Identity Card 1939

As war approached, preparations were made to enable a national register
to be rapidly compiled and identity cards issued. A National Registration
Bill was quickly introduced and royal assent given on the 5th September
1939, just two days after the declaration of war and a few days later it was
announced that National Registration Day would be Friday September
29th 1939.

Three main reasons were put forward by the government for passing the
law in September 1939:

1.The major dislocation of the population caused by mobilisation and
mass evacuation and also the wartime need for complete manpower
control and planning in order to maximise the efficiency of the war
economy.

2. The likelihood of rationing, actually introduced from January 1940 onwards.

3. The Government needed recent statistics about the population. As the last census had been held in 1931,
there was little accurate data on which to base vital planning decisions. The National Register was an instant
census and the National Registration Act closely resembles the 1920 Census Act in many ways.

The decision was made to use similar methods as for the census for which planning had started for the 1941
census. Roughly 65,000 enumerators across the country delivered forms ahead of the chosen day. On the 29th,
householders were required to record details on the registration forms and then on the following Sunday and
Monday the enumerators visited every householder, checked the form and there and then issued a completed
identity card for each of the residents.

Information gathered for each person was their address, name, sex, date of birth, marital condition, occupation
and whether a member of the armed forces or reserves.

Initially, adult identity cards were buff, the same colour as children’s cards, but in 1943 when registration and
rationing were combined, a blue card was introduced and issued to all adults, replacing their previous cards.
A new buff card for children was introduced at the same time but existing children’s cards were not replaced
apart from when a new card was necessary.
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Résglstration Form



Schedule Number Line Number
(see Registration form above) (see Registration form above)

Registration District
(See ‘1939 Registration
Districts’ document in
‘Instructions’ tab

Name of owner of
the Registration
Card.

(Written by the

Enumerator
) Home address of

owner of Identity
Card (written by
the owner of the
card)

Date of filling in
address - always
around May/June
1940 - just prior to
Identity Card expected invasion

Approximately 46 million cards were issued. The identity card had 2 pages and at the top of each page the
enumerator entered the person’s name and their identity card number. This card number consisted of a three
or four letter enumeration district code plus the line number of the schedule that was completed by the
enumerator for the census (see form on previous page), e.g. for area EJK (which is Cuckfield district), schedule
24, 1st person in the household the card number would have been “EJK 24/1”

On the right hand page of the cards was a space for the cardholder’s full postal address and signature but when
originally issued in 1939, there were strict instructions that this should be left blank.

Initially, the card had to be produced to a policeman on demand or alternatively within 2 days at a police
station. Further regulations were also issued requiring notification of change of address, also for births so a
card could be issued for the newborn, also surrendering of the card if the person dies.

In December provision was also made to make it possible to exchange an ordinary buft identity card for a green
card with room for a photograph and description of the holder; the reason for this was to assist anyone who
needed to provide better evidence of their identity where they did not possess any other acceptable document,
for example if they required access to enter a protected area under the defence regulations.

In late May 1940, as the danger of invasion increased, instructions were issued that everyone over 16 must sign
and date the card and write their address on the right hand page of the card and also that the card must be
carried at all times. In the case of under 16s, the parent or guardian had the responsibility of signing the card
and entering the address; under 16s were instructed not to carry the card with them but instead follow advice
given earlier of carrying a luggage label or card with them with their name, address and national registration
identity number.

The Identity Card was finally abolished in February 1952.

Source: 1911census.org.uk/1939



