
 

 

Ron - v4.docx Page 1 of 36 

Ron Harvie’s War 

Controller of Double Agents for “A” Force 

 

Research by Belinda Forster (nee Harvie, daughter of Ron, and Stephen 

Barraud, son of Belinda) at the National Archives revealed that 

towards the end of the Second World War Ron was working in an 

specialised unit known as “A” Force. “A” Force’s task was to confuse 

and mislead German and Italian forces. The documents found at the 

National Archives were mainly Ron’s instructions to double agents, 

stating what misinformation they should send to their Axis controllers. 
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Background 

When I asked Mum what she wanted for her 80th, she asked that I find out what her father, Ron Harvie, 

had done during the Second World War. She knew that he worked in Intelligence, and had known 

about Mincemeat, but that was all. 

So I Googled his name, without any great expectations of finding anything, but on about page 6 of the 

results he appeared, in a book Google had digitised. The book was called The Deceivers, by Thaddeus 

Holt, and describes a unit known as “A” Force. The book was about how the allies deceived (or 

attempted to deceive) Axis intelligence. 

I bought the book and found that Ron had been running the Naples and Bari stations for “A” Force. 

However, there were only passing references to him. 

On a blustery November day in 2014, Mum and I went to the National Archives in Kew.  

Before going I had searched through their online database of files to find what there was and chosen 

half a dozen that looked promising for them to have ready. 

We left our coats and bags in the cloakroom (not just for convenience, they don’t want people with 

bags in the reading rooms), picked up our readers’ cards, which we had also pre-ordered, and went 

past the security guards to the reading rooms. Our files were in large pigeon holes with transparent 

doors. 

We picked them up and went through to the reading room itself and sat at desk. 

I picked one file at random, Mum another, and started reading.  Mine was fascinating (propaganda to 

be distributed after the war) but irrelevant.   
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However, after about 5 minutes, Mum said “I’ve found him!” And she had. There was a reference to 

him in a letter.  

 

 

Then we found a huge amount more in the same folder, including details of the double agents he had 

been controlling, a letter he had written to MI6 and even a 

reference to his batman.  We had found exactly what we were 

looking for. We were absolutely delighted. We even had his 

signature on a letter. 

 

 

 

We spent the rest of the morning going through that file 

(the others were also irrelevant), then had lunch, feeling, 

in my case, rather gobsmacked by our luck, spent the 

afternoon taking photos of the material, and then came 

home. The rest of the document describes what we found 

and my interpretation of it. 

 

Stephen Barraud 

 

Bristol 

September 2016 

stevebarraud1@gmail.com 
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“A” Force 

This information about “A” Force comes from The Deceivers by 

Thaddeus Holt.  A huge book.  Presumably Holt’s researches at the 

National Archive included the file we found. 

“A” Force were responsible for misleading the enemy about Allied 

Forces’ intentions.  

Dudley Clarke had created and run “A” Force in Cairo1, initially covering 

Montgomery’s war with Rommel and later the entire Mediterranean 

theatre, with other units in the UK and the Far East. 

He worked closely with MI5, and several of the names (such as Tar 

Robertson, Guy Liddell and JC Masterman) familiar to other histories of 

espionage in the Second World War also crop up in the history of "A" 

Force.   

After some false starts, "A" Force summarised deception as: 

Persuading the enemy to do something that will strengthen your position and weaken his. 

The most famous deception was Operation FORTITUDE, which persuaded Germany that the Allied 

forces were going to land at Pas de Calais, and the attack in Normandy was a feint. It is unlikely Ron 

had anything to do with this as he was in North Africa and Italy at the time.  

Deception required several streams of work.  There were dummy tanks, simulated radio 

transmissions, and soldiers walking around towns (where spies were known to operate) with 

regimental badges from notional units (notional in this context means fake, actual is a real unit).  

Double agents working ostensibly for Axis 

forces, but in fact for Allied forces, were 

instructed to pass on messages about 

notional forces.   

All this misinformation had to fit together.  If 

a notional 15th Armoured Brigade was 

invented, then the radio signals had to sound 

like signals from an Armoured Brigade, the 

soldiers would walk around town wearing 

invented badges of the notional 15th 

Armoured Brigade, and the double agents would be told to notify their enemy handlers that they had 

seen a lot of tanks heading north on a particular town, and near that town there would be what looked 

like an encampment of tanks (in fact inflated dummies) that would be seen by enemy observer planes. 

All this was fantastically detailed.   

  

                                                           
1 Above a brothel, as seems to occur so often in these histories. 
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Ron’s Position in Italy 

One of the documents2 we found shows the officers in place in Italy. Notable names include: 

 Brigadier Dudley Clarke 

 Major R F (Freeman) Thomas, mentioned below 

 Major H D Niven (brother of the actor, known as Max) 

 Major A R Harvie 

 Lt Col R Bromley-Davenport 

Both Thomas and Bromley-Davenport were friends of Ron before and after the war; one gets the 

impression of an old-boy network in place. 

Another prominent member of “A” Force was Peter Fleming, brother of Ian, who managed “A” Force’s 

operations in the Far East against Japan. 

                                                           
2 To display the material we found at the National Archives I have altered the contrast in these images to make 
them more readable. The font is still rather small, and I need glasses to read the text, or zoom right in if 
reading on a screen. Contact me if you would like the original photographs. 
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Chairman of the Committee 

Ron was chairman of the 44 Committee, having taken over from Max Niven.  This was responsible for 

activities in Naples. 

The committee numbering systems originated in the Twenty Committee in London, concerned with 

double cross (XX being Roman 20), and covered in many books such as Ben Macintyre’s Double Cross. 

Bletchley Park and Decryption of German Signals 

It was important to verify that the enemy was acting on the false intelligence supplied by “A” Force. 

This could be supplied by Allied’s own spies, observations from air or by decryption of German radio 

transmissions at Bletchley Park.   

It is almost certain that Ron knew about Bletchley; it would have been difficult to run double agents 

without access to such information.  Belinda says that he was worried about talking in his sleep about 

certain matters.  Perhaps the existence of Bletchley Park was one of them. 

Had Ron lived a few more years it is possible that he might have been able to tell this part of his story. 

His wife, Bet, lived until 1990, and never mentioned it, so it is quite likely Ron never even told her. 

There are two hints in the material we found that Ron knew about the decryption of German radio 

traffic at Bletchley Park: missing pages from the record, and a mention of a “Certain something”; these 

are discussed blow. 

Ron’s Job. 

Ron’s job, as identified in the files we looked at, was to control the double agents.  He may well have 

had other jobs; more time in the National Archives may well reveal more.  

We found details of two spies in the file, codenamed APPRENTICE and PRIMO. 

Agent APPRENTICE 

According to The Deceivers: 

"APPRENTICE was a White Russian, son of a Czarist officer, with Yugoslav loyalties but 

fiercely anti-Tito, who was parachuted in from Albania in May and promptly turned 

himself in. He wanted to serve in the Yugoslav Air Force but was persuaded to function as 

a W/T double agent instead; which he did from June to the end of the war, transmitting 

from Bari under the 42 Committee, again with Max Niven as "A" Force representative. He 

was a great success with the Germans, who not only multiplied the allowance they were 

paying his wife in Yugoslavia, parachuted in to him four thousand pounds, cognac and 

cigarettes, and a Christmas pudding." 

It would appear that Ron took over from Max Niven in running the Bari station and inherited 

APPRENTICE with the post.   

The following photographs are a record of the radio traffic between the double agent and his Axis 

controller. 
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Each page shows the date, time, outward traffic, inward traffic and any remarks for any 

transmission.  Each page is usually covered in ticks in different coloured crayons (I have no idea what 

these mean) and a rubber stamp.   

The outward traffic was what Ron was telling APPRENTICE to report to his Axis controller; the In 

Traffic was what the Axis controller was sending to APPRENTICE. The former was usually intelligence, 

presumably mostly false, the latter requests for intelligence.  

In this first page (overleaf), Ron has instructed APPRENTICE to give his Axis controller information 

about Polish and British parachute forces. 

The note in red crayon is by Major Freeman Thomas, who was a friend of Ron’s before and after the 

war. Belinda can remember him visiting Ron when they lived in London in the Fifties. 

QRX is a standard code (Q-code in the jargon) for details of the next transmission. 

Just like any bureaucracy, everything has a file reference.  In this case, Ron’s initial – ARH (he never 

used his first name, Arthur) followed by a number, 7.  This implies that Ron had at least 7 agents to 

look after, but probably not at the same time. It also has an “A” Force stamp.
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This is the next 

communication, on the 

21st October 1944, as 

promised in the previous 

message. More 

information on the Poles. 

The next communication 

is for the 25th October, but 

the next file entry is dated 

30th November. 
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Unlike the previous 

communications, there are 

instructions from 

APPRENTICE’s Axis 

controller to find out 

information. 

I guess that CMT stands for 

Central Mediterranean 

Time, but Google could find 

no such acronym. 
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Another gap in comms, 

then more unreliable 

information out, and 

requests coming int. 

I don’t know what the 

difference is between an 

“Aim” and an “Intention” 

requested halfway down 

the IN TRAFFIC column. 
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In this transmission, the 

Germans seem to be 

getting a little uncertain 

over the accuracy of the 

reports they are receiving. 
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This one has a different time 

zone acronym: MET. I have 

no idea what this might be. 

Middle European Time? 
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It’s not clear what the news 

was, but it was probably the 

Allied forces entering Germany 

and crossing the Rhine, which 

occurred during the last two 

weeks of March.  
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APPRENTICE is concerned 

about his wife. There is 

what sounds like a sign-off 

message from his German 

controller.  

Belinda would have been 

11 on the 13th April. I 

wonder where Ron’s 

thoughts were. 
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The final communication.  The 

Germans are still trying to find 

out what the Allied forces are 

up to, even though it must be 

clear to everybody that the 

war is lost. 

Ron would appear to be 

elsewhere for this 

communication. 
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The following table summarises the messages that are preserved in the National Archives: 

Date Number 

19.10.44 No number 

24.10.44 No number 

30.11.44 51 

14.12.44 57 

25.1.45 72 (Page 1) 

2.4.45 97 

5.4.45 98 

10.4.45 100 

18.4.45 104 

 

From the gaps in the numbers and the dates, it would appear that APPRENTICE broadcast every 

couple of days or so. This is supported by the statement in the first broadcast. 

I imagine the gaps in the record are either due to poor filing storage or release. My guess is that the 

missing pages contained references to Bletchley Park decrypts and were therefore removed, and 

probably destroyed. 

APPRENTICE’S Future 

The following two photographs show a letter Ron sent discussing APPRENTICE’s future as the war drew 

to an end. 

I believe the statement in paragraph 2 the about absence of a “Certain something” in Japan is a 

reference to Bletchley decrypts. In Europe they could verify whether Axis forces were taking action by 

reading the messages the Axis forces transmitted; in the absence of such decrypts, verification would 

be much harder. 
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Agent PRIMO 

From The Deceivers: 

“PRIMO was a former airline pilot and radio operator, caught with two helpers behind the 

Allied lines in January. His helpers were sent to prison in Algeria while he operated a 

transmitter form a flat in Naples from February to September. Managed by 44 Committee 

- Max Niven, who after a brief time with Tac HQ3 moved to Naples to establish the first 

"A" Force outstation in Italy, was its "A" Force representative - PRIMO was useful for 

deceptions involving alleged assault forces gathering in Naples harbor"” 

As with APPRENTICE, Ron presumably took over PRIMO from Max Niven. In the next photograph Ron 

presents the information about the two helpers described above in a letter. PRIMO has another 

codename: TAU. PRIMO continues to report intelligence from the two captured agents (ALFA and 

CARRARA) but they are in fact in prison. 

                                                           
3 “Tac HQ” stands for Tactical Head Quarters, a deliberately vague name. 
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PRIMO’s messages seem more 

complex than APPRENTICE’s. 

Here PRIMO is submitting a 

notional report from TAU, and 

his own report. 
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A rather confusing report, no doubt 

deliberately. There is the vagueness 

about Britain/Brittany and the 

mention of winter clothing, which in 

August would imply relocation to 

somewhere like Norway. 
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EMILE, PRIMO’s Axis controller, thanks PRIMO, most likely for some message 

from PRIMO about the failed assassination attempt by Claus von Stauffenberg 

on Hitler on the 20th July. 
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The note is revealing. PRIMO 

wants more money and EMILE 

says he has sent a courier. 

EMILE also asks for more 

“news”, presumably 

intelligence, and Ron has 

decided that PRIMO should 

deliberately misunderstand 

that as a request for news 

about the courier’s arrival.   
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More requests for money, 

and a decision to take out 

a mortgage while waiting 

for the money to arrive. I 

can find no reference to 

SIGMA in The Deceivers. 
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PRIMO is getting desperate.  

EMILE offers nothing but 

promises, but does approve 

the mortgage. Not much 

intelligence, notional or 

actual, being passed. 
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Still no courier and some 

intelligence, and a request for 

information about troops 

exercising near Salerno.
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Letter discussing whether PRIMO is blown 

Two days after the last message, Ron writes a letter to Freeman Thomas suggesting that Primo was 

blown (e.g. the enemy had decided that he was a double agent).  

It is annotated by Thomas with a message to Dudley Clarke.   

Ron says that the Case Officers responsible for PRIMO believe him to be blown, but that nevertheless 

MI6 wish to continue to use PRIMO for the transmission of military information. Ron clearly does not 

believe that they will do the job competently and may compromise “A” Force. 

According to The Deceivers, he was closed at the end of September. 
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80
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Notional Deployments described in Operation ULSTER 

The following photograph shows the state of various notional deployments for operation ULSTER, with 

names pencilled against each: 
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Sedgely 

Belinda says that when Ron returned from the war, he drove bored his family stiff with tales of the 

excellence of his batman, Sedgely.  He appears in the list of other ranks in the following photograph. 
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Thanks 

The following photograph is of a letter to “A” Force from Dudley Clarke quoting thanks from Field 

Marshalls Wavell, Wilson and Alexander. 
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Other Operations 

Belinda says Ron was also involved in an operation to send Gold to Tito, and he certainly knew about 

MINCEMEAT, the operation to tip a dead body dressed as a marine with false intelligence about an 

invasion of Sardinia out of a submarine near Spain. 

There was nothing about either of these in the files we examined. 

Bari Explosion  

In December 1943 the Germans bombed the harbour at Bari, sinking 28 ships and causing two 

ammunition ships to explode. 

Belinda says Ron claimed to have been blown through a glass window. He brought back from the war 

a piece of glass which looked  like it had been dipped in red ink, which Ron claimed was glass taken 

out of his leg following the explosion. 

Future Investigations  

More time at the National Archives would have revealed more, I am sure.  The personal files are still 

closed; if opened they may tell us more bout Ron. 

Ron also spent time elsewhere in North Africa, but not, it appears for “A” Force. It would be interesting 

to find out more. 

 

  

 

 

 

 


