Year 9 ‘Home Front’ Project


Preparations for War

The war scare in September 1938 at the time of the Munich Crisis had provided valuable practice for a real war. In addition, since September 1938, gas masks had been produced for everyone in the population and many air raid shelters had been constructed. The most widely used air raid shelter was the Anderson shelter, made of corrugated metal, which was produced in large numbers and dug into back gardens all over Britain. Eventually more than 2 million were made available.

More important for the survival of Britain was the completion of the radar network along the east and south coasts of Britain. Radar had been invented by Robert Watson Watt in 1936, but the stations were only completed in the summer of 1939. They gave the Royal Air Force (RAF) vital warning of German air raids. The RAF itself also benefited from the eleven-month delay between Munich and the outbreak of war. The two fighter planes that were to play such a crucial role in the Battle of Britain, the Spitfire and the Hurricane, had only just taken to the air in 1938. By 1940 they would now be available in sufficient numbers to take on the more numerous Luftwaffe (the German airforce).

It had been widely assumed throughout the 1930s that a Second World War would result in casualties on a massive scale. The British government’s main concern, therefore, was to try to prevent civilian casualties as far as possible but at the same time prepare for the worst. To reduce the risk of casualties, people were ordered to stay off the streets and all cinemas and theatres were closed. Strict air raid precautions were put in force. All houses had to have blackout over all windows so that no light could be seen from outside and they had to be taped up to prevent accidents from flying glass. Car headlights were to be switched off and traffic lights were covered to reduce the glare. It became an offence to be seen without a gas mask. 

A series of regulations came into force which were designed to prevent a successful German invasion. Church bells were to be kept silent, unless an invading force landed. Emergency transport had to be listed, and that included handcarts and horses, as well as cars and lorries. All wells, springs, ponds and rivers were listed so that a water supply could be found and used in emergencies. 

(Adapted from M. Chandler, Britain in the Age of Total War, 1939-45)

