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PRE-GREECE 
 

Signalman William George Baldry, 101 Special Wireless Section, RCS 
 

 
From his Grand-daughter: 
 
“William George Baldry lied about his age to join the army so records will show year in 1912. joined the 
army. After training he was posted to India stationed at Rawalpindi, where he displayed an ability to learn 
languages quite quickly, becoming proficient in Urdu and Pushtu. From 1936-1939 he was in Palestine 
stationed in Jerusalem with 'Force Signals. He spoke highly of Major-General Montgomery who was GOC 
8th Infantry Division there at the time. Later, in 1939, he was posted back to England to 101 Special 
Wireless Section (B Type -Corps HQ) where he learnt French and German.” 
 
In recognition of his time in Palestine he was awarded the relevant clasp to his General Service Medal “for 
service in the British Mandate of Palestine between 19 April 1936 and 3 September 1939, during the Arab 
Revolt.” 
 
 
The British Military Occupation of Palestine, 1936 – 1939 
(Book Review – of what William was part of.  It is not a happy read.) 

 

Britain’s suppression of the Arab revolt in Palestine in the second half of the 1930s marked an important 
stage in the history of the enduring conflict in the Holy Land. Matthew Hughes’s research, collected in this 
ground-breaking study, is grounded in the wider context of the use of the military in colonial states, the 
specifics of the Arab struggle against the Zionist enterprise and rests on an impressive wealth of primary 
sources. . . . 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mandatory_Palestine
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Hughes summarises the British army’s pacification as ‘devastatingly effective,’ based on emergency laws 
that went unchallenged because of the absence of any indigenous legislature (and which were inherited 
by the state of Israel in 1948). Britain’s commitment to the promotion of a Jewish ‘national home,’ 
enunciated in the Balfour Declaration and written into the terms of the League of Nations mandate, 
ensured that the institutions of the Jewish Yishuv (community), opposed any democratic oversight. The 
rebellion (al-thawra al-kubra in Arabic) lasted from April 1936 to May 1939, when Britain’s White Paper, 
curbing Jewish immigration and land sales – but still rejected by the Palestinian leadership – marked its 
effective end. 

Comparisons are made throughout the book with the suppression of colonial revolts in Ireland, Kenya, 
Malaya and Aden . . . but the overall analysis is blunt and straightforward . . . British forces in Palestine 
killed rebels and punished civilians.’ 

Britain’s task was made easier by the fact that the rebels were disorganised, undisciplined and starved of 
funds. Field commanders were not coordinated with political leaders. With the exception of Fawzi al-
Qawuqji (a former Ottoman army officer at odds with the mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husseini) the 
revolt had no effective military men. The army remained master of the battlefield. British casualties 
amounted to 244 dead, half of them non-combat related. Palestinian fatalities numbered around 5,000 – 
but up to a third were killed by rebels. ‘British violence was political and targeted,’ Hughes writes, ‘while 
Palestinian violence was personal and politically indiscriminate.’ The British carried out 112 executions, 
two of them of Jews. 

Cooperation with Palestine’s Jews, who in 1936 constituted just under a third of the population, worked to 
the government’s advantage by mobilising them as supernumerary policeman. Others were members of 
the Special Night Squads, commanded by Orde Wingate, which were guilty of ‘excessive and irregular 
violence’. The Jewish Haganah militia was an important source of intelligence for the British military. All 
were ‘force multipliers for pacification.’ Police powers were transferred to the army, which was heavily 
reinforced after the Munich agreement in September 1938 just as the insurgency peaked with the capture 
of Jerusalem’s Old City and an attack on the Jewish quarter of Tiberias. 

Hughes provides meticulous documentation of infamous abuses at al-Bassa in northern Galilee (20 dead) 
and at Halhoul near Hebron, where men were left to die in open cages in the sun because the village 
failed to collectively hand over weapons – or perhaps did not have any. Abducted locals, known as 
‘mascots,’ were tied to the bonnets of lead vehicles in army convoys. Detainees were frequently shot 
while trying to escape. But Hughes argues convincingly that the bigger picture matters more than 
individual atrocities: ‘Focusing on sadistic outrages and death squads detracts from the controlled use of 
quotidian, atomising, non-lethal oppressive collective punishments such as draconian fines, tight censor-
ship, and extensive summary detention that cumulatively ended insurrection and sustained imperial rule.’ 

Unsurprisingly, the official version was largely one of restraint and legality, undermined by ‘a darker take 
glimpsed through deep archival mining.’ In Silwan village, outside Jerusalem, in late 1937, a North 
Staffordshire Regiment officer recorded how men of the Black Watch beat to death 12 Palestinians with 
rifle butts after the death of two comrades left with their kilts raised and buttocks exposed – ‘an insult the 
local Arabs suffered for.’ Euphemistic language like ‘gentle persuasion’ and ‘third degree methods’ was 
rife in descriptions of fighting ‘oozel-barts’ (a delightful corruption of the Arabic ‘Isabat, or gangs). 

The richness of this important book comes as much from private correspondence, diaries, regimental 
archives and in-house unit newsletters as it does from high-level military and colonial office records. Eric 
Hobsbawm’s concept of ‘primitive rebels’ is invoked to characterise the Arabs as a movement rather than 
an organisation, parochial rather than national, a ‘rural peasant-based insurgency.’ Arabic sources make 
clear that urban-rural divisions were hugely damaging. Carefully-honed British ‘divide and rule’ strategies 
worked – but against an already divided community. The officially-backed ‘peace bands’ (fasail as-salam) 
were the peak of collaboration in 1938. Hughes makes the important point that after 1945, when Jewish 
resistance to the Palestine Mandate began in earnest, the British never managed to split the Jews. 

British military and administrative superiority was overwhelming. ‘Only superbly-organised, united and 
ruthless guerrilla resistance could undercut such powerful civil military structures, and Palestinians fought 
with determination and little else, and often against each other,’ he concludes. The main effect of that 
defeat was to shatter the Palestinians for the existential war, known as the nakba, that they lost a decade 
later. 
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From Royal Signals website: Special Wireless Sections 
 
When WW2 hostilities broke out, the unit's role was.  
 
a. To obtain tactical and strategic Enigma groups (encrypted radio transmissions) for the codebreakers at 
Bletchley Park, 
b. To crack lower-level German ciphers and codes, 
c. By traffic analysis and direction finding (DF) to build up information on the enemy order of battle (e.g. 
listening to chatter from enemy tank crews in forward areas and sending the information back to GHQ).  
 
To that end a lot of their work was connected with the British 'Y' Service (Signals Intelligence). The unit 
deployed to France in 1939 with the BEF at the outbreak of the war and was evacuated out of France 
30th May 1940. 
 
Following a period of restructuring and training the unit was then deployed to North Africa in October 1940 
(the journey being disrupted when their transport ship (SS Oronsay) suffered some damage from a near 
miss bomb strike by a German Focke-Wulf Fw 200 Condor in the Irish Sea.  
 

 
 

SS Oronsay 
 
 
From website ‘www.goldbeach.org.uk’: 

 
‘Y' Sections in The Desert 1941-42 

 
Early in 1941 after a long voyage from Liverpool down the Atlantic Ocean around the Cape (South Africa) 
and then into the Indian Ocean, into the Red Sea then over land to Heliopolis (Egypt) the advance party of 
No 2 Special Wireless Group (SWG) were bivvied in the King Fuad Museum outside Heliopolis along with 
a similar group of R.A.F Signals personnel. 
 

 Heliopolis 
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No 2 Special Wireless Group (for example) 
 
Special Wireless Sections (SWS) with the 8th Army supplied the SWG with transport, equipment, repairs 
and advice along with training courses for the Special Operators, supervisors and admin matters and 
keeping in daily contact with the SWS over some hundreds of miles. Number 7 Intelligence Section 
carried out the same role for the Wireless Intelligence Sections attached to the Royal Corps of Signals. 
Number 2 SWG at Heliopolis had safe wireless (radio) links with its sections and a Land-line and 
teleprinter link with M.I.8, HQ MEF at Cairo 
  
All Ultra signals for the Middle East were handled by a station called The Cottage which was at Addassia 
near Cairo. 

 
The Cottage 

 
 
The Special Wireless Sections were manned by personnel from Royal Corps of Signals. They were 
mobile and used wireless trucks. They monitored the stations and conversations between units such as 
Rommel's Panzer Corps tank commanders who would be talking to each other over the wireless sets 
fitted in all the vehicles. The Germans used Morse code (CW) and the messages were coded as any 
other wireless traffic, but sometimes in the heat of a battle they would use voice and our interceptors 
would hear plain language. 
 
From late 1941 - early 1942 the ATS (Royal Corps of Signals) girls were transferred to No 2 SWG and 
stationed at Sidhi Bishr in Alexandria. 
 
Equipment used: 
Marconi Adcock (D/F) L/F and H/F units – HRO'S, - S27 Halicrafter VHF sets – Decca Loop D/F vans 
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From Wikipedia:  Some Days in the War of 101 Special Wireless Section 
 
Background 
Both sides used wireless interception to gain information on enemy movements, intent, and structure. The 
German activity by Captain Seebohm’s NAK621 (formerly 3./N56) is quite well known and lauded. Very 
little is understood about the activity of Empire listeners in this field. 
 
Special Wireless Sections 
101 Special Wireless Section was a radio interception unit working in support of 8 Army, with the task to 
intercept Axis radio communications and use them for intelligence purposes. It was a mixed Army/Air 
Force unit. The photo below shows the men of such a unit at work in the western desert. 
 

 
 

The interior of the wireless telegraphy receiving van of an RAF 
 Wireless Observer Unit post in the Western Desert,  
showing the W/T operators at work. IWM CM2448. 

Det. 101 Special Wireless Section 
 
 


