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PRE-GREECE 
 

Edgar Harrison MC, OBE, BEM - Royal Corps of Signals, MI6 & DWS 
 

Boyhood in Wales (Ref 1) 
 
Born at Energlyn on St.David's Day 1915 I was the 8th of Arthur and Elsie Harrison's 10 Children.  Mam 
always said I was the first baby to be born at LIwynon Street.  We were, I think, the largest family in  
Energlyn.  My father was a Barry railwayman. 
 
I started school at The Hendre, Penyrhoel, in 1919 and, following boundary changes, moved to The 
Gwyndy School, Caerphilly, in 1923.  It was a much shorter walk to The Gwyndy than to The Hendre.  I 
was very happy at both schools.  In 1926 I sat and passed the Secondary School Examination.  I did not 
take my place at the Secondary School because it was the year of the General Strike and, with dad being 
either out of work or on a 2 or 3 day week, there was no money to buy the necessary school uniform.  
Mam could perhaps have gone to The Parish and pleaded for money to purchase the uniform but she was 
too proud to do such a thing. 
 
In 1928 dad saw a piece in a Sunday newspaper about an open competition offering Army  apprentice-
ships to the successful applicants.  Boys had to be not younger than 14 years or older than 15 years on 
1st March 1929.  The entrance fee for this examination was, I think, five shillings, a lot of money in those 
days.  All applicants had to be of British parentage and the competition was open worldwide.  There were 
only 150 vacancies. 
 
Thanks to an uncle and aunt who lived at Whitchurch Road, Cardiff, who paid the entrance fee, I was able 
to sit the examination at Maindy Barracks early in 1929.  There were two English papers, and one each of 
arithmetic, geometry, geography, history and general knowledge.  When I got back to The Gwyndy School 
with my exam papers, my teacher, Mr Llewellyn, quizzed me on my answers.  He thought I may have 
passed - an average of 60% was an absolute necessity. 
 
Come the middle of February 1929, and no word from the War Office, the assumption was that I had not 
passed and so employment was sought.  In a time of Depression, a near neighbour, a Mr Prytherch, a  
miner at the Windsor Colliery, Abertridwr, got me a job as his butty.  So, before my 14th birthday, I was at 
the coalface, thankful to have a job amongst men who were robustly kind.  Early in March a letter from the 
War Office informed me I had come 23rd and I was offered an apprenticeship in the Royal Corps of  
Signals as an "Operator Signals".  
 
Boy Service Apprenticeship in the Army (Ref 1) 
 
I left the Windsor pit as early as possible and returned to the Gwyndy School until just before my 
attestation at Maindy Barracks on 29th April 1929.  My memories of the day are hazy but I do recall going 
to Maindy Barracks with Alfred Roake, a Cardiff boy, who had also been accepted into the Royal Corps of 
Signals.  There, a Captain of the Welsh Regiment, possibly the Adjutant, duly attested us "To serve H.M. 
King George V, his heirs and successors . . . "  The period was 8 years in the Colours and 4 years in the 
Reserve on completion of my apprenticeship.  In my case this totalled 16 years.  We left for Catterick from 
Cardiff General at 10 pm and got to Catterick Camp the following afternoon. 
 
My apprenticeship started with 4 months acquiring soldierly skills.  Tuition in all military forms of signalling 
followed with education up to present day "A" levels.  All forms of sport, including boxing, was mandatory. 
I particularly liked athletics, cricket, rugby and soccer.  I set an Army junior long jump record in 1932. 
 
Late in 1930 my apprenticeship continued with almost two years at Liverpool Post Office.  There I was 
taught telegraphy to a very high standard, sufficient to operate circuits in their Instrument Room.  We were 
also taught how to deal with the public. My time at Liverpool was the most enjoyable of my apprenticeship. 
 
Returning to Catterick in 1932 I completed my technical training and passed an Equitation Course and 
M.T. (Mechanised Transport) Course.  I had also obtained a First Class education certificate.  So, at age 
18, I was an exceptionally well-trained Operator Signals and as such was posted (first to Armoured 
Fighting Vehicles, Tidworth, then) to a Cavalry Divisional Signals Troop attached to the 11th Hussars at 
Tidworth.  The 11th Hussars were the first cavalry regiment to be mechanised in the British Army.  The 
Duke of Gloucester commanded "C" Squadron. 
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Other Apprentices of note (Ref 1) 
 
There were seven other Welsh Boy/Apprentices at Catterick with me.  They were : - 
 
Paddy Burke from Pembroke Dock who attained the rank of Lieut. Colonel 
A.C.(George) Cox from Dinas Powis who attained the rank of Brigadier 
Charles Roake ) 
Alfred Roake )    all from Cardiff and all attained the rank of Major 
Gordon Nation ) 
Tom Chatfield from Talgarth ) 
Ron Evans from Gorseinnon  )   they, I think, attained Warrant rank. 
 
Overseas Service begins (Ref 1) 
 
In 1933 I was chosen to become a member of H.B.M.'s (His Britannic Majesty) Foreign Office Wireless 
Telegraph Station (F.O.W/T) at Peking.  I sailed in the troopship Dorsetshire to China in September and 
arrived at Chinwangtao after calling in at Malta, Port Said, Port Sudan, Aden, Karachi, Singapore and 
Shanghai.  My five years in China included spells with the Peking, Tientsin, Shanhaikuan and Shanghai 
Signals Sections and several missions into China. 
 

 
 

HM Troopship Dorsetshire 
 

Overseas Service continues (Ref 2) 
 
North China . . . 1936:  That year I got a bit fed up with Tientsin on the communications side although I did 
enjoy its recreational activities.  A swop was offered with Paddy Boyd in Shanghai which (I) accepted.  
Three events happened during my stay worthy of mention.  The magnificent Coronation Tattoo on the 
racecourse, the winning of the prestigious Tsz Ling Cup (I scored the winning goal) by the Area Details 
team most of which were from the Shanghai Signal Section and the awful fighting in and around the city 
between the Japanese and the Chinese in which we got involved in a small way.  We suffered casualties 
including deaths. 
 
Back to Blighty in time for War (Ref 1) 
 
Returning to the U.K. (in 1938) I spent a little time at Bulford and Aldershot before taking a 6 month 
attachment to Bristol Post Office.  There I updated myself on line communications before taking up an 
appointment as an Instructor at Catterick.  It was at Catterick that I heard the Declaration of War.  In 
January 1940 my supposed sinecure at Catterick ended with a call from Bletchley Park.  My war had 
started, I became a member of the Special Communications Unit (S.C.U.). 
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Qualification for SCU (Ref 3) 
 
Apart from short spells at Tidworth, Bulford, Aldershot and Catterick, my signals career was to say the 
least unorthodox.  At Peking I was asked to undertake covert work, something I much enjoyed.  I think I 
was successful in pinpointing the Japanese Diplomatic Wireless Service in China, Manchuria and parts of 
South East Asia.  It was, I suppose almost inevitable that I was tracked down at Catterick in January 1940 
to become a member of Special Communications. 
 
Overseas again (Ref 1) 
 
A partially failed mission to Norway was followed by a move to Brussels in April as a member of General 
Mason Macfarlane's Mission.  When the Germans broke through I made my way to Dunkirk and back to 
Bletchley.  In September my boss, Brigadier Sir Richard Gambier-Parry asked me to go to Athens to 
provide fixed and mobile communications for his brother General M.D. Gambier-Parry's Mission to 
Greece.  Within 72 hours I was in a Sunderland flying boat with all my equipment.  I was to have flown 
from Pembroke Dock but this was changed to Plymouth. 
 

 
 

Sunderland Flying Boat taxying in Plymouth Sound 
(‘The Hoe’ and ‘Smeaton’s Tower’ in the background) 

 


