
The Home Guard 
 

On May 14th 1940, the Minister of War, Anthony Eden, made the following national 

announcement: 

"We want large numbers of men in Great Britain who are British subjects 

between the ages of 17 and 65 to come forward now and offer their service. 

The name of the new force which is now to be raised will be the Local Defence 

Volunteers." 

The authorities were completely unprepared for the number that did respond. Within 

6 weeks of the announcement by Eden, ten times more men had volunteered than the 

War Office had expected in total. To begin there were simply not enough official 

forms for men to apply - local police simply resorted to making a list of names. 

Who could join? 

The Home Guard was not simply for older men past conscription age. Those young 

enough to be conscripted but who did not pass the military's medicals could join the 

Home Guard. Men between 17 and 65 years could join it. The government had 

expected 150,000 volunteers in total but within 24 hours of Anthony Eden's radio 

broadcast, 250,000 had joined. By August 1940, over 1.5 million men had volunteered. 

With such a response, the War Office was faced 

with a number of problems. The primary ones 

were supplying sufficient uniforms for so many 

volunteers and the necessary weapons if Britain 

was to be properly defended. All available 

weaponry had, understandably, been handed to 

the regular military. The Home Guard was 

ordered to find whatever it could to defend 

itself and occasionally men in the Home Guard 

were referred to as the 'Broomstick Army', the 

result of being seen drilling with broomsticks. 

Even six weeks after Eden's broadcast, there 

was only one rifle to every six men in the Home 

Guard. When rifles did arrive, they were 

American P17's and P14's from World War One. 

 

 



What did they do? 

The Home Guard acted as sentries during the day and night and became extra 'ears 

and eyes' for the full-time military. They checked that people were carrying their 

Identity Cards. Those caught without one could be arrested and handed over to the 

police. Local Home Guard units would know who lived locally and any strangers to an 

area would be subject to a check, especially as there was a genuine fear of invaders. 

The Home Guard was also responsible for taking down road signs and any local clues 

that might help the enemy should they invade. 

The "Home Guard Handbook" published in 1940 stated that the main duties of the 

Home Guard were: 

 Guarding important points  

 Observation and reporting - prompt and precise.  

 To immediately attack any small, lightly armed parties of the enemy.  

 The defence of roads, villages, factories and vital points in towns to block 

enemy movement 

The Home Guard was also called on to man anti-aircraft guns and rocket launches 

around London – especially at bases at Shooter’s Hill and Pett’s Wood, both to the 

south-east of London. At Pett’s Wood, there were six heavy anti-aircraft guns that 

required eleven men to a gun. Therefore, the six guns required sixty-six Home Guard 

men to fully operate them. This freed up men from the regular army for other duties. 

 

Did they make a valuable contribution to the war effort? 

Though seen as not real soldiers', the Home Guard did valuable work. By acting as 

sentries, patrolling the countryside etc. they relieved the regular army to do other 

work. A special unit, the Auxiliary Unit, was created to fight behind enemy lines 

should an invasion occur. They would have lived and fought out of secret bases in the 

countryside. Their job would have been to sabotage anything that might have been of 

use to the Nazi invaders. Their knowledge of the local terrain would have been a 

valuable asset in any fight against the Nazis. Being a Home Guard volunteer was far 

from easy.  All but a few members would work all day in their full time jobs and then 

(later that evening) take up their Home Guard duties.  It was also extremely 

dangerous too with some 1206 members killed whilst serving on duty and 557 seriously 

wounded. 


