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Taking A Stand: Defending the Home Front From Attack 
"Homeland Security" in World War II Baltimore 

 
 

 
At the start of World War II, the majority of the general public in America showed limited concern for the 
aggression of the Axis powers (Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and the Japanese Empire). Isolated both 
geographically and psychologically or so they perceived, Americans were soon shocked out of their 
complacency by the December 7, 1941 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. The widespread alarm that 
followed was a great motivator in quickly mobilizing the home front for the war effort. The Federal 
government, using the model of Great Britain as an example of civilian preparedness, established the 
Office of Civil Defense or the OCD, as it became known. 
 
Baltimore was one of nine regional offices appointed at that time. Organized civil defense activities in 
Baltimore began in earnest in December 1941 with the creation of the Baltimore Committee on Civilian 
Defense. The purpose of the committee was to plan for the safety of Baltimore residents in case of enemy 
attack. To carry out this plan the committee had four divisions: planning, public relations, enrollment and 
training. Its projects included running test blackouts and enrolling and training air wardens, auxiliary 
police and firemen, fire watchers, medical corps, messengers and decontamination squads. The committee 
also maintained a warning center to receive information about possible enemy attacks relayed to them 
from the U.S. Army filter centers. 
 
Note: The date range of the public relations arm of the Baltimore Committee on Civilian Defense is 1941-
1945. The bulk date range, however ends for the most part in June 1944. The nine regional offices 
including Baltimore were closed on June 30, 1944, and an executive order of June 4, 1945 formally 
terminated the OCD. While a variety of causes for the early demise of the OCD have been put forth, it is 
possible that a post D-Day spirit of complacency may have also been a contributory factor. Indeed, in the 
Baltimore Committee's collection there is an open letter from the public relations director cautioning 
against a decline in the public's efforts for civil defense and reminding them that the war on both fronts 
was far from over.  
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Surviving records in the Baltimore City Archives Civil Defense collection for this period relate only to 
the public relations division functions of the committee and reflect its projects - in text, numerous 
graphics and a few photographs. For further and effective visual documentation of civil defense activities 
in Baltimore a large number of Civil Defense photographs from the Baltimore Sun collection are available 
online (See under "Additional Sources: Primary" below). 
 
Research Resources 
  
Baltimore City Archives: 
Collection Number and Title: BRG38 - Civil Defense Records (Online inventory; Folder listing available) 
Series: BRG38-1 Baltimore Committee on Civilian Defense Public  Relations Division Files 
Volume: 10 Manuscript boxes, 1 folder of photographs 
Date Range: 1941-1945 
 
Additional Sources: 
1. Primary 

• National Archives - Records of the Office of Civilian Defense  (OCD)  Record Group 
171 (1940-1945). 

• Internet - World War II in Maryland: Primary Sources- 
Enoch Pratt Free Library Central - Maryland Room 

• Internet - Image Fortress for the Baltimore Sun 452-5 (Civil Defense Baltimore)  
• Local and national newspapers for the period available online in the Enoch Pratt Free 

Library system at home for library card holders or for the general public in the central 
library and branches of the system. There is similar availability throughout the public 
library system in Maryland. 

2. Secondary - Internet: 
• Wikipedia - United States Civil Defense (as of May 2016).  
• Suburban Emergency Management Project, "SEMP Biot  #243 What is Civil  Defense?    

World War I through the Eisenhower Administration" (August 1, 2005)  
(http://www.semp.us/biots/biot_243.html) 

• GAO Report, "Activities and Status of Civil Defense in the United States," (Department 
of the Army,  October 26, 1971). 

• Civil Defense Museum- History Page (timeline through July 1975).  
 
Accessibility in the Baltimore City Archives:  
Available documents: While the breadth of sources, including the volume of records in series BRG 51-1 
may seem daunting, this is one project that lends itself almost entirely to graphics, with brief narratives 
interspersed with the visual selections to string the whole presentation together. Key items from the 
collection have been pre-selected and duplicated and placed in a binder.  It remains only for the student to 
augment them for research and display purposes.  

 
Recommended Level for Student Competitors: 

• Junior and Senior High School. 
  


