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Private'military-style force'
I

gets government backing
A LITILE-KNOWN 'military-
style force' has been given govern-
ment backing to expand and
'legalise' its activities, according to
government circulars obtained by
the New Stausman. Over the last
three years, the London-based
paramilitary group - the 'Legion
of Frontiersmen of the Com-
monwealth' has, according to its
Commandant, become a registered
charity at the suggestion of Defence
Ministry officials.
Last month the Home Office in-

corporated the Legion's paramilita-
ries into its civil defence volunteer
programme and announced that the
Legion was officially regarded as
'committed to the support of. . .
war emergency plans' .
Labour MPs this week expressed

surprise that a military organisation
whose objects include assistance to
the Army in 'war' should have been
registered by the Charity Commis-
sioners. Ayrshire MP George
Foulkes is questioning the Home
Secretary about the Commis-
sioners' decision. Another MP, De-
nis Canavan, last week asked the
Charity Commissioners to justify
the registration of four politically
right-wing institutions as charities.
He will be adding the Legion to his
enquiry list. Charities are generally
supposed not to be 'political'.
'Peace' , paradoxically, is not

officially recognised as a charitable
activity. Two weeks ago, GLC
officials consulted the Charity
Commissioners about the Council's
plans for a Peace Prize and were
warned that 'the promotion of
peace as such is not a charitable
purpose' , according to the law.
Frank Field MP will also be

questioning the Secretary of State
for Defence and the Attorney Gen-
eral this week about the Legion's
claim that the government has
authorised the raising of private
paramilitary organisations - des-
pite the provisions of the 1936 Pub-
lic Order Act, which prohibit the
wearing of uniforms for political
purposes and the formation of
quasi-military organisations.
The Legion asserts that it is, in

effect, licensed by the Ministry of
Defence to operate as an unofficial
military force. In a recent letter to
an enquirer, the Legion's Scottish
Commander, Major T.C.R. Arm-
strong-Wilson of Dumfries, wrote:

The Legion ... is a Military
(or, rather, Cavalry) style force
very similar to the TA, but it is
not part of the Ministry of De-
fence. It is, however, approved
by the MoD otherwise it could
not exist.
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The Legion of Frontiei-smen's cur-
rent Commandant is 'Brigadier'
Peter Fitchett, a physiotherapist
whose private clinic at Heath
House, Bexleyheath, also serves as
the national headquarters of the Le-
gion and the drilling and meeting
centre for its London area 'Colour
Squadron'. He told the New
Statesman last week that the Legion
now had over 2,000 members. With
government backing, the Legion
has recently embarked on an 'ex-
pansion programme'.
The Legion has established a

complete military structure
throughout Britain, with Squadron
headquarters in Scotland, Sussex,
Northamptonshire and Greater
London. All of its officer cadre use
military titles ranging from Lieu-
tenant to Brigadier.
The Ministry of Defence advised

the Legion to become a charity.
According to Brigadier Fitchett:
'We decided through (advice from
the) MoD to legalise ourselves -
it's taken three years'. The Legion,
although independent, is a member
of the government-funded Reserve
Forces Association (RFA), which
embraces over 200 territorial army-
type units. 'We used to use a lot of
Territorial Army drill halls and
training areas', Fitchett said.
Ministry of Defence officials,

however, this week disputed the
Legion's claim to have their official
backing. 'The Legion', according
to a Ministry statement on Tues-
day, 'is not officially recognised by
MoD. It is not allowed to use our
drill halls. We are uncertain of its
charitable status, but we have not
sponsored it as a charity' .
The MoD says that it does pay

about £10,000 a year towards the
administrative costs of the RFA.

Some of this money is believed to
have been used until 1977 by a
secret 'Resistance and Psychologi-
cal Operations Committee' of the
RFA. The Committee was planning
an undercover 'anti-communist re-
sistance' network in case of war or
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emergency in Britain. Defence
Ministry officials this week admit-
ted that the 'resistance' committee
operated in this conspiratorial way
until early in 1976 when the gov-
ernment advised the Association to
disband the secret operation. At the
time, members of the Resistance
and Psychological Operations Com-
mittee had, according to the Daily
Express, been setting up their own
secret national paramilitary and in-
telligence network.
The Legion of Frontiersmen has

no connection with fascist organisa-
tions, and members fought against
the Nazis in Belgium even before
the British declaration of war in
1939. Individual members of the
National Front and similiar ex-
treme right-wing bodies are,
however, known to have penetrated
the Legion in the past in the north
of England.
According to Legion literature,

its training includes plans for 'aid to
the civil power'. The Legion's
history says that it 'assisted in
quelling the troubles in Rhodesia'
in the 1950s and that its members
fought in both World Wars and
several African wars. Formed in
1904, the Legion claims to have had
25 squadrons and 17,000 members
during the first world war.

The MPs' questions reflect fears
that the 1936 Public Order Act,
which was passed to prevent Mos-
ley's blackshirts from training and
operating as a military force, may
not contain sufficient powers to
deal effectively with paramilitary
organisations. According to LSE
law professor John Griffith, 'The
meaning of Section 2 of the Public
Order Act (prohibiting quasi-mili-
tary organisations) is by no means
clear in relation to organisations of
this kind. There is a wide loophole
in the Act because of its lack of
clarity about political objects ...
it could let in all sorts of organisa-
tions.'
Professor Griffith commented

that, although the Legion declares
itself to be non-political, this
doesn't get it 'off the hook' of the
law 'just by saying you're non-poli-
tical'. Politically-motivated organi-
sations could use the loophole and
such claims to set up private
armies.
The Legion's activities, which

include regular weekly drilling and
a members' shooting club, raise the
question of whether they are legal
under the 1819 Unlawful Drilling
Act, which prohibits 'meetings
. . . for the purpose of (military)
training or drilling . . . without



lawful authority from Her Majesty
or a Secretary of State'. The MoD
says that no authority has been
given.
Yet the Legion's recruiting

literature now claims that it is 'fully
integrated into the Home Office
Emergency Planning Organisa-
tion'. Its objects have recently been
changed to stress civil emergency
operations. The 'United Kingdom
Command' of the Legion is claimed
in its trust deed to be a 'non-politi-
cal' association intending 'to
protect and restore life in commu-
nities affected by disasters or emer-
gencies' and 'to act in support of
and in co-operation with . . .
emergency services in times of
disaster and emergency' .
Its third, purely military, objec-

tive is 'in times of war and national
emergency, to aid the armed forces
in all possible ways'. The Legion
alsooperates a cadet force for 14-18
year olds intended to 'instruct
young persons in the principles of
discipline, loyal ty and good
citizenship' .
The Legion's activities have been

highlighted by its being recruited to
join the government's civil defence
campaign by the Home Office's Co-
ordinator of Voluntary Effort in
Civil Defence, Sir Leslie Mavor.
Mavor, an ex-RAF officer, was for-
merly head of the Home Defence
College in Yorkshire. Since his ap-
pointment in 1981, he has been
writing a highly personal 'Quarterly
Newsletter' which is sent direct to

council Emergency Planning Offic-
ers, deliberately bypassing coun-
cillors and senior officials,
particularly in 'nuclear free zone'
local authorities. As the Home
Office's chief protagonist on behalf.
of civil defence and nuclear
weapons, Mavor writes his
Newsletters in a blunt, unres-
trained and spirited fashion not
normally associated with public
civil service documents. Members
of Carnden Council have, however,
obtained recent issues of the
Newsletter and passed them to the
NS.
In his final 1983 Newsletter, No

8 in the series, Mavor invited his
readers to find out more about the
Legion. He concluded:

That's it - the last newsletter
under the old regime of the flac-
cid hand in the velvet glove
... In January, the Civil De-
fence regulations . . . will be
about to burst on a suspecting
world.

In the latest Newsletter, issued last
month, Mavor wrote that:

It is up to us to show determina-
tion, understanding and skill in
dismantling, piece by piece, the
last filibustering impediments
that are put in the way . . . of
the government's civil defence
policy. '

'For once', he commented, 'the
opponents of civil defence inside
and outside local government (are)
going to find themselves on the de-
fensive.' D C b Uuncan amp e


