The Reader’s Digest Association Limited, 25 Berkeley Square, London W1.
20th April, 1967.
Harold (Harry) Back, Esq.,

55 Pembroke Road,

Palmers Green,

London. N. 13.

Dear Mr Back,

Your name appears in the records of those who may have taken part in the airborne assault on Holland in September, 1944. I am therefore writing to ask for your help with some research that we are doing on behalf of Mr. Cornelius Ryan, author of The Longest day and, more recently, The Last battle.

Would you be kind enough to answer the following questions in the spaces provided. Please return this letter to me as soon as possible so that Mr. Ryan may include your experiences in the account of the airborne invasion of Holland which he is planning to write. The book will include a chapter entitled “Where They Are Today”, in which your name and occupation will be listed with full acknowledgement. Your assistance will be very much appreciated.

Yours Sincerely,

Michael Randolph,

Editor, British Editions.

1). Are your name and address correct on this letter? If not, please amend them.

Address is correct. Name should be BACK.
2). If you can be reached by telephone, please give number.

Office Number, Tudor 3785 or 01242 3481.
3). What is your present occupation?

Post Office; Counter Clerk (Tutor)
4). What was your rank and unit in September 1944?

L/Cpl. 2nd Parachute Bn (Intelligence Section), 1st Para Bde, 1st Airborne Div.
5). What was your age in September 1944?

29 years.
6). Were you engaged or married then? To whom? If married, did you have any children at that time?

See separate paper (Married fortnight – Olive) 

* I applied for, and was granted a few days special leave to get married, approx. three weeks before the operation took place, and married my present wife on August, 29th, 1944. As you will see, after leaving my wife at the start of September, I did not see her again until June 1945. We have no family.
7). Where were you born?

Tottenham, London. N.15.
8). What previous action had you seen?

North Africa, Sicily, Italy, with 1st Airborne Div.
9). When did you learn that you were going to take part in the operation in Holland?

See separate paper.
* As I have mentioned, I was in the ‘Intelligence Section’, 2nd Bn, therefore, the I.O. was always among the first to be briefed, information that he had to pass onto the Section for the purpose of studying aerial photographs, making up a full scale model of ‘dropping zone’, target, etc, study of special cypher and codes, etc. So, as you can imagine, I learned of the operation quite early, sometime in August 1944. It was quite a burden to get married with.
10). What was your reaction? Were you, for example, anxious, resigned or relieved to be going into action?

All three, especially anxious.
11). What was the trip like into Holland? Did you see anything unusual? Do you remember any conversations you had, or how you passed the time on the journey?

Sept, 17th, 1944 was a hot summers day, and the flight to Holland was more like an exercise than an operation. The most amazing sight was the fighter cover (Spitfires, etc), weaving in and out of the ‘armada’, some 800 I believe. Another memory was as we crossed the Dutch country, seeing the numerous dykes, flooded, it appeared as if the whole country was flooded. 
12). How did you feel about a daylight operation? Do you recall any conversations with your friends about it? What was said?
I don’t think any parachutists was too happy about a night drop, therefore, we were quite happy to learn this one was by daylight. I must confess that conversation in my plane was rather muted on this trip, and I recall several of my colleagues studying the latest pin up in the ’News Of The World’.
13). What were the rumours? Had you heard, for example, that if the invasion of Holland was successful, the war would be over by the coming winter?

This example was instilled into us, prior to take off, even by ‘General Montgomery’, who visited us at Grantham shortly before we left, and I believe this would have been the case.
14). Did you keep a diary or notebook of what happened to you during any part of September, 1944? Do you still have it?

Being Cypher and Code Clerk, it was my job to keep a log for the War Diary, but I am afraid, like so many other pieces of equipment, this was lost during the exhilarating days of the exciting times which went to make up ‘The Battle of Arnhem’, likewise the special code I had to destroy.
15). Were any of your friends killed or wounded on the day of the drop or on subsequent days?

The comradeship and closeness of personnel in every Battalion of the Division had to be seen to be believed. Therefore, each and every one of us lost friends either killed or wounded, and this battle was so intense, that the 1st Airborne Division was virtually finished as a fighting unit. I personally lost several close friends, not on the actual day, but subsequent days, one in particular of the ‘I’ Section. [4756150. L/Cpl. Edward (Ted) Orbell. KIA: 20/09/44]
16). Do you remember any conversations you had with them before they became casualties?

I still recall our talks on various days before we ‘took off’, and he was quite convinced that he would not come back. One does not take these things too seriously at the time, but call it instinct or what you will, it has unfortunately proved too true, as it did with ‘Ted’, he was killed on the Wednesday, 20th September.
17). Were you wounded or captured during this period? Can you give details?

On that same day, Wednesday, 20th , myself and two of the Signal Platoon, were running down the stairs of the house we had occupied, to evacuate as ‘Tiger’ tanks were shelling ‘point blank’. Halfway down a shell hit the wall, I recall a blinding flash, my two allies were killed outright, and I suffered slight concussion. I was captured, P.O.W. Thursday, 21st Sept.
Having heard that the ‘Germans’ never made ranks of Cpl and above work, except on a voluntary basis, just prior to being captured, I tore one ‘chevron’ off of one of the sleeves of my jumping jacket, and managed to secure it onto the other arm, so appearing as ‘Corporal’, a rank which I gave when interrogated. This ruse was successful, and I was not made to go on any ‘working party’.
18). Do you remember any significant dealings you may have had with Dutch civilians or members of the Dutch Underground? Please explain.

The Battalion I was serving in (2nd) had to get to the main ‘Arnhem’ Bridge, on our way there, the Dutch people poured out of their houses and offered us the little they had, glasses of milk, fruit, etc. This was very welcome as the day was extremely warm. When we finally arrived at the bridge, our C.O. (Colonel. Frost) commandeered a house opposite the bridge and asked the Dutch inhabitants if they would evacuate, they would not hear of this, and insisted on moving down to the cellars, as they were sure the Germans would be finished.
19). What do you recall most vividly about the country of Holland?

20). Do you recall any incidents with the Germans – fights, surrenders, truces or conversations you may have had with them afterwards?

Due to having no ammunition, and also being unable to find a way out of Arnhem, myself and four other chaps (two wounded) were forced to surrender to a patrol of Germans. We asked their leader where we were going, he replied; “where you set out for – Berlin”. I have never been able to decide whether he was serious, or his Teutonic sense of humour was to much for him! 
21). Do you know of others who took part in the operation, to whom we might write? Please give their names and last-known addresses.

Mr. T. Tilson. 187 High Cross Road, Tottenham. N17. (1st Para Bn). [Served in 4th Para Bn, not at Arnhem]
22). Do you recall seeing or hearing anything that seems humorous now, even though it may not have seemed so at the time?

An hour or so before being captured, an officer (British) appeared before us having apparently come from nowhere. He gave us the usual ‘pep’ talk (he had to) and ended by saying, I shall never be taken prisoner, then disappeared as quickly. Upon our capture the first person we saw talking to a German officer was our ‘Phantom’ from nowhere.
23). Do you recall any incident, sad or heroic or simply memorable, which struck you more than anything else?

It is well know now, that the ‘Battle of Arnhem’, was full of incidents, both sad and heroic. I think one of the saddest things I recall is seeing the remnants of what we feel was among the cream of the British Army, being marched through the suburbs of Arnhem with both hands on their heads en-route for P.O.W. cages. We all knew it would not be for long, but it was so unexpected.
24). In times of crisis, people generally show great ingenuity or self-reliance; others sometimes do stupid things.
Do you recall any examples of either?

[Researchers note: He did not see these] I recall one German lorry full of our lads (captured) stopping near the German border. Quite openly, an officer jumped off and tried to make a break, the guards being trigger happy, opened fire, and two of the innocent bystanders, our lads, were killed outright. Most stupid I thought. 
If you need extra space for your answers to any questions, please write below. When you have completed this Questionnaire, we would appreciate your returning it in the enclosed reply-paid envelope. We shall, of course, acknowledge it. Thank you very much for your help.

April 24th.
Dear Sir,
Please find enclosed, your questionnaire, which I have completed as accurately as possible, and to the best of my memory.

I should like to wish Mr. Ryan every success in this venture, and should the book be anything approaching his “The Longest Day”, it will certainly make most interesting reading.

Perhaps I may expand a little and mention that I and my wife have returned to ‘Arnhem’ several times, and hope to go back once again this year with the ‘Airborne Forces Annual Arnhem Pilgrimage’.
The Cemetery with its 2,000 odd graves is most touching, also the old Church at Oosterbeek where the ‘last stand’ was made.

In closing, let me say that in 1944, and today, I consider the Dutch people to be the finest in Europe, both during the actual battle, and now. I have never heard even a whimper from anyone of them. I know from personal experience that after we had gone, in 1944, the occupation troops gave them a very hard time indeed, they lost everything, but whenever we meet, it is always what our lads did, not a word of how they suffered.

And I think you will find this confirmed by all Airborne personnel wherever they may be.

Yours Sincerely,

H.E. Back.

Late 2nd Para Bn.
Interviewer: Mr. Frederic Kelly.

Assistant to Mr. Ryan.

L/Cpl. Harold E. Back (Harry).
Intelligence Section.

2nd Para Bn.

1st Para Bde.

Int. September 22, 1967.

Back was Cypher and Code Clerk in the Intelligence Section of the 2nd Battalion and was responsible for keeping the Battalion War Diary, which, of course, never got out of Arnhem. In fact, Back was captured with the notes he had taken for it.

Stationed outside Grantham, Back remembers particularly “excellent aerial reconnaissance photographs” they had for the operation, mainly of the area around and including the main road bridge and the pontoon and railway bridges.
From these and maps, he remembers they constructed a fairly sizable sand table – about 20 foot – on the floor of the main dining room of a large country hall they were billeted in [Stoke Rochford] The table was on trestle boards and marked on it, in different colours, were small flags, indicating routes into the city and objectives.

Back believes the table was constructed “long before the Arnhem operation – perhaps three or four weeks before”. Supervising the building was the Battalion Intelligence Officer, Lt. ‘Bucky’ Buchanan.

Back felt like everyone else about the operation: confident, ready to go, anxious. He had never heard any rumours of tanks in Arnhem and, in fact, he remembers they were expressly told beforehand that if there was any armour there it would be old and beaten up.
“The main weakness was the distance into the bridge, but I remember Lt. Buchanan saying he thought it was a justifiable risk, that we weren’t due to be meeting much resistance and we should be at the bridge between 3 and 4 o’clock in the afternoon. We never got there til 8 o’clock that night”.

Part of Back’s ‘tools’ on the trip over included a notebook to make notes for the battalion war diary and a 12-inch tin cylinder containing a list of codes and cyphers on rice paper. The cylinder was designed so that if capture appeared imminent the contents could be burnt instantly by pulling a special lever.
As Back left the plane, however, the cylinder somehow came off his equipment and was lost. He told Buchanan about it when he landed and Buchanan did not seem concerned.

Included in the 20 men [17 - 18 men] in the Dakota was the Intelligence Section: Lt. Buchanan, Sgt. ‘Bob’ Jones, L/Cpl. ‘Ted’ Orbell, L/Cpl. Back and six Other Ranks.

Back remembers on the DZ seeing a great many Dutch people out on the field collecting parachutes. By the time they were ready to start moving into Arnhem, they had a couple of dozen prisoners.

“There were several holdups along the way. One chap got shot in the foot and I think was our first casualty. On one of these stops, I remember I took out my notebook and began making notes for the war diary. I remember jotting down the time we dropped, the fact that it was unopposed, then that the opposition appeared light and finally that it was taking us longer to get to the bridge than originally expected. This must have been about 5 p.m. and we should have been to the bridge by then”.

It was almost dark when they did arrive and they laid on a steep ramp embankment for nearly an hour before they took up positions in some houses on the eastern side of the ramp.

Battalion Headquarters was established in a house in front of the ramp and facing it. Brigade headquarters was in a house to the rear of it. Back and the rest of the Intelligence Section went into Battalion Headquarters and established themselves on the top floor with the Signals.
“There was some furniture in the room, a table or two and one or two chairs, but it seemed more like an attic room to me. It looked like it had been used only periodically. From the front window we could look out on the ramp. The side window gave us a direct view of the bridge itself. As I remember, the windows were fairly large. There were Dutch in the basement and I heard they wouldn’t leave. They finally did, though, when things got hot.”

In the basement, Back remembers they found quite a few jars of fruit and some tins of it as well. This they shared with the Dutch until they left. Back recalls the signallers stuck their antennas through the roof and moved their sets constantly, but could not make contact with anybody.
Back remembers watching one of the platoon leaders of a 2nd Battalion company, Lt. ‘Jack’ Grayburn, trying to get across the bridge in a jeep.

“I’m not sure what day it was, but I was watching out the window and I saw Grayburn take about four others in a jeep and start across the bridge moving fairly fast. They seemed to get about halfway across when something opened up on them from the other side.

There was a lot of smoke and then I saw the jeep turn around and race back. All the men in it were either dead or wounded. They were all over the inside”.

[NOTE: This incident did not involve Lt. Grayburn]

About 11 in the morning on Wednesday, German patrols began infiltrating deeply into the area. The basement in the building held quite a few wounded as did the basement of Brigade Headquarters. Sniper and mortar fire picked up during the day and by late afternoon/early evening, Back remembers hearing the rumble of tanks.
They came in from the North and began firing at the houses at point-blank range. They were ordered outside to dig in and fight in the gardens.

“Coming down the stairs to get out, there was a blinding flash. I was in the middle between two others, a signals sergeant and someone else. It must have been a tank shell that hit. I remember I was thrown down the stairs. I was stunned and I laid there for a few seconds.
“The RSM, Gerry Strachan, came over and told me to go to the Dressing Station. I remember going out through the back gardens to the back of a house and down some stairs to the cellar where the main Dressing Station [Regimental Aid Post] was.

“It was dark except for a few candles burning. Wounded were laying and propped up all over. Some of them were moaning terribly. I saw the strangest thing I had ever seen in my life. There, in the dark, I could see tiny things glowing on the bodies of the wounded men. They were splinters from those phosphorous shells the wounded were hit by. They were glowing in the dark”.

Later that evening, Back joined the others in the gardens behind the buildings. In the next trench was one of his closest friends, L/Cpl. ‘Ted’ Orbell. Also a member of the Intelligence Section. Back found him dead later, a small piece of shrapnel in his head. “I remember him telling me several times before we left that he didn’t think he would come back from this one. We’d been together through North Africa, Sicily and Italy”.
About midnight, Back and others were moved back towards a warehouse behind a square (towards the north). They spent several hours there and were told, before dawn, that “it was every man for himself”.

“We didn’t know what to do or where to go. We had no idea where we were or where the rest of the Division was. Three or four of us wandered around for a while and found some trenches that had been dug sometime before and laid in them for the night.

“There were 60 or so British around our general area, I would guess, and some wounded, because I could hear them moaning in the dark. One of the chaps with me had a wound in the foot and we couldn’t move fast with him. I had a Sten gun with me, but it was useless. I didn’t have any ammunition and I didn’t have any grenades left.
“I could hear the German patrols moving around us in the dark. They had an awful time trying to do it quietly, because of the mess of glass and other debris in the road”.

In the morning, Back remembers several of them made their way back to the warehouse. It seemed quiet to him and they flung themselves down and rested. A short time later, he recalls, Major ‘Freddie’ Gough came into the warehouse and gave them a pep talk.
“He told us we had to try to break out and return to the Division and fight on until we were relieved. I remember his last words to us were: ‘I shall never be taken prisoner’. He left then, but about an hour later, after our capture, the first person I saw was Major Gough – talking to a German officer.

“We still had hope we’d get out of there, although I didn’t know how we could. We had no ammunition and no maps. We decided to split up into small groups and three or four of us walked out of the doorway of the warehouse – straight into a seven or eight man German patrol”.
They were taken to a reception area where they were searched and Back had his war diary notes taken from him.

Back remembers asking one English-speaking German Sergeant’s where they were going to take them.

“Where you started for,” was the reply.

“Where’s that?”

“Berlin,” the sergeant said simply.

Later that day they were marched to a church on the Zutphen road, a fairly new church “with uncomfortable pews”. Back recalls there wasn’t enough room to stretch out on them and it was uncomfortable sitting in them. Moreover, they were tired, hungry and thirsty.

The group was split up and Back found himself in a house, converted to a prison camp, further on up the road to Zutphen. It was the same house Deane-Drummond his in the closet.
Friday morning, they were taken by trucks to Zutphen and that evening were loaded in cattle trucks parked on a railway siding somewhere near the town.

Here, Back, who had heard that the Germans never made ranks of Corporal and above work – except on a voluntary basis – he tore one of the chevrons off his jumping jacket and with a pin he borrowed managed to fasten it on to the sleeve of his shirt, above his other chevron, thus becoming a ‘Corporal’.

Later, when interrogated, he informed his captors he was Cpl. Back and was not assigned to a work detail. However, just before Christmas, he became bored and volunteered to go work on a farm not far from Nuremburg.
He tried one escape and was captured a week later: thankful, frankly, because it was cold and they had had nothing to eat for days.

They were finally liberated in early May [22nd April 1945] from a  prison camp at Luckenwald, near Berlin, by the Russians, and returned to England at the end of May [1945].
