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The 
Memory 
Endures
By Geoffrey Holland

On 23 June 1941, War 

Office photographer 
Lieutenant Leonard 
Puttnam took an iconic 
photograph of three British 
paratroopers: Private 
Fred Cutting, Private Jim 
Crabtree and Corporal Reg 
Curtis, all former Grenadier 
Guardsmen and veterans of 
Dunkirk.
Now they were members of 
‘L’ Troop, 11th Special Air 
Service Battalion, Britain’s 
first battalion of paratroopers, 
formed as No 2 Commando 
in the wake of Dunkirk and 
redesignated the 11th SAS 
Battalion on 21 November 
1940.

Lieutenant Puttnam had 
been sent to photograph a 
training exercise involving a 
parachute drop and surprise attack on Norwich Castle, 
which the Battalion had swiftly captured. It was one of 
many such exercises, in which they targeted Army units, 
the Home Guard, and even the civilian and military 
police. It’s doubtful they were too popular with those they 
targeted. 

The new type of fighting soldier was offering some 
optimism at a time when the War was not going well for 
Britain. Articles had been appearing in the national press 
extolling the abilities of the paratroopers, if somewhat 
amplifying their strength and including a degree of 
misinformation aimed at the enemy.

Prime Minister Winston Churchill was their great 
champion and he and Mrs Churchill had visited them at 
Ringway to observe demonstration drops, as had King 
George VI and Queen Elizabeth.

The Daily Express, then the newspaper with the largest 
circulation in the world, had just published a piece by 
Military Reporter Morley Richards, who thought they 
had “reached the highest pitch of perfection” and wrote 
“I saw these men training. It was like looking at a race of 
supermen.” A lot of people would have read those words.

The Daily Mail printed Leonard Puttnam’s photograph 
on 26 June, cropped to feature Reg Curtis, referring to 
him only as “The British Paratroop…training for the day 
when Britain’s new Army takes the field against the Nazi 
hordes”.

All the positive publicity was fine while it lasted, but the 

reality would prove tragic. When the Battalion sailed for 
North Africa in November 1942, by now renamed the 1st 
Parachute Battalion, part of the 1st Parachute Brigade, they 
would shortly face slaughter on a dreadful scale during 
some of the fiercest fighting of the War. Further terrible 
losses would follow the drop into Sicily in 1943 to seize 
the Primosole Bridge. When Reg counted the cost after 
Sicily, he found that fewer than a quarter of his original 
battalion remained alive.

After Sicily came an unexpected opportunity, when 
Reg was invited to submit a newspaper article in the form 
of a letter home. He had not written for a newspaper 
before but decided to give it a go. Under the headline “I 
am a Red Devil” his piece was printed on 17 October 
1943 in the Empire News, a Sunday newspaper owned 
by Lord Beaverbrook. Lieutenant Puttnam’s photograph 
featured once again, and Reg’s letter was introduced by the 
editor as follows:

“Much has been written of Britain’s paratroops—the famous 

“Red Devils.” We have read of their bravery, coolness and daring. 

Here is an action story written by an ordinary paratrooper 

of three years’ experience—telling of his fears, his hopes, and 

his pride in the role he has been privileged to play in this war.”

Reg was encouraged and continued to write. He later 
said he took to it because he had lost so many friends 
and seeing their names on paper seemed to help. In his 

Above (L-R): Private Cutting, Private Crabtree, Corporal Curtis, ‘L’ Troop, 11th Special Air Service 
Battalion, Norwich, 23 June 1941. Photographer: Lieutenant L.A.Puttnam, War Office photograph
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book The Memory Endures, published two years 
before his death in 2016, in the chapter on Sicily he 
retained some of his original Empire News article, 
making this a book written over 70 years.

Reg’s final battle was at Arnhem. There, 
while trying to reach the Arnhem Bridge on 18 
September 1944 his right leg was shattered by a 
sniper’s bullet, and he lay on his back for six days 
and nights as the battle raged around him. When the 
fighting was over, he was taken prisoner. Attempts 
were made to save his leg, but it was amputated 
to save his life. He was then sent to Stalag XIB in 
Saxony for several months before liberation in April 
1945.

Back home in England, for a while Reg was 
resident in Queen Mary’s Hospital, Roehampton, 
which specialises in services for amputees, and he 
was fitted with an artificial leg. Soon he was living a 
full life again. He married his sweetheart Betty, rode 
a motorbike with sidecar, worked as a landscape 
gardener and even built his own house. His artificial 
leg was repeatedly strengthened for kneeling!

Reg always remembered his friends. For the 
rest of his life he stayed in touch with survivors 
of his 11th SAS Battalion, attending reunions at 
every opportunity, until he was the last. He kept 
his favourite photograph by Lieutenant Leonard 
Puttnam framed upon his wall. Of the two men 
pictured with him, Jim Crabtree died by his side in 
Tunisia, Fred Cutting’s fate he never knew.

“Reg Curtis and his fellow ‘originals’ set the pace and 

the standard in WW2, to which successive generations 

of Paras still aspire. Reg’s gripping and inspiring book 

preserves and promotes part of our heritage and 

helps disseminate it to the wider public, raising money 

to help serving and retired soldiers and families in 

need and distress, as his legacy to the Regiment he 

served with distinction. As a tight-knit family, we take 

great pride in ‘our own doing it for our own’: that is, Airborne 

soldiers, serving and retired, making great efforts to support 

their brothers. Reg has been now fully ‘retired’ from this 

world since 2016, but he continues to set a fine example. 
I hope that he will look 

down ‘from Valhalla’ and 

take justifiable pride in 
what he has achieved.”

- Lieutenant General 
Sir John Lorimer KCB 

DSO MBE
Lieutenant Governor of 

the Isle of Man
Chairman, Support 

Our Paras, The Parachute 
Regiment and Airborne 

Forces Charity
Former Colonel 

Commandant of The 
Parachute Regiment

The Memory Endures 

by Reg Curtis is published by his family, with all profits 
donated to the Reg Curtis Fund to Support Our Paras, 
administered by Support Our Paras, The Parachute 
Regiment and Airborne Forces Charity. The current 
2020 edition has a foreword by Stephen Cooper, Chief 
Executive, Support Our Paras.

The Memory Endures is available at:
https://pilotspublishing.co.uk/the-memory-endures

The Reg Curtis Fund to Support Our Paras is at:
https://www.justgiving.com/campaign/RegCurtis

Lieutenant Leonard Puttnam was a photojournalist 
who served with the War Office throughout WW2. A 
significant body of his work is held by the Imperial War 
Museum. He is especially remembered for documenting 
the evacuation from the Dunkirk beaches in 1940, from 
where, with his colleague Lieutenant Edward Malindine, 
he was evacuated twice, having bravely returned a second 
time to take further photographs. Leonard Puttnam’s son is 
the distinguished film producer David, Lord Puttnam.

Above: Reg’s article in The Empire News, 17 October 1943


