood where the ‘warriors bold’
of the ‘Home Guard “widows™ were going. Rather than disapproving, the
audience was invited to join in the music-hall fun of conflictual marital
relations in which women and men wanted something very different from
each other. Furthermore, the construction of the Home Guard and male
drinking culture as closely associated activities that must be defended
against feminine intrusion and control made it unthinkable that women
could have a place within the Home Guard. It set the seal on women’s
exclusion from organised home defence.

The representation of women as subversives in comedies featuring
the Home Guard ironically underscored the seriousness of the Home
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Guard enterprise: the Home Guard was worth betraying; it generated a
group loyalty sufficiently powerful to define such activity as treachery.
Crime fiction, in contrast, used the cultural link between femininity and
subversion in different ways. The women in Murder in the Home Guard
were directly suspected of fifth-columnism, and could convincingly be
presented in this way because of the cultural connotations linking women
and subversion. But none of the adult women in fact acted subversively,
and, far from undermining the war effort, the key female character
attained a new maturity and social awareness as a result of her experi-
ences of love, war and death: the murderer, captain of the local Home
Guard, had been one of her teachers. The novel made clear that the Home
Guard was genuinely committed to home defence (as opposed to the
pub). It did not, however, suggest that there was a place for women in the
Home Guard.

The three films explored here, on the other hand, questioned the norms
outlined above by depicting women performing armed roles in home
defence: Miss Grant held the enemy at pistol-point; Nora shot dead a fifth
columnist; Mrs Miniver disarmed a German pilot. These films suggest
that the logic of total war made these activities real possibilities rather
than celluloid fantasies: they were presented as encounters that might be
thrust on any ‘ordinary’ woman in wartime. But in each case the focus
on the individual emphasised the exceptionality of such confrontations.
All three women were fortuitously armed and found themselves almost
accidentally in the ‘front line’ facing the enemy. They were not there as
a result of collective decision and organisation; nor were they trained
for their roles. These representations alone acknowledged the issues that
underpinned the formation of the WHD and the Women’s Home Guard
Auxiliary: the threat of invasion, the merging of the front line with the
home front, and the destabilisation of the gendered boundary between
military mobilisation and domestic support for the war effort. But they
stopped well short of any commitment to the inclusion of women in
organised home defence: indeed the nuances of these depictions served to
emphasise how profoundly problematic that would have been. Cultural
representations could envisage change in the British class structure, but
not in the gender order, for all that it was rocked by war.
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In the summer of 1968, BBC Television broadcast the first series of a
situation comedy about a seaside Home Guard unit. Dad’s Army became
enormously popular: 80 episodes were transmitted in 9 series from 1968
to 1977. Viewing figures exceeded 13 million in 1969, after which the
show attracted an average of over 12 million viewers per week from 1969
to 1975, with a peak of 18 million in 1972. These were remarkably high
viewing figures compared both with other BBC comedies and with broad-
casts on rival channels." The popularity of Dad’s Army ensured consid-
erable ‘commercial intertextuality’ — that is, the marketing of related
products, ranging from other media productions, including a full-length
feature film in 1971, to commodities like games and models.? Since 1977
there have been numerous re-runs of episodes on British television and
the right to transmit the series has been sold to broadcasting agencies in
over thirty countries.?

Dad’s Army is about the Home Guard unit of a fictional coastal town,
Walmington-on-Sea, in the part of southern England closest to the
Nazi threat from across the Channel. The unit is led by Captain George
Mainwaring (Arthur Lowe), self-important and status-conscious bank
manager, whose well-bred chief clerk at the bank, Arthur Wilson (John Le
Mesurier), becomes his sergeant and second-in-command of the platoon.
This Home Guard unit features five other key characters: Frazer (John
Laurie), a Scots undertaker; Godfrey (Arnold Ridley), an elderly, retired,
gentleman’s outfitter; Jones (Clive Dunn), an ageing butcher; Pike (Ian
Lavender), a very junior bank clerk; and Walker (Jimmy Beck), a ‘spiv’ —
the word for the distinctive wartime flashy opportunist who made money
from the black market.* These seven members of the Walmington-on-Sea
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Home Guard play their parts against a background of uniformed and
mostly silent men who make up the platoon to the correct strength. Other
characters, in particular the vicar, the verger, the local Air Raid Warden,
and Mavis Pike, ‘friend’ of Sergeant Wilson and mother of the youngest
member of the platoon, pass in and out of the programme as required.
Each episode is a self-contained story, drawing on features of Home
Guard life, such as the arrival of uniforms and weapons, the presence
of suspected fifth columnists, training exercises, competition over rank,
and rivalry with other Home Guard units as well as with the army and
civil defence organisations. The humour is generated by a combination of
farce, slapstick, wordplay and innuendo, but is derived above all from the
strong characterisation of the seven key members and their relationships
with one another and with those outside the unit.

This chapter explores the meaning for Home Guard history of the
Dad’s Army representation. The first section builds on earlier chapters
by seeking to identify the wartime and post-war representations of the
Home Guard available to the creators of Dad’s Army, Jimmy Perry and
David Croft, in the 1960s. It discusses the genre in which Perry and Croft
worked, the cultural influences they acknowledged (as well as those which
they did not), and the congruence between Dad’s Army and wartime
representations of the Home Guard. The second part discusses the histor-
ical interpretation of the Home Guard offered in the series, focusing in
particular on the characterisation of Walmington-on-Sea’s commanding
officer, Captain Mainwaring. The third section addresses the contribu-
tion to the comedy of personal memories of the Home Guard and initi-
ates an exploration of the ‘cultural circuit’ between personal and public
memory, which we take further in Chapters 7 and 8. Overall, the inten-
tion of the chapter is to analyse the interpretations of the Home Guard
and the Second World War generated by Dad’s Army, and to understand
both their resonance and their durability.

Dad’s Army and the cultural heritage

Jimmy Perry, who had the idea for the programme in 1967 and, with
David Croft, wrote the scripts, declared that two elements were crucial for
its creation: his own experience as a youthful member of the Home Guard
from 1941 to 1944, aged 17-20;> and the dearth of available cultural
representations of the Home Guard in the mid-1960s. Perry said that he
went to the public library in search of books about it and found nothing:
‘The Home Guard had never been discussed for twenty years before I got
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the idea of Dad’s Army.® He explained that he followed the visit to the
library with one to the Imperial War Museum, where he found wartime
Home Guard instruction manuals ‘and, strangely enough, a book of
Home Guard cartoons, which stimulated his own memories.” Perry did
not refer to any other Second World War representations, although, as
we have seen, there were plenty: even if Perry and Croft were not aware
of them, they form part of the cultural heritage from which Dad’s Army
emerged.

When the war ended, the two accounts of the Home Guard explored
in Chapters 4 and 5 were still in tension: the confident narrative of an
efficient defence force marked by the best aspects of British wartime
identity; and the sceptical story that stressed the Home Guard’s social
tensions and military failings. Some of the wartime representations
discussed in Chapter 4 had more lasting afterlives than others. Among
the best-known of them is the film The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp
(1943). Its enduring popularity is indicated by its presence in a Centenary
Poll conducted in 1995 of the ‘one hundred best films’® As we have seen,
the film establishes Candy—Blimp and with him the Home Guard as a
symbol of outdated (if honourable and sincere) approaches to war. But
it is arguable whether the film was really about the Home Guard: it does
not explore the Home Guard’s membership and inner workings in a way
which lodges the force firmly in popular memory. Another survivor, the
George Formby film Get Cracking, does so to a greater extent. Embedded
in a drinking culture centred on the local pub, the Minor Wallop Home
Guard is inspired by local and internal rivalries and is threatened by
unreliable colleagues, girlfriends and by the Major Wallop Home Guard,
though not by the enemy. The precarious value of the Home Guard’s
contribution to the war effort is the central motif of Ger Cracking: at the
same time Home Guard improvisation and inefficiency are undoubtedly
combined with patriotic good intentions.’

The Home Guard was not completely absent from new cultural products
in the immediate post-war years. It had a role in the film Whisky Galore,
released in 1949 and based on Compton Mackenzie’s comic novel of the
same name, published in 1947, itself in effect a sequel to Mackenzie’s
wartime novel Keep the Home Guard Turning (1943), which we met in
Chapter 4. Made by Alexander Mackendrick and Monja Danischewsky, of
Ealing Studios, Whisky Galore became, like Blimp, an enduringly popular
film. It features the efforts of a Hebridean island community to lay claim
to a cargo of whisky lying in the hold of a ship wrecked off its shores,
before the authorities can confiscate it. The adult men on the island are
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members of the Home Guard, which provides the organisational struc-
ture for their efforts at the same time as requiring that they outwit their
English captain, Waggett, who is of course on the side of the Revenue.
The film thus evokes an association of the Home Guard with drinking
culture, parochial patriotism, ingenious improvisation and masculine
camaraderie similar to that of Get Cracking. Like the two novels on which
it drew, Whisky Galore adds specifically Hebridean elements, including
the social practices of sabbatarianism and réiteach,' and it augments
Home Guard solidarity with traditional islander suspicion of outsiders
in general and the colonising English in particular. The film does not
focus specifically on the Home Guard, however. It is possible for viewers
to overlook the Home-Guard membership of the characters, so strong is
their Hebridean identity: several synopses either omit any reference to the
Home Guard or mention it only in relation to the pompous English Home
Guard Commander, Waggett."' The primary theme, a topical one in 1949,
concerns bureaucratically-imposed austerity and how to combat it. The
drama lies in the islanders’ collective efforts to thwart official shortages,
imposed by an alien officialdom, of the commodities that make life worth
living, rather than the Home Guard’s contribution to the war effort.
Whisky Galore in 1949 was the last new representation of the Home
Guard on the cinema screen until Dad’s Army: the Movie in 1971. The
Home Guard had also been vanishing from the printed page, although
it had a surprising but brief afterlife in the 1950s. Between 1950 and
1954 successive governments pursued a policy of re-mustering the force
to defend Britain against the threats of communism and nuclear war.'?
This initiative was represented satirically by cartoonists Lee and Niebour,
who, in a reprise of their wartime Home Guard interpretations, discussed
in Chapters 4 and 5, depicted ageing men whose portly proportions
indicated their unsuitability for military roles enthusiastically resuming
Home Guard manoeuvres behind deckchairs and among cows." The pub
was, as before, a vital component. A ‘Neb’ wife commented in July 1950,
‘and if this means that Sunday dinner time Home Guard pub lark all over
again, my old man will have plenty of atomic explosions to deal with when
he gets home’' But the cold war justification for the revival was uncon-
vincing. The 19505’ Home Guard never gained widespread support and in
1954 the magazine Picture Post sounded its death knell in a serious feature
emphasising its unpopularity and lack of purpose.'® Thereafter until the
first series of Dad’s Army in 1968, references to the Home Guard in the
press were extremely sparse.'® Perry’s claim that the Home Guard had not
been discussed for twenty years before he had the idea for Dad’s Army was
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an exaggeration, but few public representations had broken the silence
since the early 1950s. In particular, the Home Guard had not been used in
television comedy, the medium and genre in which Perry chose to work.

This was important, not only for the element of originality in Perry’s
creation, but also for the impact of his interpretation. The absence of
alternatives meant that the Dad’s Army account had the opportunity to
dominate understandings of what the Home Guard was like, provided
that anyone was, by the late 1960s, interested. Perry’s attempt to ensure
that his show attracted attention was based on two key elements: his use
of television and his manipulation of history.

Perry stated that he chose to write in the genre of the television situa-
tion comedy, or ‘sitcom’, as part of an attempted career move."” In 1967
he was working as an actor at Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop in
the East End of London.'® In addition he occasionally found small parts
in television shows with the help of his agent, Ann Callender. She was
married to the television producer David Croft, with whom, eventu-
ally, Perry wrote the Dad’s Army scripts, and who became producer and
director of the show. Perry wanted to write himself a part in a production
and so achieve a more secure career in television."” His choice of situa-
tion comedy as the specific television genre in which to work served his
purpose well. Sitcoms requires the same set of characters to appear in
a number of relatively short episodes in a variety of situations — hence
the genre had the advantage for Perry’s career plan of enabling him to
develop a particular character within a series of programmes over time.
The comedy in sitcoms is usually generated by gags, jokes and slapstick
humour which are structured by a plot that fits the situation in which they
take place. The challenges for Perry were to decide on the situation, the
funny stories and the characters who would people them.

While Perry did not refer to the influence of earlier representations
of the Home Guard, he did acknowledge the effect on his creation of
successful television comedy shows that featured military service, notably
The Army Game. This half-hour comedy show broadcast on Independent
Television (ITV) ran for 154 episodes over 5 series between 1957 and
1961, and spawned a number of subsequent productions.? It featured a
group of young men conscripted to the army under the post-war National
Service regulations and kept more or less in order by a bellowing sergeant-
major. It presented a variety of British character types, such as Corporal
Springer, a ‘wide-boy’ from London’s East End, and Major Upshot-Bagley,
an upper-class dimwit.”! While not directly referring to wartime Home
Guard humour, The Army Game echoed it: the base where the conscripts
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served was at ‘Nether Wallop’, surely not far from Minor Wallop of Get
Cracking fame.?” National servicemen and Home Guards suffered from
similar quasi-military status. From 1949 to 1960, in the context of the
Korean War, the cold war and anti-imperial independence movements,
men between the ages of 18 and 28 were required to undertake 18 months
of military training, extended to 2 years in 1950, and to be members of
a reserve force for up to 4 years thereafter.” But after the Korean War of
1950-53 it became increasingly clear that those conscripts were unlikely
ever to have to fight. National servicemen, like Home Guardsmen,
appeared superfluous to military requirements, a point underscored by
setting The Army Game in a ‘surplus ordnance depot’ and by the use of
the term ‘game’ in the title of the show. The humour of The Army Game,
like much wartime humour concerning the Home Guard, was generated
by attempts to knock into military shape men who were not cut out to
be soldiers, in the context of social-class hierarchies and bureaucratic red
tape. Perry was convinced that ‘a good service comedy series never failed’
in the 1950s and 1960s.** The recent experience of military conscription
by 2.5 million national servicemen, as well as over 5 million men during
the war (the eldest of whom would have been 75 in 1964), helps to explain
this popularity.

Perry also acknowledged the influence of a pre-war film with a non-
military theme, starring the actor Will Hay. Oh! Mr Porter (1937) was
shown on television in 1967 at the time Perry was thinking about his
sitcom.” In Oh! Mr Porter Hay played a garrulous, officious and incom-
petent station master of a remote railway station in Eire who tries to
modernise the almost defunct service but becomes entangled with gun-
runners. The importance of the film for Perry lay in the characterisation:
‘One of the movie’s strengths was the wonderful balance of characters: a
pompous man, a boy and an old man. The combination made for perfect
comedy. % Perry used just such a balance of characters in Dad’s Army,
giving the lead role to Captain Mainwaring, played by Arthur Lowe, the
actor whom Perry sought out for the part.” Although the two men’s
physical characteristics and mannerisms were very different, a description
of Hay’s screen persona also fits Lowe’s as Mainwaring: he was ‘sometimes
clever, sometimes ludicrous. He displayed all the human weaknesses of
vanity and pomposity, yet he remained warm and likeable’?®

Crucially for the strength of Dad’s Army, Perry positioned Mainwaring
in a nexus of other well-developed characters. Two were clearly inspired
by the boy and the old man in Oh! Mr Porter: young Frank Pike, a particu-
larly naive and callow recruit of 17, and old Jack Jones, the Walmington-
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Figure 15 Photograph of the cast of Dad’s Army

on-Sea butcher and veteran of campaigns in the Sudan, the North-West
Frontier, the Anglo-Boer War and the First World War. Perry elaborated
Mainwaring’s relationships, adding most significantly Sergeant Arthur
Wilson as his second-in-command. Wilson is the pompous leader’s
principal foil. The relationship of the captain and the sergeant enables
Perry to foreground Mainwaring’s aspirations to be an effective military
leader. Wilson’s casual and amateurish performance of his role as sergeant
(‘Pay attention you chaps, would you mind just falling in, in three ranks,
quick as you can?’) allows Mainwaring frequent opportunities to assert
his (precarious) military professionalism (‘Just get on with it, Wilson ...
You're supposed to be a sergeant, not the headmistress of a girls’ school.
Platoon, SHUNY").” The relationship also brings out one of Mainwar-
ing’s major weaknesses, acute class consciousness. Wilson occupies a
higher position than Mainwaring on the social ladder: he has been to
public school and has aristocratic relatives; but this is in tension with his
position of inferiority to Mainwaring both at the bank and in the platoon.
This situation provides numerous opportunities for the exposure of
Mainwaring’s snobbish resentment of the upper classes and simultaneous
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differentiation of himself from the lower classes, as well as from radical
social change. In the episode ‘Wake Up Walmington’ Mainwaring and
Wilson are discussing the consequences of the war:

M: You privileged classes all stick together. Things will be very different
after the war, you mark my words. The common man will come into his own.
This country will be run by professionals, doctors, lawyers — bank managers.
People like you.

All right, people like me.

You mean common.

Now watch it, Wilson.

I didn’t know you were a socialist, Sir.

How dare you! You take that back.*

EZEzZEE

The rival authority of not only the socially elevated Arthur Wilson but
also the ‘common’ Mr Hodges, greengrocer and ARW, who moves in
and out of episodes impugning the effectiveness of the Home Guard, are
almost unbearable to Mainwaring: he strives constantly to deny his inferi-
ority to one and prove his superiority to the other.

Three other leading characters complete the web of relationships.
Private Charles Godfrey represents a different sort of ageing veteran
from Jones. Gentle and sweet, Godfrey is a doddering old man plagued by
incontinence and reliant on the priorities, mores and upside-down-cakes
of the two spinster sisters with whom he lives. Private James Frazer, the
undertaker, of about the same antiquity as Jones and Godfrey, represents
the Scot who, according to Perry, inhabited every southern English town,
much revered by the locals but disdainful of his neighbours.’" Finally,
Perry created Joe Walker, the spiv, commenting: ‘Everybody did a spiv,
it was a common wartime character” Walker is a man of call-up age not
known to be in a reserved occupation, who can obtain, at a price, scant
wartime resources of almost any description, but who, in spite of his
sharp practices and avoidance of military service,* is loyal to the platoon
and warm-hearted. This was the part Perry intended to play himself.

Perry’s agent, Ann Callender, encouraged him to show David Croft the
first script, entitled “The Fighting Tigers’, while Perry was playing a minor
part in one of Croft’s productions.” Croft liked it and persuaded Michael
Mills, Head of Comedy at BBC Television, to back it. Mills not only did
so, but improved on the title, renaming the show Dad’s Army. ‘Dad’ was a
familiar way of addressing any older man, not just one’s father, in 1940s
Britain. It was used in wartime in the ‘Be Like Dad, Keep Mum’ security
poster, as well as, occasionally, with specific reference to the Home Guard:
in Lee’s cartoon ‘“Tomorrow’s Big Parade if Mrs Home Guard Had Her
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Way, discussed in Chapter 5, ‘Mr Home Guard’ carries a placard identi-
fying him as ‘Dad It is not the case, though, that the Home Guard was
known as ‘Dad’s Army’ during the war: Mills’s title was in tune with the
sitcom’s representation of the force as, predominantly, a group of affec-
tionately-regarded older men, but was a creative distortion, a matter to
which we return. Croft and Perry developed and co-wrote the show, but
as producer and director Croft would not give Perry a regular part, osten-
sibly because he felt it more useful for a scriptwriter to help to direct than
to act in his own show.** As a result Perry wrote rather than acted his
way into a secure place in television. He and Croft went on to create at
least three more highly successful sitcoms together, It Ain’t Half Hot Mum
(1974-81), Hi-De-Hi! (1980-88) and You Rang, M’Lord? (1988-93).%

The rich vein of Home Guard humour that Perry, apparently unwit-
tingly, inherited contained four themes, as we saw in Chapters 4 and 5.
These were scepticism about the achievement of national unity in the
Home Guard in view of local, regional, rural-urban and class tensions;
acknowledgement of the Home Guard’s enthusiasm for the task of
defending Britain against invasion coupled with doubts about its capacity
in this role; celebration of the improvisational initiative of the force that
simultaneously suggested that the Home Guard was playing at soldiering;
and incredulity about the military masculinity of members depicted as
physically unsuitable types who inhabited the home and the pub rather
than the battlefield. Women had almost no place within these representa-
tions except as commentators, sometimes supportive, often sceptical and
occasionally subversive.

These themes were all inscribed in Dad’s Army. Its episodes indicate
the importance of wartime unity while at the same time delineating
and emphasising the difficulty of achieving it. The Walmington-on-Sea
platoon mixes men of different ages and social origins, and they operate
within a community that (mostly) supports them and that they support.
But Mainwaring’s acute status consciousness, Frazer’s Scottish nation-
alism, the tensions between the Home Guard and the ARWs led by Bill
Hodges, the platoon’s precarious relationship with the church repre-
sented by the Reverend Timothy Farthing and Yeatman, his loyal verger,
and the rivalry between the Walmington-on-Sea and the neighbouring
Eastgate platoons all suggest the implausibility of the ideal of national
unity. Co-operation is frequently jeopardised; nevertheless, the cracks in
Walmington’s unity usually result from rivalry over who is doing most in
the war effort, rather than any disagreement about the rectitude of the
effort itself.
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There is no doubt that Mainwaring is keen to go into action against
the German invader. In ‘Something Nasty in the Vault’ he is visited by a
bank inspector:

BI: Do you always interview people with a revolver on your desk?

M: Oh yes, especially in spring.

BI: What’s spring got to do with it?

M: Well surely you realise, Mr West, that Hitler is only waiting for the
spring to invade.

BI: And I suppose you think youre going to stop him with that pop gun.
M: Not only me. I mean there’s the rest of my platoon. We're all fully
armed and trained to kill.*®

In the 1940s, comic treatments of the Home Guard had criticised the
outdated approaches to warfare that the force was expected to adopt, as
well as its military pretensions. The Walmington-on Sea platoon makes
determined, if incompetent, efforts to be modern. Mainwaring is always
keen to receive new weaponry although he rarely knows how to use it,
and he enthusiastically attempts to implement the latest techniques.
These include, for example, getting the platoon fit, giving them guerrilla
training, dressing them up in a variety of disguises to outwit the enemy;,
inspiring them with pep talks and taking them on river patrols. (‘Half-
a-dozen determined men, armed to the teeth, with a boat. They could
play havoc with the Nazis!’).” Improvisational imagination is allowed
free rein: Jones’s butcher’s van is given gas propulsion, onions are substi-
tuted for ammunition in the platoon’s Smith gun, and nooses dangling
from trees are used to capture the enemy in an exercise with the Highland
Regiment.*® The platoon’s precarious competence is emphasised by the
fortuitous quality of its victories over its local rivals and the army — as well
as over the real enemy on the rare occasions when it confronts Germans.*
As in wartime cartoons, so in Dad’s Army, the Home Guard is frequently
misunderstood by the army and oppressed by military regulations.
Mainwaring is uncomfortable in the presence of ‘professional soldiers’
and is, on occasion, humiliated by them, while striving to fulfil to the
letter (usually ineffectually) the army instructions that he receives.*

Representations of the 1940s had emphasised the local, all-male charac-
teristics of the force. The Walmington-on-Sea platoon is firmly embedded
in a small town and rural community. The world beyond is a shadowy
one in which only nearby Eastgate has any salience. There are occasional
references to London, whence Walker came, but Jones’s reminiscences
position Omdurman and the Somme more firmly in the platoon’s imagin-
ative geography than any current British, let alone French, German,
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Russian or North African location. The local community is represented
mainly via the various rivalries referred to above, supplemented by
other reminders of the presence of a world outside the platoon such as
periodic intrusions, into the platoon-on-parade, of outsiders with little
time for military form, such as the vicar, the verger, the ARW and Mrs
Pike, arriving to check on Frank. Like the women depicted by Lee, Neb
and other wartime cartoonists, Mrs Pike contributes an implicitly critical
commentary and occasionally humiliates Mainwaring and his men with
her greater competence, for example in the tasks of unblocking a rifle
and putting out an incendiary bomb.*! Members of the platoon occasion-
ally appear in their daytime roles, for example Jones in his striped apron
serving in his butcher’s shop, Mainwaring and Wilson in their formal
business suits working in the bank, and Frazer in his dour undertaker’s
garb. As in wartime satire, such images of the proximity of the Home
Guard to normal civilian society emphasise the pretensions of the so-
called military force. They also help to delineate its all-male club culture.
Intrusions are predicated on exclusions: the expulsion of women, squab-
bles with air raid wardens and the ejection of clerics serve to emphasise
the closed membership of the platoon.

Perry and Croft were working with, rather than against, the grain of
wartime Home Guard humour, even if it was not as apparent to them as
the television sitcoms that suggested the civilian—military theme of Dad’s
Army, and the pre-war film that inspired its nexus of pompous-young—
old characters. But there were two significant departures from wartime
renderings. Firstly, the members of the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard
are not united by drinking culture. The platoon does not meet in the
back room of a pub, as the Home Guard did in Get Cracking, in the Basil
Boothroyd stories and in Laughs with the Home Guard: its parades take
place in the more respectable setting of the church hall. Pubs and drink
are evidently liked by the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard, but their
appearance in an episode is disruptive, involving a range of comic inter-
actions during which Mainwaring’s authority typically suffers, in spite of
his endeavours to restrain consumption.* In ‘Fallen Idol, for example,
the platoon attends a weekend course under canvas. The men are allowed
two pints of beer each, which suits Mainwaring well. However Captain
Square, CO of the rival Eastgate platoon, persuades him to join the other
Home Guard officers, who decide to play a mess game involving a recita-
tion. The penalties for making a mistake are to drink a tot of whisky
and to repeat the recitation from the beginning. The result is that the
normally sober Mainwaring ends up reeling into the tent where his men
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are sleeping, extremely drunk and with his reputation in tatters.”’ As this
and other episodes suggest, the evils of drink are many and varied, a
message possibly favoured by the lingering Calvinism in the BBC. From
time to time, drink serves to develop the characters, their relationships
and the humour of the series, but, in contrast to wartime representa-
tions, a drinking culture is not the main factor that unites the men in
Dad’s Army.

Secondly, whereas women members of the Home Guard were almost
completely absent from wartime representations of the force, Dad’s
Army devoted one (though only one) episode to the theme. ‘Mum’s
Army’ confronts gender issues through the surprising device of involving
Mainwaring in an extra-marital romance.* Mainwaring decides that it
is time to enrol some women. The first four female candidates for the
Walmington-on-Sea platoon are actual or would-be girlfriends, brought
by Pike, Frazer, Walker and Jones for their own strategic reasons. In
contrast, a fifth woman, Mrs Gray, volunteers independently, her motives
apparently purely patriotic. Mainwaring, Walmington-on-Sea’s bank
manager and Home Guard CO, faithfully married and a pillar of respect-
ability and propriety, is instantly and completely smitten by her. In a spoof
of the well-known film Brief Encounter (1945) Mainwaring is prepared to
risk his carefully nurtured social status for an (unconsummated) affair
with Mrs Gray.

The development of Mainwaring’s character in the series makes his
sudden capitulation understandable, if unexpected. It is clear from hints
in numerous episodes that his is a loveless marriage in which his mascu-
line authority is deeply undermined, itself a comic trope well estab-
lished in popular culture. The audience never sees his wife, Elizabeth,
but is aware of a formidable physical presence (signified by a bulge in a
bunk and heavy footfalls) and of an intimidating personality (indicated
by Mainwaring’s dealings with her on the telephone).*® ‘Mum’s Army’
presents Mainwaring as a figure seeking not only social affirmation, but
also, almost poignantly, affection. Nevertheless, his pursuit of Mrs Gray
is comic. Mainwaring, pompous, balding and overweight, is the inverse
of a masculine romantic hero, and his efforts to appear youthful and
attractive, by, for example, taking off his spectacles, lead to plenty of
slapstick. Yet it is just plausible that Mrs Gray and he would be mutually
attracted. A respectable widow evacuated to the south-coast town, she too
is lonely, as well as serious about the war effort. She embodies a restrained
yet dynamic version of middle-class femininity, expressed in her trim
figure, grooming, social graces and accomplishments, markedly superior
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to those of the other women recruits, which would naturally appeal to
the snobbish Mainwaring. In the end, however, morality and patrio-
tism triumph over love: when faced with the alternatives of destroying
Mainwaring’s position in the community and resigning from the Home
Guard, Mrs Gray prepares to leave Walmington-on-Sea. At the station
a distraught Captain Mainwaring pleads with her to stay, but the train
carries her away. Her departure marks the end of the experiment with a
women’s section of the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard; women never
again become members.

It is remarkable, in view of the cultural veil over women’s presence in
the Home Guard explored in Chapter 5, that Perry and Croft included
anything at all about women’s involvement. Two clues as to why they
did so are, firstly, an undated photograph in the Imperial War Museum
Photographic Archive of women learning to shoot with the Watford Home
Guard, which Perry had joined in 1941,* and, secondly, letters from some
of the earliest viewers of the series suggesting women’s involvement as
a theme.” In any case, although the choice of the theme was strikingly
out-of-keeping with published 1940s representations, the outcome of
the episode was not inconsistent with them. ‘Mum’s Army’ is not about
the struggles of Summerskill and the WHD for women to play an equal
part in the Home Guard. Its main purpose is to develop the character of
Mainwaring as an emotional man who has a romantic and susceptible
side, and who, though normally prudent, is capable of recklessness. It also
makes explicit the conservative interpretation of gender offered implic-
itly in the series as a whole. The short-lived and unsuccessful attempt
to include women in the Home Guard suggests that women constitute
a danger to male cohesion and a distraction from masculine military
endeavour. The denouement of the episode restores gender boundaries
to the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard and to the series: the dynamic
of gender relations henceforth operates, as it did with very few excep-
tions in 1940s humour, between the Home Guard and the local commu-
nity rather than within the unit, which is thus marked as unassailably, if
comically, masculine.

Dad’s Army and historical interpretation

Perry and Croft embraced the past wholeheartedly in Dad’s Army. They
recreated a wartime atmosphere through the care they took to make as
authentic as possible every setting within which the action took place,
be it the church hall, Jones’s shop, Godfrey’s cottage, Pike’s bedroom
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or street and field scenes in and around ‘Walmington-on-Sea. Wartime
posters and products were carefully selected and positioned; uniforms
and medals, dress and hairstyles, were rendered accurately; appropriate
weaponry was chosen and use was made of genuine wartime vehicles.
The action was interspersed with snatches of wartime songs and allusions
to wartime films.*® The emphasis on historical authenticity endowed the
series with considerable authority.

Nevertheless there were significant departures from the historical ‘truth’
The title song Who Do You Think You Are Kidding, Mr Hitler? sounded like
a wartime production, but was in fact composed in 1968 by Perry, who
persuaded Bud Flanagan, responsible with Chesney Allen for numerous
wartime hits, to record the song to the suitably military accompani-
ment of the Band of the Coldstream Guards.* Another major departure
from historical authenticity concerned the ages of the members of the
Walmington-on-Sea platoon. Perry admitted that the depiction of the
Home Guard as a bumbling group of mainly elderly men was unrepresen-
tative. In a radio programme, he described to his young male interviewer
his own experience of the development and composition of the Watford
Home Guard unit: ‘We became a very efficient guerilla force ... the idea
[that it was] full of old men is totally wrong. There were older men in it,
there were men in their mid-60s, but most of it were boys and chaps about
your age waiting to be called up, and middle-aged men. So it was quite an
efficient fighting unit.*® There was scope in the humour for the inclusion
of one youth, the dysfunctional Pike, and one man of call-up age, Walker,
but the other five ‘front-line’ characters are all ageing: Jones, Frazer and
Godfrey are supposed to be in their seventies,and Mainwaring and Wilson
are approaching 60. The representation of the force as a group dominated
by incompetent old men, expressed succinctly in Michael Mills’s title
Dad’s Army, was vital to fulfill the requirements of the sitcom.

Perry and Croft departed from other television sitcom treatments
of the military by choosing to locate their series in a specific historical
context that was essentially serious, rather than the ‘never-never land’ of
The Army Game. The Second World War setting for the action indicated
the existence, and importance, of a real enemy, and Perry asserted repeat-
edly, in print and in interviews, that he did not regard British involvement
in the Second World War as a joke. For example, he declared in a publi-
cation of 1998: ‘Make no mistake, it was our finest hour. We stood alone
against the most evil tyranny the world had ever seen. To be alive at that
time was to experience the British people at their best and at perhaps the

greatest moment in their history’”!
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Nevertheless, combining a loyal representation of Britain’s part in the
Second World War with a comedy about a wartime organisation was not
easy to achieve. Perry’s Home Guard characters were not only ineffectual
soldiers, but some (Private Walker and even Sergeant Wilson) were not
averse to shirking. ‘Make no mistake, it was our finest hour ..."” could be
read ironically, especially in view of jokey references in early reviews to
the thirty-minute show as ‘comedy’s finest half hour’*> There was unease
about it within the BBC. Tom Sloan, Head of Light Entertainment and
the man above Michael Mills in the hierarchy, was known for his ‘old-
fashioned BBC standards’ which were encouraged in the mid-1960s by
the reactionary National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association led by Mary
Whitehouse. In a BBC lecture in December 1969 Sloan reported that he
had considered whether the script was ‘making mock of Britain’s Finest
Hour’, but he decided that, while ‘it was funny’, it redeemed itself because
it was also ‘true’> characters like Perry’s did exist ‘in those marvellous
days’; the techniques of home defence that the Walmington-on-Sea
platoon practised were those that were officially recommended; and,
according to Sloan, ‘the possibility of defeat did not enter our minds!’>*

Perry certainly did not allow his characters to express defeatism, or, to
be more precise, if there was even a hint of lack of confidence in a British
victory (apart from Frazer’s gloomy reiteration of ‘We’re all doomed’ when
things got rough), Perry had Mainwaring pounce on it. For example, in
the episode ‘Sons of the Sea’ Mainwaring and his men find themselves
adrift at sea in a rowing boat that Mainwaring has acquired for river
patrols. Towards the end of a long night, Mainwaring perks up:

M: Pay attention, men. It will be light soon. We shall be spotted by a boat.
W:  Suppose it’s a German boat, sir?

M: Idon’t want any of that sort of talk here. There are no German boats
in the English Channel.”

While such sentiments were sincere and even laudable, they were, as in
this example, exaggerated to the point of absurdity.

The obvious incompetence of the unit unmistakably told the audience
that the Walmington-on-Sea platoon, and by implication the British
Home Guard as a whole, could not have defended Britain effectively
against invasion. The tension between the comic incompetence of the
platoon and the seriousness of the situation in which it was placed, came
to a head over the opening credits. A figure even more senior than Mills
and Sloan, Paul Fox, the Controller of BBCI1, expressed anxiety that the
programme mocked the war effort. The original opening titles showed
scenes of refugees fleeing the German Army in France and Belgium and
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the closing credits featured ‘shots of Nazi troops with the captions and
the artists super-imposed’.>® Paul Fox was adamant, and Tom Sloan in the
end supported him, that this was unacceptable. There were, as Fox put it,
plenty of people alive in 1968 who knew that the threat of invasion was
not funny. However, the programme as a whole was not under threat: Fox,
like Sloan, agreed implicitly if not explicitly that the Home Guard could
be represented humorously. The real-life opening sequences were replaced
by an animation showing arrows representing British and Nazi forces,
symbolised by the Union Flag and the Swastika respectively, chasing each
other first one way then the other across the Continent and, following
the withdrawal of the British arrow to the south coast, confronting each
other across the Channel. The authentic war footage in the closing credits
was replaced by film of the key members of the cast lurching through the
English countryside with arms at the ready.

Michael Mills was deeply offended by the required removal of the
planned scenes. Departmental rivalries and a desire to put Fox to the test
as the new controller may have energised him,” but Mills also argued
angrily that Fox had misunderstood the sitcom’s message:

The whole object of this comedy series is to contrast the pathetic, comic but
valorous nature of the Home Guard, who believed at the time that this (the
Nazi hordes) was what they were up against. It seems to me to be not only
right but essential that this fact is brought home to the viewers — and it is,
surely, our justification for doing a comedy programme on this subject.58

What exactly did Mills mean? The series did not in fact systematically
‘contrast’ the Home Guard with the enemy — there are very few episodes
in which the Walmington-on-Sea platoon confronts German forces. The
best-known is the episode “The Deadly Attachment’, in which the platoon
is made to guard overnight a captured German submarine crew awaiting
an armed escort.”® Mainwaring uses the occasion to emphasise the differ-
ence between his British troops and the German ‘automatons’, but the
submarine crew’s brisk generation of a wide variety of orders for fish
and chips suggest good teamwork rather than subjugation. Furthermore,
the Germans, led by their undoubtedly ruthless captain (Philip Madoc),
rapidly turn the tables on the Walmington-on-Sea platoon: as he draws
up a list of those Home Guards who are to be ‘brought to account’ when
the Germans win the war, Mainwaring famously demonstrates his incom-
petence by blurting out ‘Don’t tell him, Pike’ when the captain demands
the name of the platoon’s youngest member.® Finally, the crew manage to
place a hand-grenade down Jones’s trousers, arranging for Mainwaring’s
men to march them to the docks to make their escape, with the submarine
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captain holding the detonator: if the platoon does not let the Germans
go, the grenade will be set off. In the event it proves to have been primed
with a dummy detonator,® and Jones and the rest of the platoon live to
see another episode, while the Germans are taken under the wing of the
army. But the message of the confrontation is clear: the Home Guard is
no match for the German forces and its triumph is more a matter of luck
than good management.

Mills described the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard in his defence
of the programme as ‘pathetic, comic, but valorous’ All the characters are
indeed ‘comic’. Some are particularly ‘pathetic’: for example, the inconti-
nent Charles Godfrey, who punctuates every episode with requests to ‘be
excused), usually at inopportune moments; the one-step-behind Corporal
Jack Jones, inclined to run around in small circles shouting ‘Don’t panic!’
whenever anything goes wrong; and Pike, the ‘stupid boy’. Some are more
‘valorous’ than others: in spite of his weak nerves in a crisis, Jones is always
ready to volunteer, whatever the risks;*> and James Frazer, motivated by
his rivalry with the equally aged Jones, whose lance-corporal’s stripe he
covets, and by his determination to demonstrate the superiority of the
Scots to the Sassenachs can be relied on to be tough and brave, if pessi-
mistic. In contrast, Sergeant Wilson and Privates Walker, Godfrey and Pike
have little appetite for strenuous military duties: Wilson is ever-sceptical
about Mainwaring’s enthusiastic determination to try out new methods
of defence, often repeating ‘Is this really necessary, Sir?’; Walker finds ways
of avoiding the most arduous duties, or at least of combining them with a
quick smoke or a speedy deal; Godfrey doubts whether his sisters would
really like him to do what is required; and Pike usually has a note from
his mother prohibiting him from participating in cold, wet and nocturnal
activities, which he draws to Mainwaring’s attention when orders are
issued, even if Mainwaring rarely takes any notice. Only one character
combines all three of Mills’s attributes: Captain George Mainwaring.

Mainwaring is comic in his vanity. For example, he dons a toupée to
make himself look younger when the platoon receives an order stating
that older members of the Home Guard will be transferred to ARP, and
consults Wilson about his ‘best side” after hearing that the platoon is
going to be in an army training film.® He is pathetic in his routine insis-
tence on his superiority as a military leader to his rivals (principally the
vicar and verger, and the ARW), even though his military ineffectuality is
repeatedly demonstrated.** But Mainwaring’s valour is equally evident: it
is composed of patriotic fervour coupled with complete confidence in the
vital role of the Home Guard in the war effort and the sincere belief that
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the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard is the first line of defence against
the invader.®® At the beginning of “Turkey Dinner’ he lectures Wilson on
the best preparation of men for battle, whereupon Wilson asks in surprise:
‘We're not going into battle, are we?” Mainwaring’s response — ‘We are in
the front line every minute of our lives here’®® — conveys his outrage at the
suggestion that the members of the Home Guard are anything less than
‘real soldiers’®” Even though Mainwaring’s courage and determination
are often punctured, usually by Wilson, there is no doubt that he is ready
to die for his country. In ‘The Battle of Godfrey’s Cottage), for example,
he thinks the invasion has started while, apart from himself, Jones and
Frazer, the entire platoon is at the cinema. (“‘We’ve waited six months for
this and now that Hitler’s at our throats my platoon’s at the pictures.”) He
plans to go with his two men to Godfrey’s cottage:

M: If we can hold out for long enough there, it will give our regular troops
time to regroup before they counter attack, y’see. Mind you, it will probably
be the end of us. But we're ready for that, aren’t we men?’

Men: ’Course (looking rather doubtful).

M: Good show.®

Mainwaring’s valour, coupled with the way everything always turns out
for the best, make it plausible that Dad’s Army was about the British
people united behind a successful war effort. Yet Mainwaring is also the
chief butt of the comedy, the Will Hay figure whose pompous behav-
iour is constantly undermined by slapstick or by the repartee of the other
characters. Leading characters in farce, it has been suggested, are ironi-
cally similar to tragic heroes in that their greatest strengths and passions
are also the site of their undoing. ® In Mainwaring’s case patriotism,
social ambition and desire to command respect are his key characteris-
tics. He constantly fails to achieve the authority he craves, even though
his men obey him and are loyal despite their sardonic comments,” and
social advancement always seems to accrue, unearned, to Wilson rather
than to Mainwaring who works so hard for it.”" His patriotism, although
unswerving and sincere, is absurdly overstated, leaving open the possi-
bility that he was indeed a caricature of inept British military leadership,
unequal to the German forces depicted in the censored closing credits.
Perry and Croft’s creation in 1968 of a patriotic but ineffectual military
leader who was also a source of humour paralleled the creation by Powell
and Pressburger of Colonel Wynne Candy in 1943; and the fears of Sloan
and Fox that Dad’s Army would be understood to ridicule the British war
effort was in the same register as the reaction of Grigg and Churchill to
The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp. Perry and Croft protested that they

~ 187 ~



Representations

were not mocking Britain’s ‘finest hour’, just as Powell and Pressburger
had insisted that they were not caricaturing wartime army leadership. But
was this the whole truth or could Dad’s Army also be viewed as satirical?

One of the influences on his creative development that Perry acknowl-
edged was an innovative and outspoken experiment in theatrical satire:
Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop. He did not dwell on its significance
for Dad’s Army, although in his autobiography he referred to Littlewood
as his ‘inspiration and mentor’ and stated that it was while working with
her that he started to write.”” The Theatre Workshop was a left-wing
venture that produced political satire critical of ‘the establishment), often
scripted by actors working with a playwright. Notably,in 1963, the Theatre
Workshop created Oh! What a Lovely War, written, in conjunction with
the cast, by Joan Littlewood and Charles Chilton. The play had a long run,
transferred to the West End, and was made into a film in 1969.” Oh! What
a Lovely War was a rollicking satire about the First World War, told from
the angle of vision of the common soldier. It indicted the myopic generals
who sent millions of men to untimely and unprofitable deaths in a war
that lacked any purpose. The military historian Brian Bond has argued
that the play contributed to a radical rethinking of the First World War in
the 1960s which transformed popular views of that conflict.”

Even though the target of Oh! What a Lovely War was the military
leadership of the First World War, it belonged within a critique of polit-
ical, economic and military leadership that also embraced other wars.
Humorous and satirical work of the 1950s and 1960s, including the
British Goon Show and Spike Milligan’s autobiographies, as well as the
American novel and film Catch 22, questioned the military logic, capacity
and leadership of the allies in the Second World War.” The scepticism
expressed in such work was augmented by mounting criticism of the
use of military force in global disputes in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
including opposition to the Vietnam War and to the invasion by Soviet
forces of Czechoslovakia in 1968 (which, in a nice example of BBC
proportionality, forced Episode 4 of Dad’s Army to be postponed for a
week). The period was marked by a growing disrespect for institution-
alised authority and discipline, expressed in the social protests, the life-
style changes and the popular culture of the time. These developments
created a permissive atmosphere in which scepticism about any major
wartime institution could flourish.

Dad’s Army was not ostensibly a radical anti-war production. But it
owed to Oh! What a Lovely War its treatment of patriotic military leader-
ship in the person of Mainwaring. There were of course differences. These
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included Mainwaring’s heartfelt engagement in the war effort, hisrelatively
lowly social origins, his attempts, unlike the First World War generals, to
adopt modern methods of leadership and his involvement with his men
in all their military (and unmilitary) manoeuvres. Mainwaring may have
bossed his men about and made them do things they did not wish to do,
but rather than lounging in a deck-chair far from the action he partici-
pated in everything with them. Nevertheless, in creating him, Perry and
Croft sailed close to the wind of satire. Mainwaring was, at the same time,
the bearer of a serious patriotic message about the Second World War and
the place of the Home Guard within it, and the object of humour based
on his own military incompetence. Could Mainwaring, as medium, be
separated from the message that the Second World War was a just war,
that brought out the best in the British?

The fact that those within the BBC hierarchy who could have vetoed
Dad’s Army, such as Sloan and Fox, merely insisted on changes at the
margin suggests that they accepted the separation which Perry and Croft
had contrived.” The success of the series may have depended, as Michael
Mills implied, on its combination of humour with a complete acceptance
of the necessity and justice of the Second World War, enabling Dad’s Army
to make people laugh without offending them. Many early reviewers,
however, understood Dad’s Army to caricature the Home Guard, albeit
with varying degrees of approbation. In August 1968 the television critic
of the Bath & Wiltshire Evening Chronicle described it as ‘a non-malicious
lampoon mixing satire and slapstick}’”” and Michael Billington in The
Times also thought it satirical, but argued that it did not go far enough:
the attitude to the Home Guard was equivocal, ‘as if afraid of making too
much fun of a hallowed wartime institution’’® In February 1969 Henry
Raynor wrote that Dad’s Army suggested that the Home Guard’s ‘mere
existence is such a joke that its activities don’t really matter’ and that it
‘would be more enjoyable if it did not believe the notion of a Home Guard
to be so ludicrous that only the quaint or the pompous would ever join
it’” Dad’s Armybecame a metaphor for valiant but self-important leader-
ship and incompetent soldiering that was applied critically to numerous
political and military developments from the late 1960s onwards.*

The changes of this period, however,also stimulated anostalgiaforan age
of greater confidence in established social and political structures, which
focused a different kind of attention on the Second World War. From 1970
to 1974 Edward Heath’s Conservative Government was rocked by a series
of bitter industrial disputes marked by transport paralysis, food shortages
and power cuts, which led to the introduction of a ‘three-day week’ in
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December 1973, to save fuel and power. In this context memories of the
Blitz and D-Day were evoked, as Heath appealed for national unity,* and
apparently coincidentally numerous depictions of aspects of British life
in 1939-45 appeared on the small screen. They included A Family at War
(Granada, 1970-72), Colditz (BBC, 1972-74), Carrie’s War (BBC, 1974),
The World at War (BBC 1973-74) and, of course, Dad’s Army. In a review
of Carrie’s War in The Times in January 1974, Leonard Buckley wrote:
‘Television is obsessed with the Second World War®? The explanation,
to which correspondents and reviewers subscribed with varying degrees
of criticism, was that the Second World War appeared, from the vantage
point of the early 1970s, to have been the last period when Britain was
united against a serious threat over which it was, ultimately, victorious.*
Dad’s Army fed this wave of Second World War nostalgia, and Mainwar-
ing’s earnest ineptitude and the comic triumphs of his platoon were not
read as satire by all of Dad’s Army’s huge audience: however implausibly,
the Walmington-on-Sea Home Guard was viewed by some as nothing
short of a symbol of British heroism.*

The perception that Dad’s Army is nostalgic rather than satirical has
become dominant. In 1997 the cinema historian Jeffrey Richards argued
that Dad’s Army inspired ‘a nostalgia not so much for the war as a time of
shortage, destruction and loss but as a period of shared effort and sacri-
fice, common purpose and good neighbourliness and justified struggle
against a wicked enemy’. He goes on to argue that nostalgia has positive
social consequences: far from being passive, nostalgia ‘is a vital force,
passionate, active, committed to the ideal of reviving and preserving
the best of the past, not just because it is the past but because it works,
it is needed and it is right. To Richards, Dad’s Army expresses ‘shared
memories and shared values’ and ‘an ideal of national identity rooted in
tradition, community, tolerance and good nature’®*> However, although he
points to various changes that can be attributed to nostalgia as a political
force, such as the preservation of old railway lines and the redesign of city
centres, Richards does not give examples of the re-creation in the present
of the aspects of the past he attributes specifically to Dad’s Army: shared
sacrifice, common purpose, just causes. Other commentators have been
equally confident about, but more critical of, Dad’s Armynostalgia. Televi-
sion critic Stuart Jeffries wrote in 2001: ‘We are encouraged to want to live
in the past where society was more homogeneous and people were more
strongly, even sentimentally linked, or rather a past that is all the better
for never having really existed. Hence some of Dad’s Army’s enduring
appeal ... Thus, Britain recycles its history, remakes it better without the
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taint of blood and violence, leaving it mythical and thus safe for us to live
there for the first time* Mark Connelly, writing in 2004, agrees: ‘Dad’s
Army touches us because it is the way we like to think of Britain in 1940
... The show acts as an anaesthetic, dulling the drift of Britain into obscu-
rity and disunity.®” Richards, on the one hand, and Jeffries and Connelly,
on the other, take different positions on the effects of nostalgia, but they
nevertheless agree that Dad’s Army works by stimulating a longing for the
past. This consensus, however, means that the possibility that Dad’s Army
ever had any satirical intention has been largely forgotten.®

Personal histories

Critics and other commentators may have taken time to settle on nostalgia
as the defining characterstic of Dad’s Army, but delight in the series’ evoca-
tion of the Second World War characterised audience responses from the
first broadcast.®” Letters of appreciation sent to Perry and Croftin 1968—69
frequently referred to feelings of nostalgia that the show provoked, often
linked to the correspondent’s sense of the Second World War as a finer
time to be alive than the late 1960s. Mr L. E. Tindall referred to the way
the show brought back so vividly ‘those grand, pulsating brave years of us,
the “British People™. Miss K. Carruthers contrasted her exciting wartime
experiences with those of ‘the overfed, bored youngsters these days’ And
Mr J. W. Camp wrote even more gloomily: ‘in view of what has happened
since 1946, I often wonder whether it was all worth it’*® Others stressed,
more simply, the pleasure they took in the show’s accurate rendering of
life in the Second World War. Mr J. Board’s comment stands for many:
‘T would like to congratulate you for the true to life picture you have
produced.”!

Few viewers regarded the presentation as satirical. Only one ex-Home
Guard wrote to say that he thought the show caused offence. This was
J. W. Camp, quoted above, who complained ‘I do not think that most
hard-working officers and N.C.O’s of the Home Guard like to be shown
as a rather inept crowd, quite useless against the German Paratroopers
they were expected to tackle. But even Mr Camp evidently found it ‘diffi-
cult not to laugh at some of the characters, and he went on to reflect on
some of the ‘curious’ men in his platoon whom he had had ‘to mould
into shape’.®? Several correspondents pointed out that although the Home
Guard started as an ill-trained and ill-equipped assortment of men, it
was quite rapidly turned into a well-organised military force.”” Other-
wise, viewers went no further than seeking to correct what they perceived
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as inaccuracies. According to one woman, wartime butchers were not as
nice as Corporal Jones: ‘If I have one criticism, it is the open and kindly
way that the old corporal brings extra meat for the bank manager and
sergeant. Butchers during the war became secretive, mean, close fisted,
close mouthed. They had to be men of steel, because all the housewives
were very nice to them.* J. W. Camp also complained that, until conscrip-
tion was introduced, it would not have been possible for a Home Guard
captain to instruct his sergeant to ‘take that man’s name’; as Mainwaring
did when confronted with Pike’s refusal to remove the brush from the
end of his improvised weapon (a broomstick), since army discipline did
not apply. Croft and Perry took note of such observations: it was clear
that these letter-writers wanted them to improve the accuracy of the
programme, and hence to enhance their enjoyment of it, rather than to
put an end to the show.” Thus while Jones continued to curry favour
with his officers by providing them with extras, we see him ruthlessly
manipulating the queue of housewives in his shop through his control
of the meat ration, and after the first episodes Mainwaring usually says
to any miscreant, headmaster-style: ‘T'll see you in my office afterwards’
However, the alleged transformation of the force into an efficient adjunct
of the British Army was one aspect of historical authenticity that Perry
and Croft chose not to incorporate. Far more comedy was to be gained
from fixing the Walmington-on-Sea platoon forever in a time-warp of
improvisation and partial militarisation.

In spite of such a selective use of history, viewers responded appre-
ciatively, sometimes in kind — Perry and Croft were sent drawings of
the principal Home Guard weapons as well as details of training in, for
example, guerrilla warfare and camouflage. They also received offers of
Home Guard greatcoats, battle-dress, vehicles and buttonhole badges.
While their polite replies usually indicated that they had enough of
whatever was offered for now, they accepted the badges and distributed
them to the cast.”® Such things contributed to the verisimilitude for which
they were striving.

So, too, did the interweaving of personal experience. Perry explained
that he drew on his own memories as well as his investigations: ‘quite a
few episodes were actually based on truth, not actually what happened
to me all the time, but quite a few of them were based on research I had
done’” He cited, for example, attacking a tank with a burning blanket, an
exercise that the newly recruited men attempted in the first episode® as
well as being issued with pepper to throw at the enemy. In addition Perry
and Croft were offered a wealth of personal testimony by members of
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their first audiences, who wrote in with reminiscences and suggestions
for episodes, and even in some cases their own dramatisations. However,
little distinction was made in those letters between Home Guard and
army experience, suggesting that in viewers’ memories the follies as well
as the relationships and procedures encountered in one were similar to
those met in the other.”

Some of these personal accounts and suggestions contained ideas that
were incorporated into Dad’s Army plots, albeit usually considerably
adapted. For example, L. E. Tindall wrote of his Home Guard officer’s
attempts to discharge an unexploded bomb with rifle fire. Such were the
officer’s difficulties in hitting it that the men standing around started
to take bets, the odds lengthening as his misses grew in number, until,
humiliated, the officer gave up and handed the rifle to Tindall. There
was a similar scene in ‘Wake Up Walmington’ During a practice at a rifle
range owned by a local grandee, Mainwaring endeavours to demonstrate
the correct way to shoot, but, distracted by the landowner’s snooty butler,
he cannot hit the target. The men start a book, involving Mainwaring in
the bets, with the result that he ends up owing Frazer ten shillings for his
own shortcomings.'” In another example, Mrs Barbara Summers recalled
that men from her father’s Home Guard unit were posted at night to a
shepherd’s hut on a hillside. If they saw anything suspicious they were
supposed to run down the hill, armed with pennies kept in the hut, to
the public telephone-box to inform her father and the police. A minor
incident revealed that none of them knew how to use a pay-phone, so her
father instituted telephone-box drill, that is, instruction in inserting the
pennies and pushing buttons A and B. The men of Walmington-on-Sea
platoon reveal a similar ignorance, leading to telephone drill in ‘The Lion
Has Phones’'"!

Perry and Croft did not acknowledge their use of such accounts directly.
They usually replied to viewers along the following lines: ‘Many thanks
for your letter. I am so glad you are enjoying the series. Your reminis-
cences and those of the many members of the public who have written
to us, are a great encouragement to us, and I hope you will continue to
watch the series.!” Croft frequently stated that he and Perry had already
written or were planning an episode along the lines indicated, for example
in relation to suggestions involving a home-made armoured car (‘The
Armoured Might of Lance Corporal Jones’) and women and the Home
Guard (‘Mum’s Army’).'” Presumably these responses were intended to
protect the BBC from claims of appropriation of intellectual property and
fee liability, at the same time as enabling Perry and Croft to select freely
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from this rich store of personal memories. Viewers’ responses suggested
that Dad’s Army’s articulation of public with personal memories was
successful. The process exemplifies the theory of the cultural circuit:
individuals’ particular experiences were given generalised rendition in the
public narrative of the television show. Mainwaring, Wilson and ‘wide-
boy’ Walker were all ‘recognised’” by viewers recalling either the Home
Guard specifically or the Second World War context more generally. For
example Mr J. J. Burton wrote: ‘We had a Captain “Mainwaring” remark-
ably like the character in the show but he managed the local co-op not a
bank’; and Miss Reed, referring to her experiences at an ARP post, said:
‘Mr John le Mesurier was my first aid instructor — in every way — appear-
ance and voice and manner.'™

Perry and Croft deliberately — and selectively — cultivated the credi-
bility of their characters. Perry identified the originals of at least three of
them in his own wartime encounters. His first CO in the Watford Home
Guard had been ‘the manager of a Watford bulding society and was short
and round, rather like Captain Mainwaring. He was always fussing and
inspecting things’ He was also vain and status-conscious, but ‘if it had
come to the push, he’d have been as brave as anyone else’. This man was
succeeded by a Major Strong, whose enthusiasm ‘verged on the fanatical:
he had served in the International Brigade in the Spanish Civil War, ‘had
no time for “Blimp tactics™, ‘was a seasoned guerilla fighter’ who ‘hated
Fascism’ and gave the men lectures on the fairer and more equal society
to be achieved after the war. While this character may have lent something
to Mainwaring’s commitment to the cause and willingness to try guerilla
methods, Perry de-selected his radicalism: Mainwaring’s patriotism
and approach to social class are deeply conservative.!® Perry built the
character of Frank Pike on his own persona in the Home Guard: young,
obsessed with cars and guns, and fussed over by a protective mother.'%
The model for Jones was a former regular soldier who repeatedly regaled
the Watford Home Guard with old-soldier yarns, notably his memories
of the Battle of Omdurman in 1898. Perry also endowed Jones with the
sayings of a First World War veteran at the training camp to which he was
sent when he was finally called up to the army. This man accompanied
his instruction in bayonet drill with the words ‘They don’t like it up ’em,
which Perry made Jones’s catch-phrase.'”

The casting augmented personal connections with the past. All the key
actors had had military experience in the First and/or the Second Wars,
apart from Ian Lavender (Pike) and James Beck (Walker) who were too
young (although Beck had done National Service). John Laurie (Frazer)
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had, like Perry, been in the Home Guard, where he said nothing ever
happened. Clive Dunn (at 48 in 1967 much younger than Corporal Jones,
the 70-year-old character he played) had been a prisoner of war in an
Austrian labour camp from 1941 to 1945 and spoke of acting in Dad’s
Army as a form of revenge, although it is not clear whether he meant
revenge on the Germans or on incompetent military figures like Jones.
John le Mesurier (Sergeant Wilson) was a captain in the Royal Armoured
Corps on the North West Frontier in the Second World War and decided
to play his part in the same casual and apologetic manner he had adopted
as an army officer. Arnold Ridley (Private Godfrey) had been an army
major, involved in both the Battle of the Somme in 1917 and the evacu-
ation of Dunkirk in 1940. Arthur Lowe (Mainwaring) had served in the
Middle East as an army sergeant major in the Second World War. Perry
and Croft were conscious of the abundant military experience possessed
by the cast and, so they said, regarded the distinction between the Home
Guard and the army as less important than the re-creation of authentic
military relationships, styles and attitudes: they encouraged the actors
‘to draw on any memories which might help them to add the odd distin-
guishing detail’'*®

This high level of personal involvement in the production, between the
authors, the actors and the viewers, owed something to the democratic
methods of the Theatre Workshop, even though Perry and Croft did not
encourage improvisation or involve the actors in scriptwriting. The result
was a recognisable version of a past presented in a way that was satis-
fying to recall whether it was read satirically or sentimentally. Over time
the series itself became a source of nostalgia: its familiarity meant that
audiences could anticipate where it would take them but nevertheless
enjoy the journey. In November 1974 Stanley Reynolds wrote that it was

‘as comfortable as an old shoe ... but still it retains its comic edge’.'”

Conclusion

In Dad’s Army, representations of the Home Guard, in particular, and of
the Second World War, in general, resonated with personal memories,
both those of Perry and his cast, and of their early viewers. Locally told
accounts of personal experience became, through Perry and Croft’s
creative processes, public accounts, embodied in easily-recognised
characters who were, nevertheless, more than stereotypes. Each episode
expressed a cluster of specific and general meanings about the British and
about the Second World War. The cultural traffic was busy.
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The genre, television comedy, shaped the generation of meanings
about the Home Guard by concentrating characterisation and interaction
within the tight frame of the thirty-minute episode on the small screen.
It was distinct from the films, cartoons and comic sketches of wartime,
yet the interpretation of the Home Guard that Dad’s Army offered was
largely consistent with the earlier sceptical and satirical treatments: unity
was menaced by rivalries and class tensions; the Home Guard’s task was
to protect Britain against invasion but there were doubts about its ability
to do so; the force may have been game, but was also playing at soldiering,
as women occasionally pointed out. Perry and Croft gave their unmili-
tary characters origins, current circumstances and adventures, worked
up from various sources of personal testimony, that made them live for
their audiences.

Historical ‘accuracy’ was closely observed, yet Dad’s Army represented,
as we have seen, a selective version of Home-Guard history. Most notably
it omitted the Home Guard’s achievement of military efficiency, prefer-
ring for the purposes of comedy to render it an armed and uniformed
but forever aged and incompetent force. Women members were included
in only one of the eighty episodes, and the interpretation underlined
the inappropriateness of the Woman Home Guard Auxiliary: she repre-
sented nothing less than a threat to male cohesion. Dad’s Army thus
offered an account of the Home Guard in the Second World War that
was at the same time radical and conservative. It owed to Oh! What a
Lovely War a deep scepticism about military authority and competence,
expressed in the treatment of Mainwaring’s comic and pathetic leader-
ship, and extended through him to the Home Guard as a whole; yet it also
celebrated Mainwaring’s valour and patriotism. Its ‘feel-good’ message
was that national unity was not torn apart by local rivalries, just as British
victory was never seriously threatened by the enemy, in spite of the Home
Guard’s hopelessness.

The most remarkable aspect of the production was its success in
combining the diametrically opposed ways in which the Home Guard had
been represented in wartime: that is, as a key part of an heroic war effort
and as a dubious contributor to an insecure project. The result was that
Dad’s Army appealed both to national pride in the Second World War as
a period of British greatness and unity and to scepticism of war, military
endeavour and authority. Dad’s Army could work in the dual registers of
nostalgia and satire, firstly, because it was not about the ‘pathetic, comic
yet valorous’ RAF, Army or Navy, but about the Home Guard which
audiences knew was never called on to defend Britain against invasion,
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and, secondly, because Britain and the allies were not defeated. It repre-
sents the humour of the victors rather than the vanquished, within a
culture that (still) enjoys laughing at itself: it is hard to imagine it as a
cultural possibility in a society that had been defeated in war. Yet Dad’s
Army does not offer a strong interpretation of the British war effort as
such. Although it depicts the wartime environment with great specificity,
occurrences such as air-raids, evacuation, rationing and the call-up consti-
tute the background rather than the focus of the action. The meanings
attributed to them are, as a result, much the same as those with which
the Home Guard is endowed. The Second World War is, by implication,
a just war against a real (though mostly unseen) enemy. It is waged by
well-meaning but not very competent people, who muddle through and
triumph in the end, not because they are well organised or more efficient
than the enemy, but because they are (somehow) intrinsically better. As
with the Home Guard, so with the British at war, the Dad’s Army interpre-
tation could be read either as criticism or as celebration. It was this feat of
cultural mastery that enabled Dad’s Army to make an indelible mark not
only on the history of the Home Guard but on representations of home
defence across time, and to have a profound influence on understandings
of the British war effort.
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Personal testimony



Men’s memories of the Home Guard

Wartime political rhetoric proclaimed confidently that the Home Guard
was formed in an upsurge of patriotic passion to defend Britain against
invasion, and that within two years it had become an effective military
force. As we have seen, political leaders depicted it as a symbol of national
unity and a key component of the British war effort, expressive of the
wartime ethos of being ‘all in it together’ and providing opportunities for
civilian men to ‘do their bit. Such representations were widely dissemi-
nated in wartime films, poetry, non-fiction and visual culture and were
part of a rhetoric of persuasion according to which British traditions
were worth fighting for and that British solidarity was sufficient to ensure
victory.

However, this coherent account was challenged on many fronts. In
Chapters 2 and 3 we discussed the social and political discrimination in
recruitment that contradicted the Home Guard’s much-vaunted inclu-
siveness. We also explored the profound differences in views of the Home
Guard’s military role and political purpose that cut across its standing as
ametaphor for the united war effort. In Chapter 4 we encountered a satir-
ical strand in wartime popular culture that expressed scepticism about the
achievement of unity in the Home Guard and the nation, criticism of the
inadequacies of the Government’s efforts to equip and train the Home
Guard as a counter-invasion force, and doubts about the capacity of its
members to fight. Doubts about military effectiveness, which in a war
context also concerned the manliness of Home Guards, were triggered by
the slow advent of weapons and uniforms for them, their deployment on
static guard duties, and the condition that only those who were ineligible
for the armed forces could join. Wartime humorists exploited the notion
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that, however patriotic, Home Guards were not ‘proper soldiers’ More
than two decades later Dad’s Army built its success on the elaboration of
thisidea. Women’s struggles to participate fully in organised home defence
had been, as we saw in Chapter 5, almost entirely ignored in popular
culture, for all that individual women were permitted exceptional roles
on a temporary basis in some high-profile films. Dad’s Army, like wartime
representations of the Home Guard, placed women on the margins of the
force as critics and commentators rather than comrades-in-arms.

In this chapter and the next we ask how men and women who had
themselves served in the Home Guard recall their service. Our sources
consist of various types of personal testimony drawn from 69 men and 32
women. Most of this material takes the form of oral-history interviews,
either archived in the Imperial War Museum or conducted by ourselves,
and of letters responding to our enquiries.' Since oral history is, thus, an
important part of our evidence, it needs a brief introduction. There are
two distinct approaches: in one, oral history is seen primarily as a means
of retrieving hidden histories, and in the other it is regarded as occupying
a position at the interface of memory and social and cultural change.

The first approach has placed oral history at the centre of ‘recovery
history’? Oral history provides evidence of experiences of which little or
no trace exists in more conventional historical archives (such as collec-
tions of ministerial and parliamentary records) and demonstrates that
such sources often give partial accounts that ignore or misrepresent
developments that ran counter to official policy. This is the case with the
history of women’s membership of the WHD and the Home Guard, an
issue to which we return in the next chapter.

The other intellectual vantage point from which oral history is viewed
is that of studies of social and cultural memory. This expanding field
challenges the tendency to read personal testimony as a transparent
window on the past, insisting that the analysis of the cultural mediation
of remembered experiences is an important aspect of historical enquiry.?
It assumes that memory is interpretative and creative. Personal-memory
stories inform and are informed by history in the sense that they draw on
and contribute to the collectively generated account or accounts of the
past that are available within a society or community. They are narratives
shaped by social conventions of story-telling and verbal expression. At
the same time, they are deeply personal and individual, involving both
conscious and unconscious processes of sifting, accepting and rejecting
aspects of a self formed by its past.* The cultural-memory approach
therefore focuses attention on the complex and multiple ways in which
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people recall and tell their personal histories, identifying for analysis,
rather than rejection, a number of aspects that have been seen by critics as
invalidating oral history as a source: omission and inaccuracy; accounts
that serve the ends of the teller; the influence on the narrator of the inter-
viewer; and the interactions of popular culture with personal memory.
It highlights a number of themes, including the interplay of memory
with representations of the past that are popularly available; the choice
of narrative forms; the personal satisfaction or discomfort that narrators
get from telling their stories; the dynamics of the relationship of narrators
to their audiences; and the personal re-evaluation that can accompany an
individual’s reconstruction of his or her past. Concepts that are used to
describe these underlying processes of oral history include the cultural
circuit, composure, intersubjectivity and life review.’

We met the idea of the cultural circuit in Chapter 6, when discussing
the contribution of personal memories to the representation of the Home
Guard and the Second World War in Dad’s Army. As we saw, Dad’s Army
was inevitably selective, studded with omissions and emphases dictated by
the nature of the cultural product, and by ideological and artistic choices.
We traced the inclusion, through a process of translation, of locally told
personal stories in Dad’s Army’s public version of the past. But theorists
of popular memory suggest that the circuit also works the other way
round: individuals borrow from the versions of the past that circulate in
the public domain, when making sense of and expressing their personal
pasts. Graham Dawson argues that public accounts tend to impose
constraints on recall: they ‘limit imaginative possibilities’ for recalling
past subjectivities and composing narratives about them.® Al Thomson
illustrates this idea with interviews of of Australian First World War
veterans, conducted in the 1980s, who described episodes from the film
Gallipoli, released in 1981, as if they had personally experienced them.’
But the process is complicated: public discourses are never unified and
free from contradiction: unconscious selection and conscious preferences
interact in the composition of life stories. Furthermore, there are more
than two points on the cultural circuit: it is also linked with the reception
of what is told. Audiences for memory stories may be small and casual,
as well as larger and more formal; in either case they are likely to affirm
recognisable accounts that match what they know of the past, but to be
less receptive to those that are not consistent with such representations.

In this chapter we explore the use by, and the usefulness to, men
recalling their own Home Guard service, of the wartime construction of
the Home Guard as a symbol of the British war effort. In particular, we
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examine men’s take up of serious and sceptical treatments of the Home
Guard as an anti-invasion force and as a site of masculine solidarity.
And we end by discussing the role of Dad’s Army in the composition of
personal memories of Home Guard service.

Recalling unity

The idea of a nation united by war and of the Home Guard as a specific
site of wartime togetherness and of commitment to the war effort, was, as
we have seen, a major component of official rhetoric and popular culture.
The take up of such ideas by men recalling their Home Guard experiences
was pronounced, on the part both of those who accepted them and of
others who challenged them.

Men who reconstructed their wartime subjectivities using the language
of national unity and the war effort included several who joined the
Home Guard under-age as well as others for whom alternative forms of
military service were not an option. They described their motivation in
terms of their desire as very young men to be involved in the military war
effort. Ray Atkins, who was working in the publicity department of the
Co-operative Wholesale Society in Manchester, was one of several inter-
viewees who was accepted under-age by the Home Guard: Atkins joined
in 1941, aged 16, before his call up to the army in 1943, prompted by the
news that the war was going badly:

And it’s simply that you felt that you’d got to do your bit, you'd definitely
got to do something, you know. I mean it’s all right as a child but if you were
growing up and you knew you’d got two years to wait before you went in the
army, you see, so you felt you had to do something, to be honest.®

Men who were unable to serve in the military for reasons other than
age used similar language. Victor Waterhouse, a building apprentice in
Burwash, Sussex, contracted meningitis in 1941, when he was 17, and so
was rejected on medical grounds by the army. He wrote: ‘I felt I was doing
“my bit” in the Home Guard as I was unfit for National Service.” On the
other hand, to be excluded from the army for failing its medical tests,
and also to be discharged from the Home Guard on health grounds, was
deeply humiliating. Nigel Grey, who joined the Home Guard in Hounslow,
Middlesex, in 1940, when he was a 16-year-old trainee tailor, was found to
have a heart condition when he was called up two years later:

I was reject material, likewise for National Service (factories, mines, etc.)
and even the canteen services wouldn’t touch a heart case ... the HG doctor
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tracked it all down, then recommended me for discharge from the HG. It
was devastating to feel so unwanted in a time of national crisis.'®

The evaluation of membership of the Home Guard in such accounts
was positive. Grey called it ‘a most worthwhile experience’, and Tex Laws,
who joined the Home Guard as a 17—year-old Post Office messenger-boy
in Battersea in 1941, wrote: “The experience of comradeship and joint
effort by fellow workers was well worthwhile; we were in this together
and doubtless would have done our bit if required.!* The reiteration of
phrases such as ‘doing your bit’ and ‘all in it together’ suggests that in
these cases the dominant historical discourse supplied ‘the very terms by
which a private history is thought through’.?

Such recall produced a strong sense of satisfaction: it contributed
to the ‘composure’ of the interviewee. This concept is used by cultural
oral historians to indicate the dual process at work in an interview: the
composition of a life story and the achievement of psychic comfort,
or personal composure, by the narrator. Public discourse provides
the necessary cultural context for such ‘composure’. Ray Atkins, from
Manchester, was explicit about the personal equanimity that he achieved
through recalling his Home Guard service in terms of the discourse of
wartime national unity:

Thinking about it now always takes me straight back to the feeling of how
things once were in this country ... All of the British population had this
feeling of being in it together and backs to the wall and all that. So that if T do
think about the Home Guard I think of that feeling I had about, you know,
all pulling together, all working together, you know. And from that point of
view — it’s not that bad a feeling, you know."

Those who framed their memories in such terms tended to underline the
warm glow by contrasting the war years with a present that had lost those
qualities. Atkins’s reference to ‘how things once were’ evokes a clear sense
of loss: past cohesion and youthful camaraderie contrast with a more
fractured present and the relative isolation of old age. He was not alone.
Bill Trueman joined the Home Guard in 1941 just before he became 17,
while in a reserved occupation as an apprenticed wagon-builder at the
Great Western Railway in Swindon. He wrote:

Being involved with the Home Guard gave me a lot of respect and confi-
dence, while appreciating the friendship created and having more trust
in other people, unfortunately now we seem to be missing this, and the
whole arﬁount of comradeship created then is getting to be something of
the past.
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Such assessments of ‘then’ and ‘now’ were an integral part of the life
review these men were undertaking when recalling the Home Guard. In
evaluating their Home Guard service and its place in their lives as a whole,
they drew with no apparent reservations on the idea that the Second
World War was Britain’s ‘finest hour’ in which the Home Guard played a
significant part.

Several men substantiated the notion of ‘all pulling together’ with
details of the social mix they had found in the Home Guard. Echoing
the ‘lists’ used in wartime representations of its social diversity, Christo-
pher Redmond, an apprentice draftsman living in Wootton, near Oxford,
described his unit as comprised of ‘all sorts, there were butchers, there
were bakers, there were labourers, there were bookies, there were all
sorts of people, doctors’." Fred Whitlow, an apprentice draftsman at the
Mersey Power Company, in Liverpool, emphasised the Home Guard’s
role in breaking down class barriers. Prior to the war,

there was a sort of class distinction business, and because I worked in the
drawing office, I was on the staff, whereas the lads who were electricians
working on the tools were on what they call the ‘pay-roll> And there was
a line drawn between the two, you see. ... So when we joined the Home
Guard the lads who were on the pay-roll we didn’t know very well because
we’d never mixed with them. We knew all the blokes in the office who ran
the staff. So one good thing that came out of it was [that] you got to know
them, you know, and make friends with them, you see. And a lot of this class
distinction business went overboard, and that was one of the good things
that came out of the war really.'®

But memories of wartime collaboration across class also evoked occasions
when unity was not achieved. Whitlow may have remembered that ‘a lot
of this class distinction business went overboard’ but he also confessed
that he and a colleague were promoted in the Home Guard purely because
they were ‘on the staft], and he recalled that the platoon commander
was also the boss of the Mersey Power Company.'” However, rank and
its coincidence with class was sometimes cast as unproblematic on the
grounds that in the Home Guard everyone ‘mucked in, there was no class
distinction’;'® and the embeddedness of the force in the local community
was felt to foster this solidarity. Cyril Hall, who was working at a bakery in
Gainsborough, Lincolnshire, during the first years of the war and joined
the Home Guard in 1942, at the age of 29, contrasted it with his later
experience in the army of what he saw as individualism:

There is a difference, in as much as in the Home Guard you were all men.
You hadn’t been called up, as a soldier. You were giving your time to the

~ 211 ~



Personal testimony

Home Guard, you see. And you even knew your officer ... Your own officer
could be, would be, perhaps, one of your customers. So, I mean, there was a
lot of friendliness in the Home Guard, but in the army, well, everybody was
there to look after himself."

However, Whitlow was not the only interviewee to note the persistence of
class effects in the Home Guard. Contrasting with the rosy and nostalgic
picture painted by those who regarded the Second World War (for all its
horrors) as a better time to be alive than the present, were those accounts
thoroughly sceptical of claims of wartime national unity. They focused
on a set of social tensions.

James Kendall, a skilled fitter working on admiralty commissions
at Rose Brothers’ machine factory in Gainsborough, joined the Home
Guard in August 1940 at the age of 30. His criticisms of the link between
class and rank in the Home Guard echo the wartime public allegations
of social preference that we encountered in Chapter 2. Although Kendall
enjoyed his time in the Home Guard, ‘I didn’t like the commander, you
see. He, they called him Captain Shaw, he was from Thatchby. He was a,
I think he was a solicitor. He’d pots of money, [or] appeared to have ...
To me he was ... not very efficient and ... he seemed to run the job ...
for his own pleasure kind of thing.”® Kendall believed that Shaw had been
‘asked by the Government’ to form a River Patrol, because of his wealth
and social standing, and because he owned a river launch. He went on to
give some horrific examples of this man’s lack of leadership skills: while
on the water, he commanded the men to throw a coiled rope to another
boat, seriously endangering the unsuspecting crew; then a man was killed
under his command in an incident involving a Lewis gun:

We got this Lewis gun, and he gave it to a chap who wasn’t proficient at all
in ... handling machinery. We were mechanics, and we was hoping that
one of us would get this machine-gun. We didn’t. He gave it to a chap who
hadn’t a clue.?!

The man got a live bullet stuck in the breech and, in his efforts to dislodge
it, shot and killed another officer who was coming to help him. Kendall’s
disgust at such tragic incompetence, as well as his dislike of the high-
handed attitude towards him of a young lieutenant, led him to leave Shaw’s
unit and join a Home Guard Signals company attached to his workplace.
His account of this experience was more positive, mainly because the
officers, who had served in the First World War, earned his respect, and
because he was mixing with fellow-workers: this was a meaningful and
democratic (if also sometimes comic) Home Guard unit, as opposed to
the ineffectual and badly led River Patrol.?
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Men remembered other unresolved social tensions which suggested
that the unity rhetoric was at best an oversimplification. In 1941 Arthur
Brown enrolled, aged 16 (and therefore, like Atkins and Grey, underage),
in the Home Guard in central London, while he was working as a trainee
chef. Then, when he quit cooking and became a storekeeper at a Royal
Ordnance Factory in Donnington, Shropshire, he joined a unit there. He
perceived a huge difference between the smartly turned-out and well-
trained London Area Home Guard and the Shropshire force. Brown
described himself as a ‘city-slicker down amongst the hicks!"** The Shrop-
shire unit was made up mainly of ‘yokels, locals}** among whom were
men he described as ‘old sweats’ who had learned to keep their heads
down in the First World War: far from seeking promotion from the ranks
themselves, ‘they never accepted a stripe’ because ‘you don’t get any money
for being a lance-corporal, but you get a lot of abuse’ — with the result
that, ironically, the 17-year-old Brown ‘was more or less féted’ for his ‘self-
sacrifice’ when he was made a corporal.”® His popularity may have been
for taking on unwanted responsibility, but in general there were tensions
between the Shropshire men and the outsiders that were not overcome by
joint service. ‘Londoners were not popular down there. “They take over
our buses” and all this sort of thing.*

Alfred Claxton, who joined the Home Guard in 1941 in the East End
of London when he was a 16-year-old messenger-boy, had memories
of racial difference. He said ‘we only had one coloured chap, but there
were no problems’. Speaking in 2000 after five decades of tension over
the growing racial diversity of British society, he evidently felt the need
to remark on potential ‘problems’ and explain their absence. He did so
in terms of other kinds of social divisions: ‘When you have accountants
and different types and that, and not the labouring classes, no, they got
on very well. I never found any bother, no sort of racial discrimination or
anything like that.”

Such recollections put the discourse of wartime unity into critical
perspective: its achievement was patchy, given the social distinctions built
into the Home Guard hierarchy, and in view of longstanding rural-urban
tensions. The most thoroughgoing rebuttal in our sample of the celebra-
tory language of the war effort was the account of agricultural labourer
Leslie Revill, who worked on his father’s farm in Lincolnshire throughout
the war. He used wartime terminology to explain his voluntary enlist-
ment in the Home Guard: ‘It seemed to be your duty to do a bit, a bit
more really than just your daily work’, because ‘the country was fighting
for its life’?® But he emphasised from the beginning of the interview that
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he regretted having joined the Home Guard: ‘I shouldn’t do it again’® We
saw in Chapter 2 that compulsory Home Guard service was particularly
disliked by agricultural labourers, and Revill’s main declared reason for
his disaffection was his job: ‘we were having to work so hard on the land all
hours’* He remembered perpetual fatigue: ‘Friday, I was absolutely done
for.You'd ... ajob to drag yourself out of bed the next morning..”! He had
no holidays throughout the war and he resented the sacrifice of his few
opportunities for non-work activities to the Home Guard. In particular
he hated Sunday morning Home Guard duties, because they interfered
with his church attendance as a regular worshipper: he regarded church
parades as the one good aspect of Home Guard service because they at
least enabled him to attend a place of worship.”> The men had to do night
exercises and attend training camps periodically: ‘If it were a wet weekend
we were all wet through and all that sort of thing ... you tried to get out of
that if you could.*” Although he conscientiously trained to use a rifle, he
hated the idea of killing anyone,’ and he remembered the unit’s acquisi-
tion of a machine-gun simply in terms of the unwelcome extra labour it
entailed:

That thing was a great heavy thing ... [It] went in ... a webbing bag on your
back, [you were] biking everywhere with it. And ... if you had firing practice
with live ammunition on the Sunday morning, that was bike three miles
with that thing on your back, and then all Sunday afternoon [to] strip it
down and clean it and oil it again and get it ready for inspection next time
you went on. I mean, what sort of life is it? Who would do it today? ... I seem
to think it had about twenty-two parts.>

Home Guard service extended the hard work he did all week, to no good
purpose: something which the army personnel who instructed his unit
did not understand:

Well, when you're working all those hourslike that,and then being treated like
the regular Army, I mean the regular army, they had the one job. They weren’t
... working in agriculture, were they? They had that one job, the army.*°

More generally, Revill remembered the wartime ‘all in it together’ spirit
as oppressive: ‘Everybody thought if you ... were doing something of
national importance, that was as it should be’?”” whereas ‘all we really
wanted was to get the war over and get free, get free’*® He regarded the
Home Guard as coercive: he did not resign (although some of his friends
did), because he believed that ‘they’d have fetched me back anyway. Once
they’ve got you there and got you in uniform, then you're half-trained
and you haven’t a leg to stand on’*
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In contrast to the delight that Ray Atkins took in his memories, Revill
insisted that recalling the war gave him little pleasure: ‘Basically they’re days
you want to forget.* He was exceptional among those who were prepared
to reminisce, most of whom manifestly achieved ‘composure’ in the dual
sense of putting together a coherent story of their personal experience and
deriving satisfaction from telling it. Nonetheless, the national narrative of
the ‘people’s war’ was pervasive: that story shaped and facilitated all the
accounts, whether supportive or, like Revill’s, deeply sceptical.

Invasion and militarism

The Home Guard, as we saw in Chapters 2 and 5, was constructed in
political discourse and wartime propaganda as primarily an anti-invasion
force. But since it was never put to the test in this respect, its effective-
ness was never established. Both Sir James Grigg, Secretary of State for
War, and King George VI sought to counter the resulting uncertainty:
‘there can be no doubt that the existence of the Home Guard was one of
the main reasons why the threat was not carried into an actual invasion,
asserted Grigg in October 1944.*

Men recalling the Home Guard wrestled with the problem of the
absence of an invasion, the question of ‘what might have been” and the
issues of the Home Guard’s merit and effectiveness. A number of them
were emphatic that the force had been important. John Lewis, who joined
the Home Guard in 1942, on leaving school at 16 in rural Gloucester-
shire, echoed Grigg: ‘I think its value was as a morale booster and the
fact that the Germans never invaded, so you could argue that they were
of deterrent value.* Fred Lusted, who joined as an 18-year-old errand-
boy in Burwash, Sussex, wrote more subjectively of his personal feelings,
stressing that, although it took time, the Home Guard did develop a
military capacity which, looking back after his subsequent experiences in
the army, he believed would have been strategically significant:

I felt proud in being in the Home Guard and eventually once trained
and fully armed felt ready to defend England and my village against the
invaders. Today, through overseas experience, I feel knowing every inch of
the Burwash countryside, as well as defending the village, we could have
acted as guides and led the more experienced troops to numerous advantage
and ambush posi'[ions.43

Christopher Redmond also maintained that Home Guard members
believed at the time that it was worthwhile: ‘we all felt that we were all

doing our bit and if that bugger comes over here, he’s got to deal with us’**
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However, he was also conscious that the Home Guard could be viewed
differently from the perspective of the year 2000, even if he distanced
himself from that viewpoint:

We ... felt that we were doing some good at that time, certainly. Looking
back, if you think, well, the whole thing was a bit of a waste of time. But
at that time, you see, we were all very conscientious, we all believed in the
country, we were all sort of, you know, ‘We are going to beat Hitler’ and all
that sort of thing. And so we weren’t cynical. Today I think so many people
are so cynical about everything. We weren’t in those days. We were very
na'l've.%\fe just felt that this was something we were doing to help the war
effort.

As Redmond hinted, there were plenty of reasons to think that the Home
Guard had been a waste of time, many of which (its lack of equipment
and training, and the age of its members, for instance) were articulated,
as we have seen, in wartime and post-war humour. Some of the men who
acknowledged these ways of understanding the Home Guard struggled,
like Redmond, to recuperate the value of the force.

Then and now, the possession of weaponry was a key indicator of
authentic military identity and effectiveness. The initial need to impro-
vise, as well as the policy of providing pikes, had fed an image of under-
resourcing, but many respondents stressed that this did not last for long.
Ray Atkins said that when he first joined, in 1941,

it was very true, we only had pikes ... a metre-long metal tube and it had a
First War, 17-inch bayonet welded into it, and that was what you had. But of
course, after about two months, I think it was, we got a great delivery of the
First World War Lee Enfield rifle, you know, the 300, and from then on we
started getting really well armed, you know.*¢

John Best, who joined the LDV as an 18-year-old printer in Manchester,
explained that the knives, walking-sticks, .22 rifles and shotguns with
which the men first trained were initially supplemented by bizarre weapons
such as ‘four army rifles dated 1857 from Belle View Zoo’ However, ‘this
was soon upgraded to standard army rifles and hand grenades, a single
Browning automatic rifle and two or three Tommy Guns’.*” Bill Trueman,
who joined the Home Guard in Swindon a few months before his seven-
teenth birthday in 1941, put it succinctly: ‘as time advanced, so did our
equipment;, and he went on to supply a long and detailed list of items.*
Martin Maunder joined in Devon aged 17. He recalled the emotion that
the acquisition of weapons provoked: ‘We were always jubilant to see
more weapons, and drew sketches of key items such as the Northover
Projector; like Trueman and many others, he supplied a list.*
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However, some respondents suggested that it was no bad thing that
the Home Guard was not issued with real weapons and live ammunition.
James Kendall, a Gainsborough fitter who had joined aged 30, said that
his unit was never issued with live grenades, but practised with stones of
the same weight:

Some of the old boys, you know, they used to throw straight up in the air
and God knows what ... They used to fling them all over the place. Good job
they weren’t live, they fell down the back of them, some of them ... It was
fun really. I thoroughly, really did enjoy all that sort of activity.”’

He and others told numerous anecdotes of the dangers of training, in
which humour was mixed with a recognition of the gravity of using lethal
weapons. Apart from stories critical of incompetent officers (as above),
the message was not that the Home Guard could not be trusted not to
shoot itself (the view to which Wintringham objected); rather, these were
mostly accounts of dramatic and memorable incidents indicative of the
Home Guard’s integration into genuine military service. Norman Griffin,
who joined the LDV in Blackpool at the age of 15 while at technical college,
described an exercise in which a colleague primed his hand-grenade and
endeavoured to throw it, on the word of command, at a target 25 yards
away,

but that [hand-grenade] unfortunately went up in the air and landed back
in the pit where we were; we had a seven second fuse on it, mind you, so we
moved out of there very rapidly! And that was the first experience I had I
think in warfare.”!

In these men’s memories, potentially lethal accidents were a natural
concomitant of training. They were to be expected in a man’s world; and,
underlining the separateness of this new world, such accidents had to
be concealed from civilians. In particular, men who had been youthful
Home Guards stressed the need to keep quiet about them at home. Ray
Atkins said: “There was always a bit of this. So you hadn’t to speak to your
mother about this when you got back, you know.*

Memories of equal competition with and, still better, victory over the
only ‘enemy’ which the Home Guard actually fought — other platoons or
the army — were treasured. Fred Cardy was in the Railway Home Guard in
Colchester. During an exercise, the army ‘captured the downside general
waiting room’, so two Home Guards with the requisite skills formulated a
plan to outwit them. They commandeered a tank engine, obtained clear-
ance from the signalman to ‘go down into the siding ... stopped outside
the ... waiting room ... dashed across the platform to the door which

~ 217 ~



Personal testimony

Figure 16 Ray Atkins as a 16-year-old recruit. Ray commented, with a laugh:
‘Good job Hitler didn’t see that picture. He’d have packed the war in!”

was open, “Come on you lot, hands up!” ... “Yes, they were captured
themselves!”’.>* Such stories evoked the kind of Home Guard that Orwell
and Wintringham favoured: one that did not wait for orders, but impro-
vised and exploited its local knowledge and civilian skills to military
advantage.

Some of the men recalled training on Osterley’s lines. Nigel Grey, for
example, recalled that in late 1940
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we spent one Sunday being instructed in unarmed combat by three of the
most villainous-looking desperadoes I've ever seen. They were veterans of
the Spanish Civil War, or so we were told. It all came as a shock to discover
that the humble army boot wasn’t just designed for marching, but was also
a lethal weapon. We were also encouraged to equip ourselves with 6-inch
hat pins5 ifrom our grandmothers) and shown how to kill without leaving
a mark.

For many of those interviewed, exercises had been enjoyable, but they
were also serious.”® Ray Atkins rejected the notion that the Home Guard
was playing at war: for young men like himself this was valuable training
for ‘the real thing’ when they were called up into the regular forces.*
Indeed, a narrative of gaining a maturity in the Home Guard through
military training that subsequently paid off in the army, navy or RAF
was commonplace. Norman Griffin, the Blackpool Home Guard quoted
earlier, explained:

We had in our Home Guard company two Sergeant-Majors from the Regular
Army who were there to teach us weapons — weapon drill, weapon usage,
range firing, grenade-throwing, and they were absolutely excellent in the
field they specialised in, so that really by the time that I joined the army as a
volunteer at seventeen-and-a-half at the end of 1942, and I joined the Royal
Welsh Fusiliers, I was in actual fact a proficient soldier in many respects.
I could certainly use every weapon, from pistols right the way through to
Browning automatics, and this stood me in good stead of course when —
even as a young soldier — when I joined, I was in my preparatory training, in
the regiment in south Wales.>’

In such accounts the Home Guard was integrated into a larger story
of masculine development, and of fully living up to the expectations
that a young man would join the military in wartime.®® Young Home
Guards learned not only proficiency with weapons, but also a knowledge
of military culture more generally — including subterfuges for evading
unpleasant duties.

But this kind of positive, if sometimes humorous, account of Home
Guard experiences was not the only one that men articulated. Respon-
dents also expressed scepticism about the value of training and other
activities: these accounts were redolent of the genre of wartime satire we
reviewed in Chapter Four, that lampooned the Home Guard’s out-of-
date methods and inadequate equipment. Some men recalled traditional
procedures they had found ridiculous, such as the practice of issuing
challenges when on sentry duty. Ron Smith, for example, who worked in
the building trade and joined the Home Guard in rural Leicestershire in
1940 or ’41, at the age of about eighteen, said:
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The proper procedure used to be standing there menacingly with a rifle and
a bayonet, ‘Halt who goes there? in the dark ... And they’re supposed to say
‘Friend’ or ‘Foe’ (laughs). Imagine a German saying T'm a foe.’ (Laughs) Laid
down procedures that were ridiculous really. And at the end you say ‘Halt,
or I'll fire’ but you haven’t got a bullet ... (laughs). You could run after him
with a bayonet.59

Smith’s account was in general sceptical and sardonic — ‘had to hand
the rifle in every night, in case I shot meself with no bullets!’® — but he
also remembered his fears: he felt menaced by the threat of invasion by
German soldiers who, he believed, were efficient and well equipped, at
a time when Home Guards were issued with little more than ‘pick-axe
handles™:!

At that time our biggest fear was that the Germans would land paratroopers
... Now, they’re the elite of any army. And old men with bits of— (laughs).
They’re armed to the teeth, they’ve got grenades and bayonets and semi-
automatic rifles, they’ve got the lot.®*

Smith referred disparagingly to the age-profile of the Home Guard as ‘old
men’. Looking back from the vantage point of their own advancing age,
he and others interviewed doubted whether the Home Guard would ever
have been capable of combat. Alfred Claxton, aged 76 at the time of the
interview, reflected:

I don’t think, be fair, like me now, at this age. A number of those old folk
were in the Home Guard, I don’t think they would have stood a chance, they
couldn’t run even, half of them, could they? Looking at it in its right light,
I don’t think they could have done an awful lot. Yeah, they would have had
a go, yes, but not a lot.*®

The life review occasioned by the interviews complicated matters.
Claxton assumed that the older men in the Home Guard were in the age-
group to which he now belonged, but several interviewees were conscious
that many of the men they had seen as ‘old’ during the war were in fact
younger than they were at the time of their interview. Ray Atkins said: ‘As
I say, there were alot of ... what they called ‘old sweats’ from the First War
with plenty of medals. But they weren’t really old when you think back.
They were only in their forties, weren’t they? So no way were they old.*
Political discourse during the war stressed the value to the Home
Guard of experienced veterans of the First World War (Atkins’s ‘old
sweats’), even though critics were suggesting that such men were respon-
sible for perpetuating outdated and inappropriate methods. Those inter-
viewed on the whole remembered the ‘old sweats’ with respect: John
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Graham, who came from a military family and joined the Home Guard
at 17 as a lance corporal on the strength of his successful training in the
Cheltenham College Officer Training Corps (he later became a Major-
General in the army), said that a veteran of the Boer War ‘was the best
shot of the lot of us’® Alfred Claxton greatly admired ‘Old Gus) as his
sergeant was known, who had served in the First World War: he was
fond of alcohol and colourful language and Claxton regarded him as ‘a
warrior, you might say, really, in lots of ways you know’® ‘Old sweats’
were hard-bitten and independent-minded: Claxton thought that Gus
was never promoted beyond the rank of sergeant by his own choice: ‘he
did not want them coming here telling me [sic] what to do’®” while Arthur
Brown, as we have seen, remembered ex-servicemen in the Shropshire
Home Guard single-mindedly avoiding unwelcome responsibility or
(in their view) unnecessary exertion.® Young and inexperienced NCOs
might not be able to exert authority over ex-servicemen, but in at least
one case they found they could rely on their loyalty. Len Hill, a corporal
in the Leicester Home Guard at the age of 28, told such a story. While he
was drilling his men, they asked to stop for a smoke, which he permitted:
they were promptly caught by the Home Guard Lieutenant on his rounds.
Hill defended himself for allowing the men a break, but the Lieutenant
insisted on putting their drill to the test:
They all got up and I've never seen anybody present arms and all that
so perfect, everything was perfect, I think the Lieutenant was astounded
because one old gentleman, Bill Cook I think his name was, he couldn’t care
less about anything, never, but he did that morning. And when they’d gone,
he said, ‘There you are, you knew we wouldn’t let you down, didn’t you?’
And they all sat down and had another smoke.*’

Masculinity

Alessandro Portelli has observed that ‘war myths and war narratives
are one way of shaping ideas of manhood and identity’.”’ Respondents’
stories of their Home Guard experiences served to evoke both their
passage into and their membership of a wartime masculine community.
One aspect was the solidarity of the unit, described by Len Hill, that
inspired collusion against authority. Official rhetoric depicted the force
as a symbol of male comradeship — ‘an outward and visible sign of an
inward unity and brotherhood, without distinction of class or calling),
as Sir James Grigg put it.”! Popular culture also stressed Home Guard
camaraderie, albeit in representations that focused primarily on drinking
rather than military activity. Memories of sociability in the Home Guard

~ 221 ~



Personal testimony

were closely associated with the pub, and those interviewed often recalled
their membership in the same way as it had been depicted by wartime
comedians such as Robb Wilton and crime novelists like Belton Cobb:
as a low-subscription men’s club. Ron Smith, identifying with his older
comrades in the Home Guard from the vantage point of his interview, at
the age of 76, commented:

I think the men in the Home Guard enjoyed it. It got them out the house
once again and [they could] mix with other men. After all, when you are
retired you are only too grateful for other men’s company. That’s what I miss
most of all now, isn’t ite’2

This stress on the benefits of male company was echoed in other
accounts. John Shuttleworth, who joined the Home Guard while working
in munitions in Birmingham in 1940, suggested that the force appealed
particularly to ex-servicemen because it evoked positive memories of
regimental life in the First World War.” The pub played a vital role in
facilitating this sense of community.”* Shuttleworth said that his unit at
Great Barr

used to go and train on the field opposite the pub. And of course, their
greatest delight when they’d finished was to go into the pub (laughs), all pals
together, like, you know. Had a good time, like, you know. Yeah, I think it
brought a lot of er, camaraderie, is it, comrade-erie?”’

In searching for the correct pronunciation, Shuttleworth illustrated the
links between the terms ‘camaraderie’ and ‘comrade’. The latter word has
associations that are both military (comrade-in-arms) and political: it
was widely used by respondents, frequently in association with alcohol-
based sociability. Arthur Ambler, a trainee draughtsman who joined the
Home Guard with his father in Littleborough, Lancashire, at the age
of 21 in 1941, said: ‘They were great people to be with. Great compan-
ions, great comrades, and they all liked a pint, which is where we usually
finished up after a parade.”® Arthur Brown recalled that in his Shropshire
unit, ‘half an hour’s square bashing’ was regularly followed by decamp-
ment to the pub.”” Men negotiated pub time with their COs, agreed that
training would finish before the pub closed and colluded to ensure that by
opening time they would be ‘taken prisoner’ in exercises.” For the younger
members of the Home Guard, pub time was part of being admitted into
the world of men.” Alfred Claxton, who joined the Home Guard at 16,
and George Nicholson, who joined at 17, learned to drink (in both cases
under-age) with the Home Guard, as did Christopher Redmond, despite
the fact that he had signed ‘the pledge’ aged 11.% For most of our male
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respondents, Home Guard duties, drinking activities and comradeship
were interlocked in wartime memories that were pleasant to recall; men
who still had access to such a masculine drinking culture indicated that it
provided them with an enduringly supportive audience for their reminis-
cences. Ray Atkins spoke warmly of ‘swinging the lamp), a term he used to
describe men vying with each other to tell the best story over a drink:

To be honest, there’s nothing like it. If you’ve had a few drinks, and some of
these funny stories come out and you are all trying to outdo each other and
make your story funnier than the last chap, and you feel very comfortable
about that, very comfortable, you know. But it can only be with that genera-
tion, really, you know. People would wonder what the hell you're talking
about, you know.®!

Such male bonding was predicated on the exclusion of women. Ron
Smith joined the Territorial Army just before the outbreak of war because
his fellow construction workers already belonged to it: ‘not because they
were patriotic and wanted to fight for their country in time of war, [but]
because they got a free holiday every year:

You had a fortnight’s camp, away from the wife and the kids, what could
be better? Drinking and boozing and chasing women with your mates, and
your wife didn’t know. They had a whale of a time once a year. And of course
they were on full pay. Firms were forced to pay you full pay but they were
then reimbursed for it. So they didn’t lose anything. And the men got a darn
good holiday.82

Ron described how he thought ‘Ooh, I'll have some of that” and joined
the TA under-age, but did not stay long enough to acquire a uniform, for
the humiliating reason that his mother put a stop to it. ‘Oh, the indignity
of it! There I was enjoying myself among men, then mum came and took
me home (laughs).’® The quest for similar opportunities in a homo-social
world later prompted Ron to join the Home Guard.

However, as we have seen, women were recruited to some Home Guard
units, both before and after the official recognition of ‘nominated women’
(later Women Home Guard Auxiliaries) in April 1943. When asked
whether they remembered women members, most male interviewees were
adamant that there were none. Only James Kendall recalled any women:
four joined his unit as signals clerks, and he had nothing but praise for
them, ‘They were damn good, those women were.®* Although wartime
women featured in other men’s narratives as members of the ATS, the Land
Army and the WVS, most of the men expressed surprise at the question
about women Home Guards, and even thought it anachronistic.®> Some
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found it funny. George Nicholson joined his village’s Home Guard with
his father, James (‘our Jamie’), at 17 in 1941, when he was an apprentice
bricklayer at Rowntree’s in York, before enlisting in the navy the following
year. When asked whether there were any women in the unit, he said:
“No, no, just men. I don’t think such as me Dad would have said much
about it (laughs) ... if they’d had women in. No, mind you, they’d have
spoiled their enjoyment (laughs).® One of George’s anecdotes explained
the nature of this ‘enjoyment’:

Before I joined up I used to go fishing. Mind, I had all the tackle, two or
three rods and what not. And I come home one Saturday morning, said to
me mother, ‘Where’s father?” ‘Fishing.’ I said, ‘He’s what?’ — he never went
fishing in his life. She says, ‘Well, him and Bill Smith’, that’s the other one on
that photograph, ‘have borrowed your gear, the rods and what not, and they
have gone to the Home Guard, fishing Now of course it was near the end of
the war, this. So anyway I had a chat to me mother, cup of tea, and what not.
I got the bus to Stamford Bridge where the battle was (laughs). I could hear
them singing before I got there, and I went along the river bank and I pulled
one or two rods up No bait on them. Anyway I walked in the pub, that was
it — our Jamie (laughs). He would never have caught *owt there.?’

Nicholson had included this story in his original letter to us, in which he
added that the men (most of whom, like his father, were ex-servicemen)
were singing First World War songs, and he provided an alternative punch-
line: ‘When I got home, my mother asked if they had caught anything. I
thought to myself, only you and a few more wives.* Such was the stuff of
wartime representations of a Home Guard comically oriented to the pub,
rather than to the military or domestic battlefields: thus was the culture
of Home Guard ‘unity and brotherhood’ remembered.

Even though popular culture questioned the authenticity of its milita-
rism, the Home Guard’s uniform was remembered as a prize possession.
It was not only a marker of membership of a military organisation, but
its differences from army uniform could be detected only by cognoscenti:
in most respects it was just like an Army uniform’® Fred Lusted recalled
that the arrival of full battledress and rifles meant that ‘we at last looked
like soldiers’”® The satisfaction of passing as servicemen was great. Tex
Laws remembered:

We attended a weekend assault course in North London ... I'd been given a
lift to Balham underground station by a motorist who’d mistaken me for a
soldier, which was flattering, but only natural as we’d the same uniform.”!

This had particular significance for men too young for the armed forces
or unable to join because of their occupations.
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One of the latter was Christopher Redmond, who, as an 18-year-old
engineering draughtsman living in the village of Wootton near Oxford,
found to his dismay that he was in a reserved occupation, meaning that
his applications to join the armed forces were rejected. He recalled his
concern that he might be mistaken for a conscientious objector: ‘We heard
lots of rumours about people receiving white feathers and so on. And that
was the most ghastly thing to us.®? Joining the local Home Guard was a
temporary solution: I joined the Home Guard there, and then of course
I was issued with a proper uniform and I looked like a soldier, you know,
I mean, I really did.®® But even so, a Home Guard was known not to be ‘a
proper soldier’: in Redmond’s small community the difference between
part-time Home Guards and full-time servicemen posted away from
home was well known. So Redmond found a way of simulating a life of
military service, in which his Home Guard uniform played a crucial part.
He successfully applied for a place on an engineering training course in
Wolverhampton, some way from home. The course aimed to create a pool
of men qualified in specific trades for the armed forces: throughout its
two-year duration the students remained civilians, but they were required
to join the local South Staffordshire Home Guard.”* Redmond took care
to ensure that his departure from home and periodic return ‘on leave’
would be understood in the village to indicate that he had indeed joined
up. He came and went in uniform, and his fellow students initiated him
into a method of enhancing the pretence:

On here (indicates shoulder) we had ‘Home Guard, we had a little strip
which said ‘Home Guard’ ... sewn or printed, or what, and you were issued
... these and you had to sew them on here. Well, what some of the lads
started to do, and I soon cottoned on to this, was when we went home for
our holidays, our break, our leave, [we] went home in uniform, you see ...
What we did was to take our ‘Home Guard’ off, the night before we were
going ... get a razor blade and take it off ... off our overcoats, you see. And
then off we'd go.”

Redmond mimed arriving home with a kit-bag on his shoulder, walking
down the street greeting people — to make sure he had been seen — and
then, ‘once we’d got that over with, everybody knew we were home on leave
and you know, sort of thing, then you'd take off [your uniform] and put on
your ordinary gear and that was OK.*® The appearance he gave of being in
the military was so vital to his sense of self in wartime that he undertook
this subterfuge repeatedly. He acknowledged with hindsight that this was
‘ridiculous’ but explained: ‘We sort of pretended an awful lot, I think, we
were sort of masquerading as something that we weren’t quite, because it
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Figure 17 Home Guard shoulder patch

was terribly important to us to, you know, [to be] recognise[d] as one of
them, we were fighting for our country, and so on and so forth.*”

Redmond did not stress the sex appeal of uniform, but it was in the
background of his description of himself —‘a big chap’ who looked ‘much
older than my age’, and it was particularly implied by his detailed account
of the smart appearance it was possible to achieve in the naval uniform
he eventually acquired, after graduating from his course.”® Most respon-
dents however, were sceptical about the attractiveness of the Home
Guard uniform to the opposite sex. John Shuttleworth commented that
wearing a uniform ‘was great (laughs). I mean, it’s just, it’s a young bloke’s
dream, sometimes, to be in uniform. It was, God, you pulled the girls
anyway (laughs).®® But on closer questioning Shuttleworth decided that
his success with girls was ‘not particularly in the Home Guard. It was in
the RAE. No, I don’t think the Home Guard did much for the, the, ladies
(laughs) '™

Dad’s Army and the memory of the Home Guard

Dad’s Army generated a powerful image of the Home Guard. As we
argued in Chapter 6, the programme straddled both wartime modes of
representation, celebrating the force for its earnest commitment to the
defence of Britain as well as lampooning it for its incompetence and
ineffectuality. Dad’s Army exercised enormous power over reminiscence:
it was an inescapable reference point for men recalling their Home Guard
experiences — as well as for women, as we shall see in the next chapter.
There was even some elision of terminology: Ted Petty, who enlisted as
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a 21-year-old munitions worker in Weybridge, said: ‘It really was fun
when we joined the L.D.V,, latterly known as the Home Guard, or Dad’s
Army’,'" and others referred to the sitcom as The Home Guard rather
than Dad’s Army, as in ‘T've a soft spot for The Home Guard you know,
and, I mean that Dad’s Army, to me, it’s absolutely marvellous you know,
that programme.'” In about half of the interviews used in this study
men referred to the programme before being asked, and all of those who
responded had heard of it.'”®

In contrast to the viewers who wrote to the BBC between 1968 and
1970, men recalling their personal experiences in the 1990s and 2000s
were inclined to regard Dad’s Army as satire rather than celebration,
although Tex Laws, who, as we have seen, joined aged 17 in 1941 as a
Post Office messenger in Battersea, wrote that ‘the best show was the
last, wherein Mainwaring said we’d given a good account of ourselves
and a highly appropriate toast was drunk’'” The ‘good account’ is in fact
ambiguous. At the end of the episode, which features Jones’s marriage to
Mrs Fox, Warden Hodges disparagingly suggests that ‘real soldiers’ would
‘walk straight through’ the Walmington platoon. Offended, Mainwaring
tries to rebut the allegation: ‘We’ll all stick together. If anybody tries to
take away our homes or our freedom they’ll find out what we can do.
There are thousands of us all over England —. Frazer (interrupting): ‘And
Scotland’ Mainwaring agrees to the inclusion of Scotland, and concludes
the last episode of the last series with a toast (wedding champagne in tin
mugs), ‘To Britain’s Home Guard!”'®®

Many respondents believed that the show alone had perpetuated the
memory of the Home Guard, making comments such as ‘But for the TV
series Dad’s Army 1 doubt the H.G. would be remembered at all’; and ‘I
doubt if many people born during the past forty years have heard of the
Home Guard — apart from watching Dad’s Army.'% A few men expressed
ambivalent or contradictory views, but otherwise their responses were of
two main types: they either suggested that the show’s comic rendering of
the Home Guard was accurate; or they challenged this depiction.

One respondent spontaneously recalled one of the wartime interpre-
tations of the Home Guard and related it to the Dad’s Army version. Bill
Trueman wrote:

I think today the Home Guard is remembered by most people in England
who were not involved with them the same as they did at the time, which
was, I quote, ‘A lot of old men and boys playing at soldiers’. But nowadays
I’m sure the TV series of Dad’s Army sums it up well.'"”

Those, like Trueman, who felt that the series was authentic, acknowledged
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the constraints of the sitcom genre while still regarding Dad’s Army as a
true-to-life representation. Nigel Grey wrote:

One feels the authors of the series must have had first hand experience, or at
least have done much in-depth research into the subject. There was so much
I could relate to, even allowing for comedy having to be larger than life to
project itself from the small screen.'%

The pleasure of recognition was intense. Thus Bill Trueman commented
that‘theresearchersof that TV programme certainly depicted the eventsand
characters. I enjoy them every time, as memories flow back and can laugh
atevents that you experienced and was associated with.'” He substantiated
his statement that the Dad’s Army characters were ‘typical of the Home
Guard as I knew it’ by relating them to members of his own platoon:

We had the officer who was the one who thought he knew best, the young
one who had mother behind him looking after his well being. Then the ‘spiv’
always able to get the unobtainable item from the Black Market. The jittery
sergeant. I can put names to most of them. '

He was by no means alone. Christopher Redmond also took pleasure
in fitting Dad’s Army characters to men he remembered, albeit possibly
drawing on the ‘silent army’ as well as the seven front-row characters for
his analogies:

You’ve got the spiv, you've got the youngster, which was probably me, you
know, Pike. I mean, that would be me, wouldn’t it? You’ve got somebody like
the Scotsman, I can remember a chap, I can’t remember his name, but yeah I
can remember him well enough and so on. My father would have been one
of the more, he wouldn’t be the larger than life one, my father would just be
a soldier there you know, he’d just be one of the sort of steadier, he wasn’t
the buffoon, he wasn’t a fool, he wasn’t like the corporal, you know, sort of
getting all panicking and all that sort of thing. He was just an ordinary sort
of soldier. But they were all there, yes, I've seen all of them.!!!

Incidents as well as characterisation rang true. They were echoed not
only in content but also in form: the Dad’s Army delivery of a comic plot
in each episode, with numerous funny sub-plots, paralleled the anecdotal
style that dominated the men’s oral accounts. The anecdote has conven-
tionally been condemned by historians as an often-told tale more likely
to be an inaccurate elaboration than a reliable account of events. In social
research more widely, ‘anecdotal evidence’ is regarded as interesting
and colourful, but unrepresentative and therefore not, ultimately, valid.
Cultural historians have, however, sought to recuperate the anecdote for
what it is in everyday life, a widely-used and well-understood narrative
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form,''? a shapshot that can be shared, provided the audience recognises
the subject matter that is encapsulated. The men’s testimony was filled
with anecdotes: in some of them the subject matter was explicitly linked
to Dad’s Army.

James Kendall told a story about an exercise involving one of the older
members of his platoon, ‘Old Bill’:

There was an old fella called Bill, Bill Smith ... and he always smoked a pipe,
and then this particular occasion, it was beautiful weather, this summer. We
was up [Funnett], we was doing exercises, and we was in a long line, and we
was told when the whistle went we had to run, advance, and as soon as the
whistle went again, down, you see. And we did that several times. And this
particular time, old Bill was again’ me, he was only about three or four yards
away from me, we had to go down and Bill, he used to carry his tobacco,
his pipe, in his side pocket, and his matches, and he fell on his matches and
they went up. There was such a cloud of blue smoke, you know. And old
Bill looked, and he run like the devil. I did laugh. We all did. Old Bill. A real
old man he was, old enough to have been my dad then. Old Bill he took off.
And of course we run after him like. He says, he says, ‘What’s up? What’s up?’
he says. I says ‘Let’s have a look at you Bill. And (laughs) he hadn’t burnt
himself but he’d burnt his coat and that. Oh it was funny that. Talk about
Dad’s Army, you know, it was one of those sort of things, incidents. We had
one or two of those sort of incidents.'!®

Kendall related several more anecdotes: in one a guard accidentally shot a
bullet through the ceiling; in another an incompetent rifleman fired into
the ground;in a third a log rolled out of the fire the men had made in the
guardroom, nearly burning their hut down while they were all fast asleep.
He punctuated these accounts with remarks such as ‘when they started
showing Dad’s Army we used to think that’s us all right’; ‘it’s typical Dad’s
Army this’; and ‘again, Dad’s Army.""* These stories shared with Dad’s
Army an emphasis on comic incompetence, near-misses and comrade-
ship: they supported Kendall’s view that in as far as the Home Guard was
united, the rank-and-file made it so.

Other men linked Dad’s Army with memories of inflated military
authority. Nigel Grey remembered (albeit sympathetically) a sergeant’s
attempts to fill his role adequately:

On one occasion our CSM [Company Sergeant Major] was endeavouring to
emulate an RSM [Regimental Sergeant Major] of the Guards Brigade, and
as I recall doing a very good job of it. However, the raucous barking got too
much for the poor man’s dentures, which suddenly ended up on the road. I
always expected this incident to be repeated in Dad’s Army, as there was so
much I could identify with in that excellent show.''®
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Grey, like Christopher Redmond quoted above, and several other men
who joined up in their teens, identified with the youngest member of
the Walmington-on-Sea platoon, Frank Pike. Grey described his perfor-
mance at a shooting competition:

Looking along the sights my immediate vision was of steam rising ... while
beyond that the rain pelted downward. I let off my 5 rounds hopefully but
nothing was recorded on the target. However, the chap on my left ended up
with 10 holes in his target. I can hear Captain Mainwaring saying ‘Stupid
boy’ every time I think of it. 116

Grey signed his subsequent letter with his name, followed by ‘Alias Stupid
Boy’.'"” He had had to leave the Home Guard, as we have seen, when, to
his dismay, he was pronounced unfit for any kind of war service because
of a weak heart. His fluent letters reminiscing about his service, with their
numerous references to Dad’s Army, suggest that, for him, the show facili-
tated composure.

That was not, however, always the case. A number of men enjoyed Dad’s
Army and appreciated its ‘authenticity’, yet emphasised that it distorted
the memory of the Home Guard. Christopher Redmond who, as we have
seen, felt that the characters in the show were true to life, nevertheless
pointed out that regional differences (and, by implication, changes over
time) meant that Dad’s Army represented some Home Guard units more
accurately than others. He contrasted the village unit at Wootton, which
he had joined in 1941, with his experiences of a Wolverhampton unit in
1943. The latter

was of course a much bigger, a much more organised than our little one
down at Wootton ... I mean, there, I suppose, it really was a good illustra-
tion of Dad’s Army, you know. But it wasn’t when we got to Wolverhampton,
now that was much more organised, we were sort of in the army, it was
much more like being in the army.'!®

D. E. Brundrett, who joined the Home Guard in Surrey at the age of 16
in 1941, while working for the Croydon Gas Company, said simply that
‘in many ways [it] was partly true to form but not quite like I remember
it’; and John Best wrote: ‘I think it was trivialised by Capt. Mannering
[sic] and his Dad’s Army, but I must admit his show was enjoyable.'*?
These men agreed that there were comic aspects to their own experiences,
and that Dad’s Army expressed them well, but they were conscious of
the programme’s exaggerations and selectivity. John Shuttleworth said, ‘I
think it’s very funny. I don’t think it was as funny as they depict but there

was funny things in the Home Guard without a doubt really. I mean,
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i

©® On parade: Sevenoaks Home Guard. But who, when and on what occasion?

Figure 18 ‘Sevenoaks Dad’s Army boys create a poser, Sevenoaks Chronicle, 23
September 1999

there’s got to be, hasn’t there? But not so bad to that extent you know.
Actually really it was serious stuff really in the Home Guard’.'*® Fred
Bailey, who joined the force while working for the Colne Valley Water
Company in 1940, wrote that ‘the Home Guard is remembered good-
naturedly, as a joke (Dad’s Army). The serious side of its work is rarely, if
ever, referred to.'*! John Lewis commented:

I have to say Dad’s Army is one of my favourite programmes, but of course
it is a gross caricature of the real thing. Towards the end of the war I would
almost equate the Home Guard with the standard of training of the peace-
time TA, with the exception of the senior officers.!??

To Shuttleworth, Bailey and Lewis the Home Guard had its funny aspects,
but by stressing them at the expense of its meaningful military role and its
development over time, Dad’s Army misrepresented the force. Some men
were even more critical of Dad’s Army’s neglect of the Home Guard’s essen-
tial seriousness. Frederick Johnes, who was born before the First World
War and was working as an engineering draughtsman in Sydenham in the
Second, ‘strongly objected’ to Dad’s Army because of its disregard of the
real dangers Home Guard personnel had faced, substantiating his point
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with an account of a night on which nine Home Guards lost their lives
manning an anti-aircraft site in a bombing raid.'"” Arthur Brown was
critical of an item in his local newspaper in September 1999, requesting
information about a photograph of the Sevenoaks Home Guard on
parade in wartime. Brown objected to the characterisation of the unit in
the headline ‘Sevenoaks Dad’s Army boys create a poser’ because

you can see there’s nothing Dad’s Army about them ... very smart turnout
... Alot of them are ex-First World War soldiers, and they’ve obviously been
well drilled and well trained and they look smart and I reckon they would
have given a good account of themselves, but this Dad’s Army stuff, it’s very
funny and all the rest of it, but it doesn’t represent the truth at all. 124

Dad’s Army’s satirical representation of the Home Guard dominated these
men’s perception of the programme: the Walmington-on-Sea platoon
was a travesty because of its unmitigated incompetence; the patriotism
and valour in the interpretation was not enough to counter the de-selec-
tion from Dad’s Army of the serious and well-trained Home Guard they
remembered. For some men this cramped the possibilities of reminis-
cence. Dennis Smith, who had joined near Canterbury as a tall fourteen-
and-a-half year old, and who consistently emphasised the seriousness of
the force, said mournfully, in response to the question ‘How do other
people react when you talk about being in the Home Guard?: ‘They
tend to laugh’'» David Jones, who joined as a 16-year-old coal miner
in Nantyftyllon, Glamorgan, wrote: “The Home Guard is hardly remem-
bered at all except as a lot of buffoons as presented in Dad’s Army ... but
perhaps that’s how they were. Certainly we, in our unit, were surely unpre-
pared. He concluded with a statement that echoed the ‘comic, pathetic
yet valorous’ representation in Dad’s Army: ‘It is very difficult to realise
now, how close we were to being a part of a Nazi Empire, but I am sure if
they had come the Home Guard would have gone down fighting.'*¢

Whether they regarded Dad’s Army as an accurate representation, were
critical of its omissions, or, like David Jones, rather unwillingly accepted
its judgements, men remembering their own Home Guard experiences
could not escape Dad’s Army. As the dominant representation of the
Home Guard from the 1970s into at least the early years of the twenty-
first century, it influenced the imaginative possibilities of their own recall
and shaped their personal memories.
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Conclusion

Men’s oral testimony revealed many aspects of Home Guard experience
unrecorded elsewhere not least that sixteen-year-olds were routinely
enrolled even after the crack-down on age in 1941.' Evidently COs keen
to recruit members overlooked the 17-year-old minimum age-limit, just
as they overlooked the upper age-limit and the gender qualification, a
subject to which we return in the next chapter.

Men recalling their Home Guard experiences made use of the rhetoric
of the ‘people’s war’: accounts were framed in terms of ‘doing your bit’and
being ‘all in it together’; the Home Guard was remembered as an impor-
tant wartime institution requiring and facilitating the war effort. But
the sceptical account of the Home Guard also made sense to many men:
they recalled the impossibility of ‘unity’, the persistence of class-based
appointments and incompetent officers, regional tensions, and unreal-
istic expectations that a civilian force could comply with the standards of
the regular army. The dual mode in which the Home Guard was repre-
sented during and after the war meant that both ways of remembering
it were conducive to ‘composure’, although in at least one case memories
of the coercive pressures of the ‘people’s war’ were uncomfortable, and,
on the other hand, some men resisted and resented the critical—satirical
account.

The idea that the Home Guard was primarily a counter-invasion force
made it difficult for men to evaluate its effectiveness, even though doing
so was an important part of life review. The Home Guard was never
put to the test, but assertions that it was a deterrent, as political leaders
claimed, co-existed with almost apologetic explanations that it was at
least believed to be one. Some men echoed official discourse in stressing
the change over time — even though things sometimes went wrong, the
Home Guard became efficient and was a valuable experience, especially
for young men on their way into the armed forces ‘proper.

But scepticism was also prevalent: out of date procedures, lack of
firepower, the advanced age of many members and the negative attitudes
of some of them, suggested ineffectualness. Yet ‘old sweats’ were also
repositories of skills, knowledge and cherished values, including a culture
of anti-authoritarianism and comradeship. Memories of Home Guard
solidarity were informed not only by the rhetoric of wartime unity, but
also by memories of the camaraderie of the pub. Nostalgia for that lost
community was strong: any possibilities for its re-creation in the present
were diminishing as the men aged and the opportunities it might have
offered for ‘composure’ declined. The Home Guard was remembered as
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a homo-social culture. Women, if wives or mothers, were to be evaded; if
not, they were to be attracted (or not) by the military uniforms that were
essential signifiers of wartime masculinity; either way, the Home Guard
was remembered, with few exceptions, as aiding and abetting the mainte-
nance of women’s ‘otherness’.

Dad’s Army played a major role in recall. Its mixture of satire and
celebration facilitated composure for men who ‘recognised’ its charac-
ters and incidents, and whose anecdotal narrative style was stimulated
by Dad’s Army’s plot structures, built on the themes of comic incompe-
tence, military pretension and solidarity. But for others, the show, even if
it was enjoyable, did not provide a comfortable framework for recall. It
did violence to memories of the serious and sometimes tragic business
of war in which the Home Guard was involved; it ignored the develop-
ment of the Home Guard as an effective military force. Dad’s Army may
have kept the memory of the Home Guard alive, but its strong viewpoint
meant that some experiences were omitted from public memory. If this
was the case for men, it was even more so for women.
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The history of women and wartime home defence is, as we have seen,
distinct from that of men. Summerskill’s struggles in the political arena
for women’s membership of the Home Guard were of a different order
from Wintringham’s challenges to the organisation’s military and polit-
ical direction. Both campaigners were outsiders, he for his politics and
she because of her gender, but Wintringham’s school was adopted by the
War Office and he was given an inside role in training, whereas Summer-
skill and her organisation were always officially excluded. Representations
of women’s contribution to home defence were almost entirely absent
from wartime popular culture, whereas men’s involvement was the focus
of an enormous amount of interest, serious and comic, supportive and
satirical. Even so, post-war culture almost forgot men’s part in the Home
Guard until the advent of Dad’s Army: perhaps not surprisingly, then, it
entirely forgot women’s roles in home defence. Dad’s Army’s inclusion of
women recruits in one episode did not end the neglect: on the contrary,
it confirmed the prevailing impression that women had no place in the
force. Even though accounts of local Home Guard battalions published
during and soon after the war referred to women’s involvement, by the
1980s it was possible for men who had served in those same battalions to
have no memory of women’s presence.' The history of women’s part in
home defence is little known, and the consequences for personal recall are
profound. Testimony to women’s membership, when available, constitutes
valuable historical evidence, but the processes of recalling and composing
accounts of personal involvement in a hidden history are problematic.
In reconstructing the contest over women in the Home Guard in
Chapter 3, we supplemented official records with personal testimony.
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Published and unpublished memoirs, diaries and oral histories* comple-
mented the evidence found in the conventional political record, such as
Hansard, War Office files and the press. In this chapter we explore further
the revelations concerning women’s participation in the Home Guard and
the WHD that personal testimony offers. We also discuss the problematic
aspects of women’s memories of involvement in home defence, using the
concepts of the cultural circuit, composure and intersubjectivity which
we outlined in Chapter 7.

Revelations: fathers, weapons and uniforms

As Chapter 3 demonstrated, a variety of sources suggested that women
were recruited to the Home Guard not only from April 1943, but earlier,
during the period of the War Office’s ban on women’s membership.
LDV and Home-Guard units were evidently keen to have these women.
Personal testimony indicates that some were recruited by friends, siblings,
colleagues and even by their Home Guard fathers, while others responded
to appeals for help in the press or cinema. Gwendoline Taylor, a 19-year-
old clerk at the time, recalled going with her younger sister to the local
cinema in Tatton, south Manchester, where they saw ‘a notice on the
screen to say that Home Guard Auxiliaries, ladies of a certain age, I think
it was probably 18, were wanted’. So she and her sister, who was only 14
but who saw this as her chance to do ‘her bit of war duty), insisted on
joining together or not at all.’

Fathers might have been expected to have been at one with the War
Office in opposing women’s membership of the Home Guard. The
evidence of sons such as George Nicholson, reviewed in the previous
chapter, was of fathers who (like the left-wing journalist and Home
Guard CO John Langdon-Davies) relished the exclusively male company
of the force and regarded home defence as a man’s job.* But oral history
accounts indicate that some fathers, on the contrary, actively recruited
their daughters. Kaitlin Wells described her father’s tactics. He was a bank
manager and local community dignitary in Workington, Cumberland.
He had strong military leanings, having fought in India in the First World
War until invalided out of the army and was a member of the Home
Guard from its formation.’

He ... came home and said: ‘We want ... some typists! Want some typists. [
thought you could ... rally a few of your friends around’, he said, ‘to ... see
if you can get a little group of lady Home Guarders. And of course it was
mostly girls that I knew in the bank.®
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Home Guard fathers such as Kaitlin’s, whose overt motive was to recruit
women to help with paperwork, also regarded it as appropriate for the
women to train with the Home Guard for functions such as intelligence
work (coding and decoding), map-reading, signals (such as use of field
telephones and morse code), driving, drilling and parading.” Combat was
not necessarily excluded, in spite of the strict prohibition issued by the
War Office which banned the involvement of the Home Guard in training
women to bear arms. We have seen that Ann Godden’s father took her with
him to the police station in Sunningdale, Berkshire, after Eden’s broadcast
announcing the formation of the LDV in May 1940, and insisted that
she be accepted on the grounds that she could already shoot. With his
approval, she honed her combat skills in the Home Guard, learning to
use an array of weapons, and went on exercises with the Home Guard and
the Regular Army, as well as doing guard duties in the locality.® Kaitlin
Wells, in contrast, had no prior experience of martial arts. Her father
initially undertook to train her himself. He began teaching her to use his
First World War revolver in their back garden ‘so that my mother and I
could defend ourselves if the Germans landed, you know’, until a neigh-
bour, fearing that the sounds of shooting indicated that the Germans had
indeed landed, alerted the authorities who put a stop to it. Subsequently,
Kaitlin learned to shoot with the Home Guard, under the instruction of
the Workington post master, on the floor of the central sorting office.’

These women joined Home Guard units in their localities, and their
inclusion in both the Home Guard and its weapons training might be
explained by family and friendship networks coupled with local assump-
tions that women as well as men should learn armed defence. But other
women joined independently of their locality and friends. Yvette Baynes,
a factory secretary at D. E Tayler & Co., a Birmingham munitions firm,
remembered that five women responded to an invitation to help the
factory Home Guard ‘with the clerical side’; although the women were
thus to be auxiliaries, they were given the full Home Guard training. The
women learned map-reading, tracking and plotting troop movements,
and went out on exercises with the men, which involved the use of flour-
bombs and required sleeping overnight on the ground in sleeping-bags.
However, rifle drill was suddenly cancelled, to Yvette’s regret: “‘We were
going to use rifles but then suddenly they disbanded the Home Guard."
The dates are vague, a problem to which we return, but we have seen that
the War Office never regarded weapons training for women as appro-
priate, explicitly banned it in November 1941 and reiterated the prohibi-
tion in April 1943. Nevertheless, of the 35 women in our ‘archive’ who
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worked with the Home Guard, 22, or nearly two-thirds, were trained in
the use of weapons.

Women who had joined the WHD frequently mis-remembered its
name, complicating the identification of the organisation to which
they were recruited, Home Guard or WHD, an issue to which we return
shortly. Nevertheless, nine women can be identified as having been
WHD members, attracted in ways similar to those in which women were
recruited to the Home Guard, by friends, through work and by public
announcement of one sort or another, except that fathers did not feature
in their accounts as recruiters, but figured rather (if at all) as role models
who were already in the Home Guard." But although the introduction
to the WHD was usually made by women friends or colleagues, such as
the woman veterinarian who took her 16-year-old assistant Jeanne Gale
Sharp to her first meeting in Oxford," it was not always women who
recruited for the WHD.

Vida Staples, who spoke of joining ‘the Home Guard’ in Chatham,
Kent, explained that one of the managing-directors of Wingates, the firm
for which she and her sister worked, initiated the recruitment of thirty
women who would specifically train to bear arms, ‘soon after Dunkirk’:

He said he wanted ... some women to volunteer to be armed ... If they
were willing, could we sound out the right type of person and see what the
response was. So his secretary joined, my sister joined, and she asked me,
and so I'said yes, OK, so I joined. My very great friend who was at the college
with me, she joined because she became the CO’s secretary.13

This man was a JP: as we saw in Chapter 3, the War Office acknowledged
that if two JPs authorised it, there was nothing illegal about the formation
of an armed group of civilians, men or women.'* As a man of local power
and influence, he used the same type of informal ‘club’ to form a women’s
Home Guard as men like himself used in the formation of the men’s
Home Guard. But he did not take Vida and her friends and colleagues
straight into the male Home Guard: Vida said that she initially joined
the ‘W.H.D., continuing, ‘then soon afterwards, as I say, we were into the
Home Guard’, although her membership of the ‘W.H.D. continued."
The role of the WHD in Vida’s recruitment speaks to the effectiveness of
the alliance that Summerskill had made with male sympathisers, and the
close links between her organisation and the Home Guard.'

The explicit intention of the WHD was, from the outset, to be an armed
organisation, as its badge, featuring crossed rifles and a revolver, signified.
The ten women in our ‘archive’ whose WHD membership we were able to
establish were trained by members of the Home Guard: they learned to
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fire rifles and to use a range of other weapons, including hand-grenades,
sticky bombs, mortar-bombs and machine-guns, and were also taught
military techniques including unarmed combat.”” Kathleen Holmes,
who joined the WHD in Leytonstone after attending a public meeting
addressed by Summerskill,'® said in response to the question ‘Who taught
you to shoot?:

Oh, the soldiers, the fellows. They were young men. I mean, you see their
photograph, they’re young. I don’t know why they were there ... they
couldn’t have been in the army I shouldn’t think. They must have been
Home Guard. Perhaps they were rejected or something and — I don’t know
— but they were really quite tough on us. We used to go to Eton Manor,
which was like a boys’ club ... And we used to go there quite regularly and
learn to shoot. Because I used to show my husband my targets, which were
really quite good he thought. ... It was the Lee Enfield rifle, and we used to
disarm and put them together and then lay on our tummies and shoot, and
we, you know, it was really, you did get quite an impact on your shoulder
from them, but, we did that all the time, and then we learnt how to handle
hand-grenades."”

It was not the case that every woman relished her training in the way that
Kathleen evidently did (‘my targets ... were really quite good’). Some
found the Lee Enfield rifle too heavy or they lacked confidence about
using it.”* Others wondered whether they would really have been able to
use the ‘dirty methods’ they were taught, such as how to decapitate an
invader with a cheese wire, something Audrey Simpson thought would
be especially difficult, given her height: she joked that she would have to
ask him to bend down first.?! The point, however, is that the oral testi-
mony constitutes clear evidence that, in spite of the ban, WHD members
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Figure 19 Leytonstone WHD. Kathleen Holmes is standing in the second row,
fourth from right
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learned, under Home Guard auspices, to use both the regular and irregular
weapons of the Home Guard.

We saw in Chapter 3 that uniforms for women Home Guards were also
forbidden by the War Office. However, oral evidence indicates that some
women in the Home Guard as well as the WHD wore both badges, and
also improvised uniform. Six of the women who joined the Home Guard
said they were given, or were asked to adapt, a military uniform: Mary
Warschauer and Lois Baker, working in the Air Ministry Home Guard,
wore navy-blue RAF dungarees and Glengarrie-type hats;** Winifred
Watson, full-time Home Guard secretary in Wingham, Kent, wore an
ATS-style tunic and skirt;” Eunice Lowden’s unit in the City of London
wore dark trousers, white shirts with epaulettes and shoulder flashes,
dark ties and forage caps, their round badges pinned to their chests;** and
Mollie Dale in Smethwick and Jeanne Townend in Goole, new entrants
after ‘recognition’, wore ATS-style greatcoats and army trousers, and a
battle-dress top.”” Jeanne Townend, whose father, the local mayor and
fishmonger, had recruited her, said: ‘Probably my father ... had asked
for it, ’cause we used to do manoeuvres and marching and — I suppose
really you needed it’?® Even members of the WHD were, in some places,
issued with military uniforms. Louie White, in the Leeds WHD, was given
a denim battledress by the Home Guard, as she recorded in her diary for
1943:

Nov 21 In the morning went to HG and Barbara and I got our uniforms.
They are only Denims but we will alter them and make them fit. During the
afternoon I altered the trousers.

Dec 4 Stayed in at night and finished my uniform.

Dec 5 Had to go out bombing with the home guard. Went in my uniform
and corporal thought I looked nice.”’

In February 1944 she was issued with a beret and a Home Guard
badge.?®

Women who received no such garments improvised with their own
‘dark trousers and a dark top’ or ‘slacks’?® They remembered the pleasure
of going to the training meetings in trousers and simple pullovers, which
were practical for lying on the ground during rifle drill, in an era when it
was still relatively unusual, and not altogether respectable, for women to
be seen in trousers.” Those in authority sometimes justified such attire in
terms of propriety, as Gwendoline Taylor explained. The Cheadle Home
Guard meetings were held in a hayloft over a stable, and her CO became
concerned:
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He’d say ‘Now come up to the office} and as we went up the ladder, he said,
‘Oh ladies, I'm going to have to ask you to wear trousers, or the men may
be seeing more than they should. So we had to wear trousers to climb the
ladder (laugl15).31

Another of those who improvised, however, recalled more serious
reasons for needing a uniform. Vida Staples in Chatham remembered
being told that the Government had refused to authorise uniforms for
women working with the Home Guard, and that the implications for
armed women were serious. This was because, in the event of an invasion,
civilian combatants would not be taken prisoner by the enemy but would
be dealt with summarily. We saw in Chapter 3 that, although the issue was
contested in the press, Summerskill believed this to be so0,’? as did some
CO:s. Vida Staples recalled Major Miller summoning the WHD members
to see him, to explain:

[W]e all gathered round the table and he said, ‘Well I have to put it to you’,
he said, ‘that we can’t get any uniforms. The War Office will just not accept
it) he said, ‘so I have to tell you, that if you’re caught with fire-arms, you’ll
be shot. And so if you want to retract, you know, you can do so. But none
of us did.”

Vida was one of several women who said she ‘always turned up in slacks’,
with a jersey top, ‘so you were ready for anything’** The oral evidence
supports MPs’ contentions, in Parliament in March 1944, that women
Home Guards felt the need for uniforms and provided their own unofficial
versions, while Sir James Grigg, as he put it himself, turned a blind eye.”

Dates, names, badges and photographs

Oral history has frequently been criticised on the grounds of the fallibility
of memory. With specific reference to the history of the Home Guard, S. P.
MacKenzie rejected it on the grounds that ‘the passage of time has blurred
memories’ of specifics such as the weapons used and the dates of events,
and that ‘the best historical evidence ... is evidence recorded at the time’*
The response of recovery historians committed to oral testimony is that
some aspects of the past simply were not ‘recorded at the time’, or that,
if they were, the record is brief or ambiguous; oral history fills gaps and
amplifies such cases: thus oral and documentary types of source can be
used together to advantage. Chapter 3 showed that oral evidence about
women’s recruitment by the men of the Home Guard is supported by
local COs’ accounts of the formation and activities of their units, quoted
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in the appendix to Graves’s 1943 history of the force. Likewise, oral
testimony concerning the Home Guard’s co-operation with the WHD
is validated by the files of Wallasey WHD in the Wirral archives, which
testify to close links between the two organisations. More specifically, the
memories of Kaitlin Wells, who was recruited to the Home Guard by her
father in Workington, are borne out by local historical research. Kaitlin
said that at least two of the town’s Home Guard companies recruited
women from 1941 onwards, including ‘Headquarters Company’ to which
she belonged.”” A website run by local historian R. W. Barnes states that
Workington Home Guard did indeed recruit women to both its ‘A-
Company’ and its ‘HQ-Company’.*® In these instances, documentary and
oral sources offer mutual confirmation of accounts that might otherwise
seem unlikely, given their dissonance with the official version of events.

On the problem of the reliability of memory, it has been claimed that
while short-term memory deteriorates with age, long-term memory is
not affected in the same way and may even improve,” and that while
anxiety about memory increases in old age, so too does the motivation
to recall the distant past.*” Defenders of oral history have also pointed
out that individuals’ memories of routines and particular incidents are
often strong, even if recalling more abstract information such as dates,
particularly of public as opposed to personal events, is harder.* This was
evident in the personal testimony: both male and female interviewees
asked for help with wartime dates, such as the declaration of war and the
retreat from Dunkirk. Vida Staples summed up the problem for many, ‘1
have an awful job with chronological order these days.* But men were
more often able to pinpoint the moment they joined the Home Guard
in relation to the date they left school, started a new job or received their
call-up papers. Women were more likely to lack such clear landmarks.
In exploring their difficulties, we are not criticising the women’s capacity
to remember; on the contrary, we are seeking to identify the gendered
reasons for these problems of memory and to recuperate women’s partial
and imperfect memories as historical evidence.

Many of the interviews bear the imprint of the mutual struggles of
interviewee and interviewer to clarify dates. Ellen Baxter said that, on
receiving her call-up papers with other women born in 1921, she went
to the Employment Exchange to enlist, but was informed that her job of
pay-roll clerk with London Transport was a reserved occupation. This
meant that she could not join the Women’s Royal Naval Service, as she
had wished, so she joined the ‘Women’s Home Guard’ instead: she was
uncertain, but thought this was at the start of the war, in 1939, when she
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was 18.* However, in contrast to the conscription of men, which began
at the start of the war in 1939, the conscription of young single women
was not introduced until December 1941, and the call-up of women born
in 1921 began in 1942. This would suggest that Ellen was enrolled in the
‘Women’s Home Guard’ in 1942. But as we saw in Chapter 3, women were
officially permitted to join the Home Guard for the first time in April
1943; and it was initially tempting to impose that date on this appar-
ently insecure chronology.* There was, however, sufficient corroborating
evidence, in Ellen’s and other cases, to make it clear that this was inappro-
priate: women’s personal testimonies described an alternative reality to
that which could be derived from the official files, and it could not be
ignored.

Part of this evidence concerned the identity of the organisations joined
by the interviewees, although that, too, was problematic. They agreed to
be interviewed on the grounds that they had something to say about
women and the Home Guard, but the specifics of the organisations joined
were frequently difficult for them to remember. However, their recall of
organisational names was coloured by their possession or recollection of
items of material culture such as badges and photographs.

The complexity of these interactions is illustrated by the case of Louie
White (later Louie Williams) whose personal testimony took a variety
of forms: a diary, photographs, letters and telephone conversations. She
had deposited her wartime diary, a rare example of evidence of women’s
Home Guard involvement ‘recorded at the time), in the Imperial War
Museum in 1983. Having consulted it, we contacted Louie,* and she
corresponded with us and sent us photographs, and we spoke several
times on the ’phone. Thus we were able to compare her wartime account
of her experiences with her recent memories. On the subject of organi-
sational affiliation, she referred in correspondence to the ‘Home Guard),
but she also wrote and spoke of a number of badges, providing material
evidence of the groups she had joined.

She said in the first telephone call that she remembered being given
a badge with a horse on it, the regimental badge of the 9th West Riding
Battalion Home Guard unit. She also remembered that she had a round,
plastic Home Guard badge that was just for the women’, who wore it
pinned to the berets with which they were issued (in addition to military
uniform) by the Home Guard. Louie recalled sadly that she had lost her
round badge. In addition she remembered getting ‘a little shield’ that she
thought had the initials LDV on it, which she had given to the Imperial
War Museum with the diary in the early 1980s. Two days later, Louie called
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Figure 20 Louie White, seated second from the left, with Leeds Home Guard

back to say that she had remembered that the shield was enamel, had
crossed rifles on it, possibly said ‘WHD’ rather than LDV’ and that she
had acquired it at a meeting in Leeds, addressed by Edith Summerskill.*¢
There is no direct reference in the diary to this badge; nor is it visible in
the photographs that Louie sent, but the details in the diary support the
inference that the ‘little shield’ was the WHD badge: on 4 November 1942
she received ‘an answer to my request about Women’s Home Defence’ and
from 10 November 1942 to 1 December 1944 entries chronicle her active
involvement in the WHD. As well as using its full name, Louie referred in
the diary to the Women’s Home Defence as both ‘W.H. and ‘H.D. from
November 1942 to March 1943, and then as ‘H.G. or ‘Home Guard’ from
March 1943 to December 1944. The diary substantiates Louie’s posses-
sion of the round, plastic Home Guard badge and records its loss on 20
October 1944." The omission in the diary of any direct reference to the
WHD shield emphasises, however, that even ‘evidence recorded at the
time’ is not necessarily complete. The undated wartime photographs that
Louie sent, of herself and three other women on manoeuvres with the
men of the Home Guard, show the women wearing the regimental badge
pinned over the top-left pocket of their army battledress, with the Home
Guard badge on their berets.

Taken together, Louie White’s diary, her spoken memories and her
photographs, constitute significant evidence of organisational affiliation
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which transgressed the official rules. They confirm and elaborate the
close links of the Home Guard with the WHD. The nomenclature and
acronyms used in the diary, and the photographs and badges, suggest that
organisational boundaries in Leeds became increasingly permeable. The
Leeds Home Guard accepted members of the WHD as Women Home
Guard Auxiliaries. But they were not only involved as ‘nominated women,
whose contribution was supposed to be cooking, typing and driving and
who were entitled to wear the round ‘HG’ badge but no uniform; they
were also included as Home Guards proper, who wore the official badge
of the army regiment to which the Leeds Home Guard battalion belonged
and who went out on exercises with the men, dressed in almost identical
military uniforms.

This account of Louie’s memory of the WHD and the Home Guard
could be read as an exercise in ‘triangulation’ using a combination of
personal testimony and material culture to establish the validity of her
account.”® The objectives here, however, are to emphasise the difficul-
ties that women had in remembering which organisation(s) they had
belonged to during the war (in comparison to the relatively simple issue
for men of remembering LDV and Home Guard affiliation), and also,
despite the problems, the importance of their evidence for the recovery
of the history in which they participated. A case in point is Jeanne Gale
Sharp, whose notice in the personal column of Saga Magazine in 1997,
indicated that it might be possible to find women with memories of their
involvement in home defence. Jeanne was well motivated to remember.
She was a campaigner: her purpose in placing the notice was to attract
support for the inclusion of women former Home Guards in Remem-
brance Day parades.® She still possessed a badge, a signifier of her
membership, which she showed to the interviewer. But Jeanne’s memory
of the name of the organisation to which it referred was confused:

JGS: AndIwas given, well I suppose given, probably had to buy it, knowing
them, I was given this badge.

PS:  Oh, great. (A brief digression follows.)

JGS:  This is one of my treasured possessions, my badge. That’s it.

PS: T'm sure. WHD.

JGS:  Yes, Women’s Home Division, not Guard.

PS: Right.

JGS: I found out, we were always called ‘Women’s Home Guard’ but I
realise that they’ve put ‘Division’ on that.

PS: Right, it’s got crossed rifles, and, and a revolver.

JGS:  Yes, and we were taught how to shoot those, you see.”?
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This was in fact the WHD badge, but Jeanne Gale-Sharp had not retained
a memory of that name. She recalled that the women were known as
Women Home Guards — as it seems likely they were —and imposed on the
initials on the badge a plausible, although inaccurate, interpretation.™

Why was it hard for WHD members to remember the name of the
organisation they joined, in spite of its striking badge? The explanation
of unreliable memories is not an issue that recovery historians tend to
address, being disposed to overlook evidence subject to such apparent
weaknesses, and to emphasise instead whatever can be declared as valid.
In contrast, such mis-remembering is regarded by those who adopt the
cultural memory approach as an important aspect of the history under
scrutiny, relevant in particular to the subjective meanings of that history
to its participants. Thus, for example, Alistair Thomson discusses the
account of an Australian First World War veteran, Percy Bird, of witnessing
the seizing of the German ship Holtz on the River Yarra, in Melbourne in
August 1914, from the train on which he was a passenger at the time.
Thomson demonstrates that the geography of Melbourne is such that it
would have been impossible to see the ship from the train. But he treats
this mis-remembering not as a mistake or invention on Percy’s part, to
be disregarded by the historian, but as a key ‘memory’ that functioned
significantly in Percy’s narrative as an explanation for volunteering to
fight in the war, in personal circumstances that were not conducive to
his doing so.*

In the case of Percy Bird’s unreliable memory, the historian’s task was
to suggest a reason for the inaccurate account that he supplied, and it
was possible to do so in relation to the meanings communicated by his
narrative as a whole. In a similar vein, as far as women’s membership of
the WHD is concerned, our task is to explain why women have forgotten
the name and, by implication, the status of the organisation they joined.
There are a number of ways of approaching this issue.”® Those that we
explore here concern, broadly, the circuit between memory and culture,
and, specifically, two types of intersubjectivity: the relationship between
personal memory and the audiences for reminiscence and that between
memories and cultural representations of the past.

Women’s memories and Dad’s Army

Women with memories of Home Guard involvement told us they had
difficulty finding receptive audiences. The absence of intersubjective
opportunities was a problem since it denied the women casual, quotidien
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chances to talk about their Home Guard experiences, and thereby to
keep the memory of them alive in the same ways as men. There was a
consensus among the women respondents that there was no possibility of
telling friends and family about their wartime experiences with the Home
Guard. Audrey Simpson, who joined the Leytonstone WHD with her
friend Kathleen Holmes, said at a moment in the interview when she was
finding it hard to remember: ‘Do you know, I never talk to my children
about it?” The interviewer later asked her more about this: “They haven’t
been interested you know. When I showed my daughter this [interview-
er’s letter] and told her what was going to happen, she, you know, said,
“Ooh. What're you bothering with that for? It’s a long time ago”. Because
they don’t know anything about it, you see’** Several women referred
to being laughed at when they mentioned that they were women Home
Guards — a response not conducive to ‘composure’®® Even contempo-
raries, including their husbands, were sceptical rather than encouraging.
Audrey’s friend Kathleen Holmes described taking a photograph of the
Leytonstone WHD unit with her when visiting Audrey:

And she said to her husband, ‘There you are, you see, John.” She said, ‘“That
proves it, doesn’t it?” because I don’t think he believed her. Nobody believed
us, and of course when we said we did rifle shooting, I'm sure they didn’t
believe us, our friends, you know, really. But, because they’d never heard
of it, nobody — it had never been mentioned in all the war bits or anything
about the war.>®

Kathleen’s reference to the absence of representations of women’s
participation in the Home Guard in ‘anything about the war’, and her use
of this as an explanation for the indifference of local and familial audiences
(‘Nobody believed us’) gives rise to the wider question of the relation-
ship of reminiscence to cultural representations of the past. Kathleen was
arguing in effect that the lack of audience for women’s memories was not
surprising: this history was absent from everyday knowledge gained from
present-day coverage of the war (‘all the war bits’) on television and in
the press. Lois Baker, who joined the Air Ministry Auxiliary to the Home
Guard, made the same point, and added to it a reminder that, even at the
time, there was an absence of public accounts of women in the Home
Guard: ‘Have they ever shown anywhere that there were women? Have
they ever shown any of these films? I mean they have had references to the
Home Guard forming, well it was the L.D.V. to start with. They have had
that, because I've seen it. But we were isolated, or insulated. I don’t think
we knew that there were any other ladies anywhere doing anything of that
nature. How could we have known?’> One of the satisfactions for women
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of participating in the project was to discover that they were not alone.
However, the absence of women in the Home Guard from popular repre-
sentations, in the present or the past, to which Kathleen and Lois drew
attention, was still problematic for individual memory.

We have used the concept of the cultural circuit to refer to the process
by which individual stories of experience are given public form and, as
a result, the subject (if not the detail) of such stories is perpetuated in
popular memory. As we said in the previous chapter, such public accounts
both facilitate and constrain recall. Audiences, whether small and casual
or larger and more formal, play a crucial part in the circuit. They tend to
affirm accounts that they recognise, from sources such as film and televi-
sion, but are less receptive to those that bear little resemblance to what
they know; unresponsive audiences thus act as ‘circuit-breakers. With
men’s accounts of their pasts in mind, theorists of popular memory such
as Alistair Thomson suggest that audience recognition and affirmation
lead narrators to emphasise some aspects of their story at the expense
of others: notably, in Thomson’s research, to emphasise aspects that
conformed to ‘the Anzac legend’ as opposed to those that did not. But in
the case of histories that have been entirely hidden, and about which there
is no legend, audiences’ non-recognition of the subject matter is likely to
be profound, and to have a powerful silencing effect that works to the
detriment of memory.

As we have seen, the men of the Home Guard were well embedded
in popular memory as a result of their representation both in wartime
and in late twentieth-century popular culture. Dad’s Army generated a
dominant image of the Home Guard that was at the same time supportive
of an heroic interpretation of the war effort and sceptical about the Home
Guard’s military — and masculine — capacity. In contrast, the women of the
Home Guard were practically invisible. Exceptional roles in home defence
were given briefly to women in a small number of high-profile wartime
films; but, those excesses aside, combatant women were not compatible
with the norms of femininity, and otherwise women had no more than
a marginal relationship to organised home defence, as commentators on
the sidelines. Women Home Guards were eclipsed both by the legend
of the male membership and by the representation alongside it of the
conventional, non-military, female figure.

Dad’s Army was as important a reference point for the women who
were interviewed as it was for the men. All the women felt that Dad’s Army
satirised the Home Guard, but, like the men, they responded to this repre-
sentation in two different ways. Some compared Dad’s Army approvingly
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with their personal memories: it confirmed their impression of the Home
Guard as inept and comical. Others contrasted Dad’s Army unfavourably
with memories of a force that was not ridiculous.

Of the women who took the view that the Home Guard was as comic as
Dad’s Army suggested, Lois Baker made the most emphatic and categor-
ical statement.” In response to a question about whether the Home
Guard could have been effective in action, she said: ‘It would have been
a farce, the whole thing would have been a farce, I'm sure. I mean when
I see Dad’s Army on here I think that is it to a T, I really do. A lot of self-
important men.® She went on to bracket herself and the other women
Home Guards with these pretentious men, when reflecting on the origins
of her own membership: ‘How it actually came about I don’t know, but
I suspect, as all girls together, we said, “Well that’s a good thing. We can
dress ourselves up and perform.”’®' Yet in every instance in which women
asserted that Dad’s Armywas ‘it to a T, there were qualifications, and even,
as we show, again in the case of Lois Baker, a complete contradiction.

Several of the women who saw Dad’s Army as an accurate representa-
tion delighted in likening the Home Guard members with whom they
worked to Dad’s Army characters, in ways similar to male interviewees.
Gwendoline Taylor, who told the story about being instructed to wear
trousers, said that her Home Guard captain ‘was very much ex-First
World War army, he was a very, very military man, he was Captain Ginger
... and he looked all the world like a little, round Captain Mainwaring ...
He was very self-important, he used to bristle, you know’.** A description
of her work, in response to a question about whether she drilled with the
men, led her to enlarge on the similarities to the Dad’s Army characters,
as well as evoking the achievement of social unity from diversity that was
a feature of the sitcom:

All we did was be in the office and type the reports and type the drills and
type the rotas, answer letters. And Captain Ginger, as I say, very much like
Captain Mainwaring, and he used to make a lot of work as well (laughs)
and it had to be documented you know. Oh he loved being in charge ...
they were nearly all elderly, they weren’t likely to be called up. We didn’t
have anybody like Lavender who was a bit thick, but even the sort of, well,
labourer type of chaps, they were all, all so polite and so genuinely nice.®*

Mainwaring provided a template for authoritarian, militaristic — and
comical — Home Guard leaders, whether male or female. Kathleen
Holmes and Audrey Simpson compared their woman leader in the WHD
with Mainwaring. Holmes said ‘now they’ve had Dad’s Army, she was
absolutely like Captain Mainwaring, only a woman’ She was ‘dumpy and
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fair, and little glasses, and only small, and plump’ Simpson added to the
description, ‘[she was] a very bossy woman’* Others of the seven leading
characters were also reference points, including the callow Frank Pike,
referred to above, the antique and incontinent Charles Godfrey, and the
well-bred and insouciant Sergeant Wilson.®

But although these women attested to the verisimilitude of Dad’s Army,
they also qualified their assertions. Gwendolyn Taylor said: ‘T mean,
obviously that’s a caricature because it was far more serious.® The dictates
of ‘sitcom’ made the programme different from documentary and other
representations of history. Kaitlin Wells, who said that the programme
was ‘typical’ added ‘of course that is a comedy programme ... I think
the television series was much more angled at making it humorous,
making a serious situation very humorous. I mean, they couldn’t very
well do anything else, could they?’®” Wells, however, struggled with the
issue of typicality: ‘The, all sorts of people involved in it, you know. The
opportunist and the patriotic ... It was reasonably true to life, I think.
Although we never had anything like that happening’® We show later
how Wells sought to reconcile the tension between her statements that
the programme was ‘true to life’ and that ‘nothing like that happened’ in
her experience.

Ann Godden had a clear sense of the difference, and the interplay,
between television comedy and real life: ‘Dad’s Army to a certain extent
pokes fun, but I don’t mind that, I think that’s fine. I mean, if you can get
a laugh out of these things I'm all for it. I love the programmes. I think
they are splendid and quite a lot of it is true.’ She went on, reflectively, to
suggest that there was a consonance between the fun of Dad’s Army and
views of the Home Guard at the time: ‘there was a humorous side. I mean,
I don’t think we could have coped if we hadn’t laughed at things and
ourselves as well as everything else. And I think it’s fine/® Her comment
obliquely evokes the wealth of self-deprecating wartime Home Guard
humour reviewed in Chapter 4, which can be seen as part of just such a
strategy of wartime coping.”® She was well aware that the comic image of
the Home Guard was not the only story, either in wartime or in the era of
the television show: ‘T mean, those who really knew a bit about it realise
we were serious and we were doing our best, and the others, well let them
get some fun out of it, if there’s any going, fine.”!

The women referred to above subscribed to the view that the Home
Guard was, at least in part, ridiculous, and that Dad’s Army reconstructed
it as such. In focusing on the ‘pathetic’ and ‘comic’ elements of the Home
Guard in the television rendering, they (apart from Godden) overlooked
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the ‘valorous’ components. But even they acknowledged that the Home
Guard as they had known it had a serious side as well. Rather than
maintain both viewpoints at once, as 4 of these 5 women did, Lois Baker
moved during the interview from the one to the other. As we have seen, she
asserted early on that the Home Guard was a ‘farce’ and that ‘Dad’s Army’
represented it ‘to a T, that is, to perfection. However, after a further hour
of reminiscence she reversed her claim that Dad’s Army was an accurate
representation of the Home Guard: ‘T would say, of course, that the men
that we had in the Home Guard weren’t as stupid or disorganised as they
are shown to be on television. No, of course they weren’t. They were intel-
ligent men who thought they could do a good job, and I suppose we were
the same.”” The interview process carried her back in time, imaginatively,
and gradually enabled her to think outside the powerful received view, ‘as
shown ... on television), to re-evaluate the meaning of her experience.

Other women were consistently critical of the show: Dad’s Army
misrepresented the Home Guard which did not deserve to be ridiculed.
They were forgiving towards the programme as entertainment, making
the same distinction as the first group between sitcom and experience,
but they were emphatic that the comedy was a misrepresentation. ‘T enjoy
it because it’s a laugh, and, Mainwaring and all those sort of people, they
are a laugh. But they really became very proficient’ said Marion Bourne.”
It was generally felt, as Marion implied, that Dad’s Army overlooked the
changes that had occurred in the Home Guard from the early, ill-equipped
and untrained days to the creation of an efficient part-time army.” Vida
Staples stated that she loved the programme, but then responded to
the question ‘Was it like that?” with ‘No! (Laughs) Not from my point
of view. But you can see that you could make a farce of it, quite easily’
She referred to shortages of equipment, and the perplexity experienced
by Home Guards on exercises, as ‘situations that could be exploited’, but
declared that over time the ‘able-bodied men’ of the Home Guard, under
Churchill’s inspirational leadership, ‘really got themselves going and got
their resources together’”

Joan Hardy, who had worked for a succession of Home Guard COs at
the War Office in London, took a harder line on the farcical representation
of the force than the other women in this group. Even though she enjoyed
likening some of the men of the Home Guard that she knew to characters
in Dad’s Army,’® she explained that she had been so infuriated by a letter
in the Daily Mail, in August 1993, saying that the Home Guard was a
joke that she wrote to the paper to protest. The main points of her letter,
which was published and a copy of which she had kept, were as follows:
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members of the Home Guard took the place of Grenadier Guardsmen
stationed at the Admiralty Arch in London who were killed by bombing,
and a number of Home Guard leaders known to her lost sons in the war.
She thus emphasised the heroism of the men of the Home Guard, albeit
by vicarious means: substituting for the ‘real’ army; suffering the deaths
of sons in war. She also stated proudly that Churchill, when inspecting the
Home Guard, had called her ‘Number One Lady Home Guard’” thereby
claiming official recognition at the highest level for her own role. Writing
the letter to the Daily Mail was one way of asserting that women too ‘were
there’

Women who had been involved in home defence made two further
kinds of references to Dad’s Army. In one, they challenged women’s invis-
ibility in the popular memory of the Home Guard and suggested that
women Home Guards should also have been included in the show as part
of its comedy. Kaitlin Wells argued that the inclusion of women would
have enhanced the comic interpretation: ‘’'m surprised that he never had
any women’s Home Guard section because it could have been developed
into quite a useful offshoot of his comedy show, you know.”® With this in
mind, she retold as a Dad’s Armyvignette the story of her own recruitment
to the Workington company by her bank-manager father.”” Of course, as
we have seen, one Dad’s Army episode out of eighty did feature women as
members. But its focus was on the unlikely romance that arose between
Captain Mainwaring and one of the volunteers, and the only message of
the episode seemed to be that the recruitment of women was a disastrous
experiment. But the regular inclusion of women members in the comedy
series would have secured for women members of the Home Guard a
place in collective memory. In doing so, it would have contributed to the
rehabilitation of Kaitlin’s personal experience. As it was, Kaitlin did not
believe she could find a receptive audience for her memories: ‘I keep quiet
about it because I, I think people would just laugh, you know, and say
“what was the Home Guard?”’®

Kaitlin would evidently have been content with the inclusion of women
as part of the ‘pathetic’ and ‘comic’ version of the Home Guard portrayed
by Dad’s Army . But several of the women who took a critical view of the
Dad’s Army representation felt that its treatment of the men of the Home
Guard had produced a public image of a ridiculous (all-male) force that
made it even more difficult to speak of their own experiences. When
asked if she talked to her son and his family about her wartime experi-
ences, Winnie Watson said: ‘Well, he don’t ask much about it really, they
don’t ask. Well, actually, Dad’s Army done it a bit. I mean, if you say you
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were in the Home Guard, it’s a bit of a joke, isn’t it?’®' Lois Baker made a
similar statement with reference to her friends. As we have seen, early in
the interview she said that Dad’s Army represented the Home Guard ‘to
a T’, but she took a different view later, asserting its seriousness. At this
point in the interview, she was critical not just of the programme but of
its effects on popular attitudes to the Home Guard:

LB: I was telling people I swim with about this [interview], and they
thought I must be mad.

CPB: Why?

LB: Idon’tknow.I think they regard it as all rather a joke, you see, because
people have only seen Dad’s Army, and they think it’s a joke.82

For some women such disappointment with, or even outrage at, comic
misrespresentation, was strengthened by the awareness that women’s
part in the Home Guard had been overlooked in history. Jeanne Gale
Sharp was adamant that the history of the women’s Home Guard had
been ignored or suppressed: ‘they quietly and conveniently forgot about
us, and sat on what they knew, didn’t they? ... I mean, people up here say,
“Well there wasn’t one” and I say “Oh yes there was, because I was in it”,
you know ...But “Oh no” and if you talk to any men about it they think
it’s a huge joke, huge joke. The effect of Dad’s Army was to reinforce this
vulnerability to ridicule: ‘It’s not done us any favours really. Not really.
I mean, it was, it’s a great show and I've laughed as well as anybody but
it hasn’t done [them] any favours, it hasn’t done us any favours either,
because it makes the whole thing look rather foolish and ineffectual’®
In her view, the programme had damaged the popular memory of the
Home Guard.

The power of the Home Guard legend created by Dad’s Army was thus
acknowledged in the women’s interviews, as it was in the men’s. It was
endorsed in some accounts, albeit with reservations which recognised
that a sitcom obeyed rules different from those of ‘history-making’ It was
lamented in others, by women who felt it was an unfair implantation
in the popular mind, and who were, or became, critical of the legend,
believing that the warping of popular knowledge of the Home Guard
by the successful television programme made it all the harder for them
to insert their own past experiences within its history. Their point of
view contrasts with one of the criticisms of oral history referred to in
the previous chapter: to these women, popular historical and ideological
interpretations do not distort personal memory: they contaminate the
public reception of memory stories.
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Anecdotes and epics

Clearly, the problems of unreceptive audiences and cultural distortions
contributed to women narrators’ difficulties in achieving composure from
reminiscence. However, the oral history interviews provided them with
interested and sympathetic audiences that specifically invited them to
compose stories about their Home Guard experiences and to integrate
them into their life stories. Crucial to this process of narration and self-
realisation was women’s use of available narrative forms.

Anecdotes featured in most of the women’s oral history accounts,
as they did in the men’s. They took the form of amusing or dramatic
accounts of single incidents concerning the narrator and/or others, told
in the expectation that the audience would recognise the subject matter.
Some of the anecdotes that peppered the women’s oral testimony have
already been referred to or quoted: Kaitlin Wells’s story of her father
teaching her to shoot in the back garden, until a neighbour mistook the
noise for the invasion and raised the alarm; Audrey Simpson’s account of
being trained to garrotte Germans with a cheesewire, having asked them
to bend down first; and Gwendoline Taylor’s story of ‘Captain Ginger’
making the women Home Guards wear trousers, so that the male Home
Guards would not ‘see more than they should” as the women climbed the
ladder to the office. Each of these ‘snapshots’ encapsulated a subjective
truth about war, the Home Guard, gender and the British. There was an
element of transgression in each of them: women bore weapons in two
and wore trousers in the third. Another example is Ellen Baxter’s account
of the preparations she had to take before she used her rifle, a story which
she had included in the notes she was using to aid her memory:

It was quite funny, I had to wear —I can only wink with that eye. I can’t wink
with that. And of course when we used to have to do our rifle duties, I had
to have an eye-shield on because I couldn’t wink! And I put here — it was
quite funny — I had to wear an eye-shield on my left eye as I couldn’t wink.
This caused a great deal of amusement. They said I would have to tell the
Germans to wait while I put my eye-shield on!®

This single anecdote caught the essence of Ellen’s Home Guard experi-
ences. It had two facets, the second of which was dominant. The first
constructed Ellen’s wartime subjectivity as a valiant woman who joined
the WHD and learned to use a rifle alongside the men of the Home Guard,
experiences to which, as we have seen, present-day audiences tended to
be unable to relate. But its other facet communicated the meaning of the
Home Guard and the war effort in ways familiar to a British audience,
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accustomed to jokes about the incompetence of the Home Guard and the
improbability of victory, had the British depended on them. The punch-
line is a good example of the ironic British wartime humour reviewed in
Chapter 4 concerning both the enemy (who would not have waited for
anyone) and British defence capability (reliant on defenders with all sorts
of deficiencies, such as an inability to wink). Humour cloaks the force of
any implied critique, but the anecdote still suggests that Ellen’s member-
ship was a relatively futile, if sincerely meant, gesture, and that, by impli-
cation, so too was the formation of the Home Guard as a whole.

Such Home Guard anecdotes followed the course of the wartime
humorous sketches about the Home Guard that we reviewed in Chapter
4. By the same token, they resembled the stories based on personal experi-
ence that were sent to the BBC by the first viewers of Dad’s Army, which
we reviewed in Chapter 6, and which contributed to the creative and
experiential flow that nourished the series. The plots of numerous Dad’s
Army episodes were built on such stories. There was a cultural connec-
tion at the level of narrative form, for women as for men, between the
short, humorous anecdotes that punctuated the interviews and the comic
incidents of which Dad’s Army episodes were constructed. This link was
explicit in some of the interviews with women, just as it was in some of
those with men.

When asked whether Dad’s Armyportrayed the Home Guard accurately,
Kaitlin Wells repeated two anecdotes that she had told earlier in the inter-
view, in response to a question about whether ‘you could have defended
yourself if the Germans had invaded then’® The immediate prompt for
the repetition was her own struggle with the ‘typicality’ of Dad’s Army,
referred to earlier in this chapter: ‘It was reasonably true to life, I think.
Although we never had anything like that happening.® The two repeated
stories were about the Clifton Home Guard company, to which the local
coal-miners belonged. They indicated that these Home Guards were not
incompetent, and although they were comic, they were in earnest. In the
first, Kaitlin recounted that when performing mock battles as training
exercises, the miners frequently refused to play ‘dead’. Mimicking the
miners’ speech, she explained that the Clifton Home Guard

used to have exercises on a Sunday, you know, and very often ... people
were supposed to have been shot and they were dead: ‘Naw Arter, tho’s deid.
‘Ah isn’t, Ah isn’t” ‘Ah told tha, tho’s deid, you know, and he wouldn’t, he
was supposed to have been shot and would, he wouldn’t admit that he was
dead! ‘Ah’s not deid.” They were very tough. I wouldn’t like to have been any
German that had got into their hands.®”
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The other repeated anecdote substantiated this last point. German
prisoners of war were favoured by the local farmers as a source of free
labour, but occasionally they used the opportunity to escape, in which
case the Clifton Home Guard went after them:

The farmers used to feed them up like mad ...They were falling over
themselves to volunteer to work on the farms. And we used to see truckloads
of them going. We always used to stick our tongues out at them, which was
stupid really. But, once or twice ... one or two escaped, and I don’t know
where they thought they could go but they escaped, and of course the Home
Guard, their blood was up, you know, hunting down these chaps. They got
them, of course, and brought them back!%®

The story portrayed the farmers as opportunists, the Germans as enemies
to be routinely insulted, and the Clifton miners as patriotic and coura-
geous Home Guards.

Kaitlin’s use of these anecdotes to broker between what she felt to be
the true-to-life qualities of Dad’s Army and her memory that ‘we never
had anything like that happening’ suggests that Dad’s Army established
its own ‘typicality’ which shaped the imaginative possibilities open to
individuals to recall and recount Home Guard experiences. This is not
to say that Kaitlin invented her anecdotes under the influence of Dad’s
Army. But her reiteration of them in the context of her discussion of
the television series suggests that she identified them as suitable Home
Guard stories. They offered the kind of typicality associated with Dad’s
Army, because of their conformity to the spirit of its episodes, specifically
the combination of ‘pathetic, comic yet valorous’ qualities. It is notable,
however, and consistent with Dad’s Army’s treatment of women, that
Kaitlin herself did not feature in them as a participant in home defence.
In contrast to the anecdotes that Dad’s Army inspired men such as James
Kendall to tell, it did not facilitate Kaitlin’s reconstruction of her own
subjectivity as a member of the Home Guard.®

Men made more extensive use of the anecdotal form than did women:
‘swinging the lamp’, the term Ray Atkins used for swapping stories over a
drink, is an established male form of social interaction. But oral history
accounts rarely consist entirely of anecdotes: the unwritten contract of
the oral history interview is that the interviewee is prepared and able to
produce a narrative, laden with personal and historical significance, that
places themselves at the centre as the subject.” Men’s recall of wartime
experience was given shape, in many cases, by a well-established narra-
tive of a young man’s encounters with the military on his journey into
adulthood during wartime. The Home Guard was included, either as a
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stepping-stone to the goal of full military enlistment or as an alternative
to it. Such accounts often contained epic elements of striving to overcome
obstacles on the way to a morally sanctioned goal. In this respect, they
revealed a key difference from women, who, even in the Second World
War, did not share this journey towards combat: this was a male model
of narration.

However, wartime films such as The Gentle Sex and Millions Like Us,both
released in 1943, adapted the male narrative to support the participation
of young single women in the war effort. These officially sponsored films
suggested that women’s recruitment to, respectively, the women’s auxil-
iary services and a munitions factory, paralleled that of men, even though
it excluded the training for combat that was central to men’s military
experience. Both films emphasised women’s responsibilities towards the
military war, and The Gentle Sex, which depicted ATS searchlight operators
on a mixed anti-aircraft battery, emphasised servicewomen’s involvement
in battle.” Such stories of women’s mobilisation were under-represented
in popular memory after the war, but research in the 1990s on women’s
memories of their wartime experiences showed that some women drew
on just such narratives to depict their wartime lives. Their accounts were
built on stories of call-up or volunteering, the support or opposition of
parents, leaving home, initiation into war work and its proximity to ‘the
front line’, experiences on and off the job, and transition into post-war life
and work. Accounts that borrowed most heavily from the male model of
narration were ‘heroic’: that is, imbued with a spirit of feminine patrio-
tism that welcomed the altered gender roles consequent for women upon
‘doing one’s bit’ for the war effort. In contrast, other accounts rejected a
heroic interpretation. They were ‘stoic’: that is permeated by a sense of
endurance and of ‘just getting on with it’ until the exceptional circum-
stances of war were over and a return to normal life, including familiar
gender relations, was possible.*

The wider story of women’s mobilisation for war offered women with
Home Guard experiences a general reference point, even though they,
like the men, were not literally mobilised, either because they were below
call-up age (which was set at 19 for women in December 1941) or because
they were in reserved occupations. But there were significant omissions
in the versions of this narrative in popular memory: neither women in
combat nor women in the Home Guard featured.

Some of the Home Guard women presented themselves as frustrated
‘heroes’ who were excluded from the range of new wartime experiences
available to women. Their ambition to join one of the women’s services
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was thwarted by the practice of ‘reservation’ or by their employers’ manip-
ulation of the reservation regulations. As with men, joining the Home
Guard was in such cases a way of compensating for a sense of marginali-
sation from the war effort.” Whether or not Home Guard membership
involved weapons’ training, it was spoken of by this group of women as a
serious contribution to the war effort, especially in contrast to work that
caused them to be ‘reserved’ but which seemed less directly relevant to
the war, or even wholly futile. Thus Gwendoline Taylor was called up into
the National Fire Service as a clerical worker. She found her form-filling
job deeply unsatisfying, but because this was a reserved occupation she
was unable to leave. While in the Fire Service, she became a member of
the Home Guard, where she also did clerical work, which, in contrast,
she enjoyed. She finally precipitated a confrontation with her Fire Service
employer and was abruptly transferred to the Ministry of Health. She
evaluated this employment history as follows: ‘So that was the end of
my ignoble war service, and it didn’t shorten the war by that [much]
(laughs). But, working for the Home Guard, you really felt you were doing
something, you were making that effort, you know, you were being of
some use.” Similar accounts of the patriotic meaning of belonging to the
Home Guard were offered by other women in reserved occupations. Like
the men, they used the language of the war effort. Ellen Baxter, a London
Transport pay clerk, said of her membership of the WHD that ‘we all felt
we were doing our bit}” and Vida Staples, clerical worker at Chatham
Town Hall, emphasised her sense of solidarity with fighting men: ‘All the
chaps were going, they were all doing their bit, and it was a question that,
you know, we want volunteers, [ mean it was natural, you stood alongside
the fellows.*

Ironically, however, in one case it was employment in the Home Guard
itself that thwarted a woman’s ambitions to be more closely involved
in the war effort and deprived her of her chance to stand ‘alongside the
fellows’ Winnie Watson worked as a full-time secretary for a Home Guard
colonel. The heroic story of women’s mobilisation became an explicit
reference point in the interview: Winnie became defensive about how
little she appeared to have done during the war, citing the Land Girls in
comparison, and explained: ‘T wanted to go in the forces, all my friends
were in uniform and I wanted to be in uniform really””” However, her
Home Guard colonel would not have it. Winnie regularly received notifi-
cation from the Employment Exchange that she should report to them
because she was of call-up age:
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Every time I had that, the Colonel used to tell me I was to take it in to him.
And every time I took it in, of course, he said ‘Oh no, no, no, you're not
going’ And then in the end I myself said I wanted to go. And he said ‘Now
look, if you really say you want to go, I am going to tell you I'm going to
fight you, because you were here from the beginning, and you are going to
stay with us until we stand down. That was all history. Nothing more. I was
only a young girl of eighteen, twenty.”®

The three final sentences constitute a cryptic postscript. Winnie possibly
meant that if things had been otherwise, she would have had a mobili-
sation story to tell. But she was ‘only a young girl, and hence no match
for the colonel who had more power than she to determine ‘history’
There was ‘nothing more’ she could do to secure herself a place in the war
effort, or to create for herself the history she would have liked to have. Her
frustration parallels that of other women and men denied the conscrip-
tion they desired, yet the compensations of Home-Guard membership
were, for Winnie, sadly limited.

The rectitude of standing alongside the men in wartime was, as we have
seen, given by Vida Staples as her reason for joining the Home Guard.
In her account, the need for wartime solidarity overrode gender differ-
ence and division. But a markedly gendered reason for participation was
articulated by some of the other women. It was based on the idea that the
threat of invasion held special horrors for women, which, as we saw in
Chapter 2, was articulated by some newspaper commentators.” In these
accounts, ‘defending ourselves if the Germans landed’ had terrifying
meanings. Kaitlin Wells, who used this phrase, was one of several women
who revealed that fathers recruited their daughters to the Home Guard
in part because of fears of what an invading German army might do to
them. Kaitlin explained: ‘You see, at the time, we thought that they were
going to come armed to the teeth and that all women would be raped
or something. Her father had never discussed this possibility with her,
but she understood it to be ‘his greatest fear’'® Dorothy Williams’s father
communicated the same anxiety. He recruited Dorothy to his Home
Guard unit at Shotley Bridge in County Durham, but rather than equip-
ping her to defend herself, he told her that he would end her life and those
of her two sisters if the Germans invaded:

My father said that if the Germans did land, that there’d be pillage, rape,
and he just wouldn’t ever allow us to be subject to anything. Having said
pillage and rape, he didn’t exactly use those words, because one did not
in those days talk about rape ... But I knew that it was something that he
would never allow us to be submitted to. And he said if they ever landed he
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would kill us all rather than us ever fall into their hands. That frightened us
a little bit, too. We didn’t know which was going to be the worse of the two
(laughter).

Q: Did you believe he meant it?

A:  Oh, he meant it. He certainly meant it at the time he said it ... He had
been right through the previous war, always abroad, and he had seen a lot,
obviously had grounds for what he was saying. I think a lot of men felt that
way, where they were protective towards their families.'%!

Such a patriarchal interpretation of the lengths to which ‘protection’
should be taken left women little scope for agency. Certainly, the idea that
a German invasion threatened women in a special, sexualised way was
prevalent at the time, as it had been in the First World War.!®> Some of
the women who joined the Home Guard and received weapons training
recalled the motivating power of the special threat to women represented
by the imagined invasion without mentioning their fathers. Vida Staples
was given the option by the Chatham Home Guard not to learn to shoot
because of the ‘franc tireur’ problem. However,

VS: There was never any doubt because really, when we thought about it,
we didn’t think there was any choice actually. We thought we’d be shot or
raped or any, it didn’t matter, it didn’t matter. It was immaterial, yes.

PS:  So you thought you might as well have a gun?

VS:  Yes, that’s what we thought, yes, we thought that was rather like
Churchill said, you know? We’'d take one with us if we didn’t do anything
else! Yes, yes.

PS: And ... youknew about rape, did you, when you were a young woman
in your twenties? You sort of knew that that was a possibility?

VS:  Oh yes, oh yes, quite. As I say, we knew there was no quarter. Oh yes,
yes, yes, yes.

The anxieties of Kaitlin Wells, in Cumberland, were elaborated and
coloured by her understanding of Nazi ideology and reproductive policy:
‘Thad long ash-blonde hair, and I was terrified that I'd be carried off with
some German, you know! To some, you know, they had these baby facto-
ries to make a pure Aryan race.” This specific fear — that the occupation of
the country implied the invasion of the female body — was remembered
within a more generalised context of apprehension and motivation. The
touchstone of memory for Kaitlin Wells was, as for Vida, Churchillian
rhetoric. She continued:

But, I don’t know, you were just apprehensive, because you didn’t know what
it was going to mean. But when we listened to Mr Churchill you know, with,
‘We shall fight on the beaches and we shall ... never give in!” (mimicking
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Churchill) I mean, it fired you up. I think everybody, I mean if they’d come,
everybody would have been ready for them, even if they’d fought with the
kitchen sink.!**

The Second World War had a specific meaning for women in these
memories that has become muted in the popular memory of the British
war effort, although it is present in the memory of that war in other
participant countries, just as it is in understandings of modern ‘dirty’
wars.'® Rather than figuring as a ‘just war’, which the allies could not
lose and which they fought determinedly and even cheerfully against an
evil enemy, the Second World War was remembered, in this account, as a
war in which there was a real possibility of occupation by an enemy that
used degenerate means of warfare which would have had special conse-
quences for women. In view of such fears, an active, even combatant,
role made more sense than the conventional women’s role of ‘watching
and waiting’: it was preferable for women to adopt the solution offered
by Churchill, the father-figure and patriot who (in the same way as some
actual fathers, including Kaitlin’s) offered inclusive action rather than
selective passivity.

Conclusion

Personal testimony makes a significant and distinctive contribution to
the study of women and home defence. It reveals women’s recruitment
at times and in ways that flew in the face of government policy. Women
were enlisted not only by other women, but also by fathers and by a
number of Home Guard COs who co-operated with the WHD despite
the ban: some of them required of the women they recruited more than
the officially approved cooking, driving and typing. They taught women a
full range of military skills, including signalling, intelligence and also the
use of weapons. One transgression led to another: women trained in such
ways were needed in military exercises, and this required them to have the
practical and symbolic protection of military uniform. This is not to say
that all women in home defence bore arms and wore unofficial uniforms:
oral evidence also shows that some Home Guard units followed official
policy, recruiting women only after April 1943, equipping them with no
more than the round Home Guard badge, and involving them only in
‘feminine’ activities. Others, as men’s reminiscences indicate, recruited
no women at all.

But if personal testimony reveals a history of women and home defence
that is hidden, that very concealment constitutes a problem for memory.
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Women who wanted to recall this part of their past nevertheless forgot
both the dates and the names of the organisations they joined. Their
omissions and mis-rememberings are symptomatic of the absence of a
place in popular memory for the WHD specifically and for women and
the Home Guard more generally — lacunae confirmed and reinforced by
the treatment of women and gender relations in Dad’s Army. The lack of
representation of women and home defence in popular culture contrib-
uted to the unreceptiveness of familiar and local audiences, whose discour-
aging responses to women’s attempts to recall their experiences in home
defence did nothing to assist composure and keep these memories alive.
Women invited to reach back in memory to personal histories, and ways
of understanding them, that were so profoundly forgotten, had immense
bridges to build from the present to the past. It is hardly surprising that
some barely recognised the Home Guard selves they reconstructed. As
Kaitlin Wells said: “‘When I look back on it, it all seems so long ago, you
know, as though it never really happened, as though it probably happened
to somebody else really, more than me.'%

Nevertheless, women as well as men used narrative forms in which
the meanings of the Home Guard and the Second World War have been
passed down since the war, notably the comic anecdote and the mobili-
sation story. Women’s anecdotes added a specific feminine component
to the satirical treatment of the war and the Home Guard that we have
reviewed earlier in the book. The gendered story of mobilisation for war
constituted a point of reference even for women whose recall and narra-
tion it did not assist. It implied that successful home defence depended on
unity, within which solidarity across genders (and other social divides)
was a vital component: men and women needed to bear arms together as
citizens united against the common foe. Women’s part in home defence
was also understood in relation to an even more muted narrative,
according to which defensive solidarity was the appropriate response to
a threat posed by an enemy who would differentiate profoundly between
men and women. According to that story, women needed to be armed
primarily because they were women rather than because they were
citizens.
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To return to our opening question: what does British home defence in the
Second World War signify? The history of men, women and the Home
Guard traced here could be read as a case study of the triumph of male
power over women, involving not only their exclusion from the Home
Guard but also their erasure from popular and personal memory. The
vigorous campaign waged by Summerskill and the WHD did not entirely
succeed: the compromise of April 1943 did not recognise the WHD and
the values of feminine armed patriotism for which it stood. Thereafter,
the campaign and the compromise were almost completely forgotten.
The Home Guard was marked as male in both popular culture and the
historiography of home defence.

Why was there this amnesia? Should it be seen as implicit in the
operation of patriarchy, working to obliterate from popular memory a
development that destabilised the masculine—feminine binary? We have
reviewed much evidence in favour of such an interpretation. Even though
the Home Guard was a subject of enormous interest in wartime popular
culture, the representation of women as members was fleeting in the
extreme. Dad’s Army gave space to women auxiliaries some thirty years
later, only to banish them within the single episode that introduced them,
having demonstrated the inappropriateness of their presence. Depic-
tions of women as active and armed defenders of the home (in the three
wartime films discussed in Chapter 5) located them in domestic settings
and showed them acting individually; there was no connection with, or
even passing reference to, the organisation and training of women for
home defence.

Popular culture represented the Home Guard as an all-male associa-
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tion, but within those parameters it explored the force from a variety of
angles. Accounts emanating from politicians and from the Mol, as well
as non-official representations that supported them, stressed the Home
Guard’s qualities of unity in diversity and, in particular, of a solidarity
that was both enthusiastic and voluntaristic across class, age and regional
boundaries. In this lay the Home Guard’s qualification to stand for the
British people at war. But such imagery was problematic in view of
evidence, highlighted in Parliament and the press, of a recruitment policy
that was both selective and at times coercive. Moreoever, in the absence
of an invasion, official representations that continued to emphasise the
supposed strength of the Home Guard as a counter-invasion force began
to imply its redundancy. In any case, the use of tradition and the pastoral
metaphor in official representations suggested that the Home Guard was
essentially rural and backward-looking. The construction of this almost
pre-modern identity contradicted the highly industrialised war effort of
which the Home Guard was in fact a part. In particular these represen-
tations overlooked the development of the Home Guard as an adjunct
of the army, engaging in training and taking over defence functions at
strategic points all over the country, including large cities. From 1942
onwards, recruitment and training films and broadcasts were adapted to
stress such aspects. But most official and non-official accounts continued
to oversimplify the Home Guard’s role and character, while a rich vein of
satire exploited those oversimplifications.

Because the producers of popular culture uncritically accepted the
official definition of the all-male Home Guard, the masculinities situated
within it were a key target. Sceptical and satirical accounts explored
their interrelation with social status and class, with age and physique,
with military leadership and efficiency, and with local and regional loyal-
ties that challenged the larger unity of the force and the nation. Those
accounts also engaged with the dynamics of the Home Guard and the
home: depictions of Home Guard members in domestic settings, and
particularly at the centre of domestic tensions and marital strife, empha-
sised gender difference while questioning the Home Guard’s role in the
war effort. The location of Home Guards in the all-male venue of the pub
reinforced the message. The class dimensions of those depictions should
not be overlooked: they contributed to the construction of the Home
Guard as a ‘people’s army’, though without the radical implications of that
term. John Tosh has observed, for an earlier period, that the middle-class
conceptualisation of men of the lower classes as skivers who got drunk,
abused their wives and assaulted each other served to confirm middle-
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class identity and its (supposedly) different masculine code.' Depictions
of the Home Guard were, on the whole, more affectionate and somewhat
less polarised than this: they subscribed to the official view of a period
characterised by unprecedented social mixing that set a high premium
on co-operation; but they nevertheless characterised the Home Guard as
the product of a familiar class society.

In any case, representations of the Home Guard in wartime were not
only and entirely about the deflation of virility. Humour and irony were
also used in support of the force. They were deployed to criticise the
Government for failing to equip the Home Guard appropriately; they
were also used to reveal the loyalty, courage and commitment of Home
Guard members and to document the changes that took place over time.
However, in spite of the varied registers in which the Home Guard was
recorded, women’s roles, other than conventional ones on the sidelines of
the force (from which vantage points women might offer both support
and sardonic comment), escaped attention. A fascination with the Home
Guard as an all-male association evidently gripped almost all those who
wrote, drew or sang about it.

Depictions of women and femininity were, of course, plentiful in
wartime popular culture, and included representations of women playing
novel roles in wartime. However, research has identified a strong normal-
ising current in film, literature and advertising: women were undertaking
exceptional tasks cheerfully and effectively, but only for the duration;
they would preserve their femininity while they performed them (with
the help of wartime cosmetics and Make-Do and Mend); and once the
war was over they would swap them for their conventional roles at work
and at home.? Why were women Home Guards not included within such
an interpretative genre? The existence of a privately produced and circu-
lated collection of cartoons of life in a Home Guard platoon, one that did
include women as members, makes the lacuna seem all the more odd.
However, Captain Saxon’s purpose was not to explore the complexities
and tensions of gender in the Home Guard, but to expose the ‘trials of
the Home Guard’ from the point of view of a CO seeking to negotiate the
plethora of Army Council Instructions, the twists and turns of policy, and
the tangle of red tape that confronted him and his colleagues. The various
restrictions and requirements affecting women offered irresistible grist to
this mill.’

Nonetheless, the presence in the Home Guard of men like Captain
Saxon complicates the view with which this chapter opened — of Home
Guard history as a straightforward victory for patriarchy over a forceful
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feminist challenge to the political and social order. We have seen how
Home Guard COs such as Saxon willingly accepted women as members,
including those already organised in the WHD, and involved them in all
aspects of Home Guard training, including rifle practice and other types
of weapons training, at least until they were ordered not to do so by the
War Office, and in some cases even afterwards. How could they get away
with such apparent defiance?

Firstly, even though War Office instructions unequivocally prohibited
women from training to use weapons in the Home Guard, there was
ambiguity about women’s permitted roles. There were numerous signs of
this, including the partial approval of women ‘helping’ the Home Guard
— unofficially and unpaid — while they were still officially excluded in the
period before formal ‘recognition’; the lack of clarity about the role of the
WVS before and after April 1943; the grudging acceptance by the Secre-
tary of State of the — forbidden — practice of women wearing uniforms
after 1943; the confusion over the name by which women Home Guards
should be known: ‘nominated women’ or ‘auxiliaries. More abstractly, a
major source of ambiguity was the impossibility of precise differentiation
between combatant and non-combatant roles.

Secondly, the local and voluntary character of the Home Guard lent
itself to a habit of relative autonomy. This was particularly strong in
the first eighteen months of its existence, but remained intrinsic to its
identity even after the introduction of conscription and military disci-
pline following legislation in December 1941. The use of the Home Guard
as an adjunct of the army demanded its assimilation into army struc-
tures and procedures; but this was always in tension with the part-time
and voluntaristic character of the force, which did what it could when it
could, depending on its members’ availability, commitment and enthu-
siasm, and drawing on their capacity for improvisation. From the early
months onwards, it made good sense to some COs to make up numbers
and secure much-needed services by bending the rules: admitting over-
age and under-age men and, of course, women. It also made sense to train
all these individuals to perform all the functions that might be required
of them — which in the view of numerous COs meant that women, along
with the rest, needed combat training.

The issue of local autonomy brings us to another question raised by
this research. Was the Home Guard a radical or even, potentially, a revolu-
tionary organisation? George Orwell and Tom Wintringham imagined
it to be so: for them the huge flood of volunteers in the first four weeks
not only expressed an unprecedented determination to defy a totalitarian
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power, but demonstrated a new form of popular democracy in action.
Wintringham was not alone in likening the Home Guard to the People’s
Militia which had taken up the Republican cause against the Francoist
Right in the Spanish Civil War. Both Orwell and Wintringham believed
that the Home Guard would not tolerate a bid for peace by the British
Government in 1940, in spite of the odds against Britain at that stage of
the war. But although Wintringham did not shed his view of the Home
Guard’s origins as the British manifestation of an international anti-
fascist guerrilla movement, he despaired of the direction in which the War
Office insisted on taking it: towards static defence and to the exclusion of
left-wing radicals not just from training and leadership roles but even
from ordinary membership. Both men thought that the War Office was
determined to ensure that the Home Guard was led by ‘blimps’ — officers
drawn from the traditional social strata that had generated previous army
leaders, but who were also committed to outdated military strategy. Both
suspected the Government of deliberate efforts to suppress the popular
radicalism that they believed pervaded the force. But if Orwell began by
believing that the Home Guard represented an armed people, politicised
by wartime unity and the fascist threat, by 1944 he had concluded that
it had never been inspired by more than a local and nationalist repug-
nance towards invasion and occupation.! And after resigning from
Denbies, Wintringham, though a popular lecturer and broadcaster on
Home Guard and army matters, shifted his central focus to the political
struggle for a better world after the war, joining the Common Wealth
Party and standing as its candidate at a wartime by-election and in the
general election of 1945.5

British patriotism in the Second World War was complex: as Miles
Taylor has argued, the war was an occasion when the Left — for the
first time — aligned itself with the nationalist cause, and it did so under
Churchill’s deeply conservative leadership.® But this does not mean that
the patriotisms of the Right and the Left were identical: on the contrary,
that of the Left (including non-communists) was suffused with enthu-
siasm for Britain’s Russian ally and inspired by expectations of egali-
tarian social reconstruction, to be achieved by a Labour Government
after the war. As we saw in Chapter 2, the Home Guard succeeded in
embracing men who identified with this type of patriotism, as well as
those to whom patriotism meant the preservation of the traditional social
order. It also offered, to men who could not — at that moment — be full
members of the armed forces, similar opportunities to those which Tosh
ascribes to nineteenth-century imperialism: ‘adventure, male comrade-
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ship and licensed aggression’’ It was happily remembered by some men
who (retrospectively) valued their service in it for giving them just those
experiences. Unsurprisingly, however, men’s memories varied widely, both
in register and in detail. The irksome constraints which Saxon’s satirical
critique of army red tape had highlighted were also recalled by some of
the more critical respondents. Memories of division jostled with those
of social solidarity; assertions that the Home Guard became an effective
fighting force competed with views (albeit sometimes ambivalent ones)
that the force was never effective in military terms. Such memories can
be read in relation to wartime representations: official as well as sceptical
and satirical. But they were also mediated by the representation that has
defined the Home Guard since 1968: Dad’s Army.

Dad’s Army presents a distinctive and memorable view of the Home
Guard and its Second World War setting, yet there is no unanimity about
the interpretation it offers. Men and women interviewed about their
service in the Home Guard have generally seen the show as a send-up:
but while some have found its portrayal accurate, others have complained
that the Home Guard was not really such a joke. Women interviewees
have felt that Dad’s Army’s comic image of the Home Guard makes it
even more difficult to find comprehending audiences for their memories
of joining the organisation. Similarly, men who have challenged the
accuracy of the show have stressed that Dad’s Armyignored key aspects of
the Home Guard, notably its development as a serious endeavour which
had an important place in the formation of young soldiers. This is to
simplify: even within individual accounts there is some slippage from a
supportive view, endorsing the Dad’s Army representation, to the second,
more critical, viewpoint. Whatever their response to the sitcom, however,
those looking back at their Home Guard experiences have not been able
to evade it: for participants and their audiences alike, Dad’s Army has
provided the dominant version of the Home Guard and the British war
effort during the last quarter of the twentieth century, and continues to
do so to this day.

Dad’s Army, we have argued, offers simultaneously a ‘loyal’ representa-
tion of the Home Guard as a pillar of British home defence, inspired by
the most patriotic of motives, and a satirical view that treats this scepti-
cally. The embodiment of the key qualities of the Home Guard — and by
extension of Britain at war — in the well-intentioned but inept and unfit
Captain Mainwaring, emphasises the ambiguity. Superbly portrayed by
Arthur Lowe, Mainwaring is both the figure of incompetent military
authority and the loyal patriot, courageous and self-sacrificing. However,
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his conservatism and class-consciousness position him — and through
him the Home Guard — on the Right, behind Churchill, rather than on
the Left, with Orwell and Wintringham. Mainwaring would not have
voted Labour in the general election of 1945. His conservatism extends
to gender and nationality as well as to class. But Mainwaring’s socio-polit-
ical position and stance are always vulnerable: there is a comic counter-
point to every manifestation of Mainwaring’s character. The same is
true of the men he leads: in addition to their roles as Mainwaring’s foils,
they embody different types of masculine Britishness in their own right.
Whether youthful or elderly, Scottish or southern, crooked or straight,
their capacity to fulfill the requirements of the Home Guard is always in
(comic) question. Can they cohere socially, in spite of the tensions? Can
they meet the standards required of a military force? Can they triumph
in confrontations with ‘the enemy’, whether that enemy is the Eastgate
Platoon, the army, the ARP, the vicar and his verger, or, scarcely more
seriously, the Nazi forces themselves?

At first glance, Dad’s Army presents the Home Guard, and by analogy
Britain at war, as muddling through, triumphing against the odds over an
enemy who is well disciplined and equipped and highly efficient. Victory
is secured not because the Home Guard and Britain have attained superi-
ority in these, ultimately contingent, respects, but because the British
are, somehow, intrinsically better. Even that message, however, is ambig-
uous: it can be read with, as well as without, irony. Comments made by
Gina Wisker about a very different television sitcom, Goodness Gracious
Me, can be adapted to the case of Dad’s Army. It ‘manages ironic twists
and turns which give ... viewers ... ways into negotiations between the
mythic histories people construct for each other, and the contradictions
and potentials of the present’? Ultimately the avoidance of a single simple
message accounts for the huge, diverse and ongoing appeal of Dad’s Army;
the ‘ironic twists and turns’ of the scripts mean that the show neither buys
into Calder’s ‘myth of the Blitz’ — the idea of a united wartime Britain
with the capacity to endure — nor does it ignore it. Dad’s Army has been
received both as satire and as a celebration of British values, as simultane-
ously a damning critique of Britain at war and a source of deep nostalgia
for just that period of British history. Wisker’s formulation helps us to
view this straddling of apparently opposed interpretative viewpoints, not
as a disabling contradiction, but as offering productive — and seemingly
unending — potential for the negotiation of preferred meanings.

This is not to suggest that Dad’s Army is unselective: numerous polit-
ical messages, including those of Wintringham and the Spanish Civil War,
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Summerskill and the WHD, were well and truly written out. A show that
claimed to pride itself on historical authenticity rejected a whole set of
references that deviated from the mainstream. It is, of course, arguable
that wartime dissent would have complicated its message, and any hint of
didacticism would have detracted from the comedy. It remains the case,
however, that the exclusion of the left-wing and the feminist challenges
has contributed to their obliteration from the popular history of the
Home Guard. By the same token, the presentation of the Home Guard
as a never-to-be-effective group of would-be soldiers, in a benign Britain
which held together and triumphed in spite of social tensions and gross
inefficiencies, has been firmly inscribed on popular memory.

The aim of this book has been to contribute to the destabilisation of
such a comfortable vision, not only of the Home Guard but of the Second
World War as a whole. It has emphasised the variety of wartime interpre-
tations of the ‘People’s War’ and the contestations to which they gave rise.
Enthusiasm for redefined citizenship strained against habits of gendered
social selectivity; objectives that encompassed profound changes in the
social and political order, nationally and internationally, competed with
war aims focused primarily on the achievement of victory rather than
the creation of a new society. In the largely cultural task of maintaining
wartime national unity, official representations acknowledged the radical
implications of the all-inclusive British war effort, while neutralising
them with comforting visions of the endurance of traditional British
ways of life. Non-official popular culture, at greater liberty to parody the
British at war, avoided devastatingly critical satire, and, while observing
and recording numerous wartime changes, ultimately promoted social
harmony rather than radical alterations of class and gender relations.
Above all wartime popular culture reinforced the notion that self-
reflexive humour is the key to British national identity. The ground was
thus laid for selective amnesia about the more challenging wartime devel-
opments, with compelling consequences for subsequent understandings
of the meaning of the war. This book, it is hoped, will prompt further
questions about the complex interactions of official discourse, popular
culture and personal testimony in the wartime and postwar construction
of the popular memory of Britain — and other countries — at war.
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Appendix 1: women’s personal testimony

Project interviews

Appendices

Name Year of War work Home defence Date of
birth (and date/year interview or
where known) correspondence
Lois Baker 1922 Clerk, Air Ministry HG, Air Ministry, 16 December
193944 Auxiliary Section, 1999
Central London
1940/1-45
Ellen Baxter 1921  Pay-roll clerk, WHD/WHGA, 30 July 1998
(pseud.) London Transport Hammersmith,
London c.1942—
44
Yvette Baynes 1925  Office worker at Factory HG 21 November
(pseud.) various companies unit, D. F. Tayler, 1991
1939-47 Birmingham
c.1942/3
Marion 1923  Clerk 1939-40; WHD, Ministry 3 May 2000
Bourne typist, Ministry of Aircraft
of Aircraft Production,
Production 1940— Central London
44; clerk 1944—-45; c.1941-44
typist 1945-51
Mollie Dale 1923  Clerk, Ministry of WHGA, 2 May 2000
Health 194048 Smethwick, South
Staffordshire
1943-44
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Jeanne Gale 1926
Sharp

Ann Godden 1926
Joan Hardy 1916
Kathleen 1919
Holmes

Mary 1911
Johnston

Audrey 1920
Simpson

Vida Staples 1920
(pseud.)

Gwendoline  ¢.1924
Taylor

Jeanne 1927
Townend

(and husband
Michael

Townend)

Winifred 1921
Watson

(pseud.)

Appendices

Schoolgirl —1941;
civil defence 1941—
42; veterinary
assistant 1942—43;
library assistant
1943-44; Royal
Observer Corps
1944; munitions
worker 1944—45

Secretary, gas
company

Secretary, War
Office

Telephone switch-
board operator,
General Post Office

Shorthand typist,
tea merchants,
193147

Factory worker

Clerical worker,
Chatham Town
Hall

Office worker for
various companies
¢.1939-43; Fire
Service ¢.1943—44;
Ministry of Health
c.1944-45

Schoolgirl

Office worker, HG

WHD/WHGA,
Oxford c.
1942-44

LDV/HG/WHGA,
Sunningdale,
Berkshire
194044

Secretary to CO,
LDV/HG/WHGA,
War Office
1940—May 1944

WHD, Leyton-
stone, East
London ¢.1940/1—
44

Railway HG,
Edinburgh
c.1940—44

WHD, Leyton-
stone c. 1941-44

WHD/WHGA,
Chatham, Kent
1940—44

HG/WHGA,
Gatley, South
Manchester
c.1942/3-44

HG/WHGA,
Goole, East
Riding of
Yorkshire
c.1942/3-44

LDV/HG/WHGA,
Wingham, Kent
194044
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28 November
1998

28 July 1999
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Kaitlin Wells 1923 Bank clerk LDV/HG/WHGA, 19 May 2000
(pseud.) Workington,
Cumberland
c.1940-44
Barbara 1917 Clerical worker, Railway HG, 7 January 1999
Wetherley Railways Edinburgh
1942-44
Project correspondents
Name Year of War work Home defence Date of
birth (and date/year interview or
where known) correspondence
Betty Bowers 1924 Office worker LDV/HG/WHGA, 13 April 2000
Sunningdale,
Berkshire
c.1940-44
Phyllis Burr 1927  Schoolgirl HG/WHGA, 7 March 2000
Gatley, South
Manchester
c.1942/3—-44
Peggy Hugo  ¢.1926 Shorthand HG, Plymouth 10 December
typist: Plymouth ¢.1943—4 1999; 13
Garrison January 2000
Command HQ;
Plymouth Sector
HG HQ
Eunice c.1914  Chief clerk, HG/WHGA, City 6 February
Lowden (d. insurance office  of London, —1945% 1998
1998)  1939-45; senior
Red Cross officer
1945—
A.O.Milner 1925 Factory worker ~ HG, Bamber 1999-2000
(product for Bridge, Lancashire
aircraft de-icing) ¢.1940-44
Rhona D. c.1920 Office worker: WHD, Bexley, 24 March
Morgan Civil Defence Kent ¢.1940-44 2000
(wrote as R. Control Centre; (enclosing
D. Havis) Ministry of Food The Green
Pullover)
Patricia Neale ¢.1921 Clerical assis- HG, Eltham, 14 February
tant: City of Kent? 2000

London office;
Eltham HG HQ;
WAAF
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Marjorie Shorthand Battalion Secre- 29 January
Tomlinson typist, Royal tary, Rochester HG 2002
Engineers; 194045
Battalion Secre-
tary, Rochester
HG 1940-45;
ATS

Louie Shop assis- HG/WHD, 30 November

Williams (see tant, 1931-41; Moortown, Leeds 2001; 4, 6

also Louie munitions c.1942-44 February

White, IWM, worker/aircraft 2002; 5

DD) inspector, Leeds February 2004

c.1940-45;
nurse, Epsom,
Surrey 1945—

Imperial War Museum, Sound Archive (IWM, SA)

Name Year of War work Home defence Date of
(and date/year interview or
where known) correspondence

Patricia Schoolgirl -1943; HG, Beaconsfield, 1997

Crampton university student Buckinghamshire

(17426) 1943—-46 1940

Edna Selwyn Secretary, steel Secretary to Zone 1990

(11228) firm; HG HQ, Commander,

Birmingham HG, Birmingham
c.1940-44

Mary Typist/teleprinter HG, Air Ministry, 1996

Warschauer Operator, Air Central London

(16762) Ministry 1938-45 ¢.1940—44

Dorothy Book-keeper, HG, Shotley 1986

Williams solicitor’s office  Bridge, County

(9940) 1939—-41; wireless Durham

operator, WAAF  ¢.1940-41
1941-45; Coastal

Transport

Command 1945

Barbara — WHD, Beeston, 1990

Wynne Leeds®

(11227)

~ 285 ~



Appendices

Erewash Museum Service, Ilkeston, Derbyshire

Name Year of War work Home defence (and  Date of interview/
birth date/year where correspondence
known)
Jean Barber - - WHD, Dale Abbey, Ilkeston and District
Derbyshire? Local History

Society Newsletter,
September 1984

Note:* Date or location unknown or uncertain.

Appendix 2: men’s personal testimony

Project interviews

Name Year ~ War work Home Defence Date of inter-
of (HG unless other-  view/ corre-
birth wise stated) spondence

Ray Atkins 1925  Publicity officer,  Manchester 23 March

(pseud.) Co-Opera- 1941-43 2000

tive Wholesale

Arthur Brown

Alfred
Claxton

Cyril Hall

James Kendall

George
Nicholson

Christopher
Redmond
(pseud.)

Lesley Revill

Society; British
Army 1943-47

1925 Commis chef; Central London 1 October
store-keeper, and Shropshire 1999

Royal Ordnance ~ 1941-43
Factory; British

Army

1923  Messenger boy;  East London 12 May 2000
RAF 194246 1940-42

1913  Baker; Army Gainsborough 28 October

194041 1999

1910 Machine fitter, Gainsborough 27 October
munitions factory 1940-44 1999

1924  Apprentice brick- Near York 18 May 2000
layer; Royal Navy 1941-42
194246

1925  Apprentice Wootton, 13 March
draughtsman, Oxfordshire 1940, 2000
1939-43; 1941-43; Wolver-
engineering hampton 1943-45

course 1943-45;
naval cadet

194546
¢.1923 Agricultural Lincolnshire
labourer 1940-44
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John Shuttle- 1922  Electrical Great Barr, 21 March
worth contractor’s Birmingham 2000
assitant; 194041
munitions
worker; R.A.F.
1941-46
Dennis Smith 1926  Schoolboy; Kent 11 May 2000
technical college 194041
student; REME
194447
Ron Smith 1923  Labourer, Leicestershire c. 11 May 2000
building trade; 1941-42
factory worker;
Royal Navy
1942-46
Fred Whitlow 1920  Apprentice Liverpool 1 March 2000
draftsman, c.1940-41
Mersey Power
Company;
Project correspondents
Name Year of War work Home defence Date of
birth (and date/year interview or
where known) correspondence
Fred Bailey =~ ¢.1924 Colne Valley Watford 1940—41 15 February
Water Co.; British 2000
Army
Ronald Berry ¢.1924 Apprentice Chadderton, 2 January
aircraft fitter, A. Lancashire 1940- 2000
V. Roe; aircraft 42; Swindon,
fitter, Shorts Bros; Wiltshire 1942—44
British Army
1944—
John Best 1922 Printer; Navy Withington, 18 December
1941-46 Manchester 1999; 29
194041 February 2000
Philip Blakey ¢.1922 Schoolboy; Navy  Doncaster 1940 19 March
2000
D.E. 1925  Technical college  Purley, Surrey 26 February
Brundrett student; techni- 1941/2-43 2000
cian, Croydon
Gas Co.; British
Army 1943-47
Norman Field 1917  British Army HGA, Kent 30 January
194041 2000
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Russell
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Bertram
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1924

1920

1924

1926

1922

1923

1926

1923

1924

1922

1925

Victor Stanley 1924

Waterhouse
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Tailor

Coal-miner;
British Army

Music student,
pianist; sports

reporter; RAF

1940

Post Office
messenger,
1939-42; British
Army

Schoolboy; farm
worker

Grocer’s errand-
boy; British Army
1942-46
Schoolboy; British
Army 1942-47

Schoolboy;,
Dulwich College;
Royal Marines
1943-47
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British Army
1943—

Errand boy; rivet
heater; apprentice
wagon-builder,
Great Western
Railway Works
‘Countryman’;
Royal Navy
1941-42

Farm labourer;
British Army

Building worker,
family business

Hounslow,
Middlesex
1940-42

Nantyffyllon,
Glamorgan
194041
Pontypool,
Monmouthshire
1940

Battersea 194142

Gloucestershire c.
194244

Burwash, Sussex
194042

Tavistock, Devon
194042

Bromley, Kent
1941-43

1941-43"

Swindon,
Wiltshire 1941-44

Bishopsworth,
Somerset 1940—
41;1942-44

Burwash, Sussex
1940 — call-up

Burwash, Sussex
1941-44

January 2000;
17 April 2000

16 February
2000

3 January
2000; 5 April
2000

3 May 2000;
20 June 2000

Email, April
2000

2 December
1999

Email 9
December
1999; 1, 18,
19, 21 January
2000

8 March, 7
June, 18 July
2000

6 November
1999

29 December
1999; 25
February 2000

June 2000

9 November
1999

November
1999
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IWM, SA
Name Year of War work Home defence Date of inter-
birth (and date/year view or corre-
where known) spondence
Arthur ¢.1920 Draftsman Littleborough, 1990
Ambler Lancashire
(11229) 194144
Richard Body 1904 Farmer; armed HGA, Kent 1994
(14751) (d.  services 1940-44
1997

William ¢.1923 Shop worker, Liverpool 1990
Brighouse Lewis’s, Liverpool; ¢.1940-42
(11230) railway foot-plate

worker
William 1923  Gardener, RAF Gravesend, Kent 1989
Callan c.1941 c.1940-41
(15788)
Frederick —  Railway worker Railway HG, 1989
George Colchester
Richard Cardy c.1940-44
(11350)
Percy Clark - - HGA, Kent 1990
(13612)
Colin S. 1922 Family business; ~ Margate, RAF 1990
Cuthbert (d. RAF 1940
(15803) 1992
Edwin Joseph 1907 Ministry of Infor- Mol, City of 1995
Embleton mation 193945  London
(16340)
George E. — Farmer Tenterton, Kent 1989
Freeland 1940; HGA 1940
(15826)
Ron Freeman —  Assistant profes-  Leeds, 1940-42 1990
(11226) sional, golf club,

Leeds; armed

services 1942—
Jack French - Farmer Kingston, Kent, 1994
(14758) ¢.1940-42; HGA,

Kent 1942-44

Harold W. —  Office worker, Amersham, 1989
G. Gower St James’s Park, Buckinghamshire
(10966) London 1940—
John Graham 1923  British Army Isle of Wight 1984
(8337) (1941) 194041
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Norman
Griffin
(18615)

James Robert
Marland
Heppell
(16778)

Len Hill
(11234)

Edward
Hillison
(9581)

Klaus Ernst
Hinrichsen
(3789)

Harold Edwin
Watts Hodder
(11360)

Harold
Holttum
(10459)

David
Hopkins
(17673)
Frederick
William
Johnes (9366)
Gerhard
Kraus (4420)

Fred Lewis
(15883)
Reginald Bert
Lewis (15882)
Martin Mason
(15894)

Tom Miller
(15888)

Denis Bernard

Oliver
(12167)

1925

1922

c.1912

1912

1925
1896

1904

1919

- (d.
1993)
c.1922

1922
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Technical College;
British Army
(1942)

Trainee solicitor;
British Army
(1941)

Salesman

Interned

Family business
(market garden
machinery)

Hovis Van and
Motor Works
1939-45

Apprentice
draughtsman

Interned; forestry
worker; labora-
tory worker; coal-
miner

Aircraft worker
Farm worker
Factory worker

Fruit farmer

Apprentice
painter; Royal
Navy

Blackpool
1940-42

Preston,
Lancashire
194041

Scraptoft, Leices-
tershire 1940—44
Cosham,
Hampshire
1940-44

For eleven
months after
release from
internment

Portesham,
Dorset ¢.1940-41

Willingham,
Cambridgeshire
194044

Shirley, near
Birmingham
c.1940-44
Anti-Aircraft HG,
Sydenham, Kent
c.1943-44

Keswick
c.1941-42

Rochester, Kent
c.1940-43

Kent and Essex®

Kent ¢.1940-44

HGA, Bette-
shanger®

East Hull
c.1940-41

~ 290 ~

1998

1996

1990

1987

1978

1990

1988

1985

1986

1979

1989

1989

1989

1989/1990

1991



Joe Pascall
(11236)

Ted Petty
(18076)
William
Charles Scott
(11233)

Gerard
Patrick
Walgate
(11456)

Norman
Webber
(15974)

Henry Weston
(11235)

Harry
Wharton
(8322)

John Wheeler
(6204)

Peter Williams
(11231)

1919

c.1925

Appendices

Apprentice
marine fitter and
turner

Aircraft worker

RAF

Tannery worker;
Royal Navy

Clerk, local
government

Farmer

Temporary civil
servant; British
Army

Farm labourer

Falmouth?®

Weybridge,
Surrey c.1940-44
Ruislip,
Middlesex
c.1942-43

Hull 1940-42

Canterbury
c.1940

East Derbyshire
194044

Mautby, Norfolk
1940; HGA
c.1940-44

Purton, Wiltshire
194042

Lymm, Cheshire
194044

1990

1989

1990

1990

1989/90

1990

1984

1982

1990

Note:  Date or location unknown or uncertain.
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