
‘Kiss me Goodnight Sergeant Major’

TONY HARRIS was the speaker for Bosham WI at its April Zoom meeting.  His father - 
GEORGE V.B. HARRIS was a professional soldier for 23 years and was a Sergeant during the 
D-Day Landings in 1944 at the age of 28.  He was known as ‘Sergeant Rock’ – which says a lot
about his personality.  On Sword Beach, the Royal Engineers were to get the landing craft in as 
close as possible to clear tank tracks so as to allow the infantry to go ashore safely.  As a result 
of getting the craft so close to shore, he was awarded the Oakleaf.  
Tony said that despite operations such as the D-Day Landings being planned so meticulously, 
there is always room for a bit of luck and that is exactly what happened. The Commander of the 
German forces – General Rommel - was on holiday visiting his wife in Berlin for her birthday 
and all the senior officers were in the Black Forest staging a war game on how to repel the 
allied forces – just when the actual thing was happening.  The other thing on our side was only a
tiny clear water window was available to get 167,000 men across the channel from the south 
coast to Normandy. We were also on double Summertime where our clocks were put forward 
two hours so farmers had longer daylight to work in the fields, together with Germany being an 
hour ahead of us. The Germans obviously had no idea. Hence Operation Overlord. 
It seems that George Harris had a lot of luck on his side too as he twice very narrowly missed 
death.  Once he dived into a foxhole under machine gun fire and the soldier next to him was 
killed and, again, he had just left the temporary HQ sand-bagged shelter to give his report that 
he had established a beachhead when this took a direct hit killing all the staff inside.
Memorabilia such as a Lee Enfield 303 bullet owned by his dad’s best friend ‘Nobby Clarke’. 
Nobby carried this throughout the war with him and later gave it to George as a keepsake.   His 
metal helmet worn in 1944 was made at Fords in Dagenham. Six million were made. There was 
also a silver German Luftwaffe eagle that his father exchanged for 10 Lucky Strike cigarettes. 
There were many photographs and several medals, the most important being the Long Service 
and Good Conduct Medal. 
When he was serving in Norway in 1940, George had a notebook with lots of names and 
addresses. These were the contact details of the 27 men in his platoon to write to if they were 
killed in action.
George became a Sergeant-Major and in 1956 he was in Suez and it was his job to keep the 
traffic moving on the Suez Canal. On leaving Egypt he bought what he thought were two fine 
bottles of whisky from an Arab trader for £4.  These two bottles remained unopened for 16 
years until there was a family wedding.  When opened, they most definitely did not contain 
whisky but probably tea – or something! 
Whilst in Iceland a photograph was taken of him pulling a cart on which were the children of 
the family with whom he was billeted and this was published in the Daily Telegraph in the 
1990s. George contacted the paper and said ‘I’m still alive, I’m the soldier in the photo’.  The 
Mayor of Rejkavik phoned him and invited him to Rejkavik to be presented with the Freedom 
of the City. (This allowed him to drive sheep over the bridge to the city – if he had any). This 
was at the age of 91.
In 1994 George went back to France and marched on Sword Beach with 3,000 other veterans in 
front of the Queen.  A very proud moment indeed.



Bizarrely, whilst there George found the cobblers where he had dropped off a pair of boots to be
repaired in 1944, but hadn’t had time to collect them.  The old cobbler produced the boots from 
way back in the shop and arranged for them to be later picked up – duly repaired!
When George was in his 80s Tony took him to see ‘Saving Private Ryan’. After the film had 
ended and Tony asked what his father thought about the portrayal of the event. He replied ‘if 
you thought that was bad, you should’ve been there’.
When he was 92 he decided he’d climb up a ladder onto a flat roof to pitch and tar. His wife 
was so terrified for his safety, she called the Fire Brigade to get him down.   Obviously a man of
great character, determination and perseverance.

‘Don’t forget to wake me in the morning
And bring me ‘round a nice hot cup of tea
Kiss me goodnight Sergeant-Major
Sergeant-Major, be a mother to me’


