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Herbert Henry “Harry” Harding 
Story & Photographs contributed by Paul Harding 

 

On September 5th 1944 the First Battalion of the Grenadier 
Guards (the 4th Company) along with others liberated Aarschot.  
 

Herbert Henry (known as Harry) Harding was one of these 
troops. The night before, he had lost his good friend Harry 
Hallsworth: The two men had enlisted together, trained together, 
crossed over to Normandy together and fought shoulder to 
shoulder in several bloody battles. Harry Hallsworth was shot in 
Leuven by two German soldiers who had approached him 
waving a white flag of surrender. He is buried in the War 
Cemetery at Heverlee. 
 

Harry Harding’s company was sent into Aarschot with his Bren 
Gun Carrier on the afternoon of the 5th of September. He 
stopped close to a shop owned by the Vandenplas sisters and 
got out of his vehicle. Among the crowd were the Noynaerts 
sisters and Jeanne “Jenny” Justens. Despite the language 
barriers, the ice was broken and Harry picked up a scrap of 
paper from the ground, wrote his address in Prestwich, 
Lancashire, and handed it to Jenny. Jenny took Harry to her 
parents’ house and he was allowed to clean himself up. 



The next day the troops were moved on to the Albert Canal, 
which was strategically important on the way to Arnhem where 
they would be involved in “Operation Market Garden” – as 
chronicled in the book & film “A Bridge Too Far”.  
 

A year later, in September 1945, 
Jenny and her friends the 
Noynaerts sisters wondered 
about the “Brave Soldiers” they 
had met the previous year. Jenny 
remembered that she still had the 
scrap of paper with Harry’s 
address and so she wrote to his 
parents: “Did your son make it 
safely through the war, and if so 
is there any way to contact him?”  
 
To Jenny’s great joy and relief she received a reply from Harry’s 
father – yes, his son was still alive and was now stationed in 
Berlin. He promised to forward the letter to him. 
 

Not long after Jenny received a letter from Harry and they 
embarked on a great deal of correspondence. Inevitably Harry 
decided to travel to Aarschot to meet up with Jenny when he 
was on leave.  
 

In December 1948 Harry Harding and Jenny Justens married 
and settled in Aarschot, where they would spend the rest of 
their lives together, being blessed with four children. Harry’s tale 
of how, the day after losing his best friend Harry Hallsworth, he 
found consolation in meeting Jenny is one of the family’s most 
treasured stories. 



Herbert Henry “Harry” Harding MBE 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Harry was born in Broughton on May 22nd, 1924.  

He passed away in Aarschot, Belgium,  

on November 9th , 2001.  
 

Harry moved to live in Belgium after ending his active career    
with the Grenadier Guards, 1st Battalion, in 1947.  

He saw action in World War Two in France (Normandy),  

Belgium (Brussels, Louvain, Leopoldsburg),                      

The Netherlands (Nijmegen) and Germany.  

 

Harry married Jenny Justens in 1948,  and they had four children. 



Alois Van Craen 
Story & Photographs contributed by Jean-Paul Ceulemans 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Alois Van Craen was born in Hulshout on 11 December 1919.  

As the oldest of six children, Alois was exempt from military service and did 
not have to be mobilized.   

At the outbreak of the war Alois was going to work with his sister in Brussels.  
He also attended evening classes at the Arts et Métiers, Arts and Crafts.  Upon 
hearing the first reports of the progress of the war on May 11th, he wanted to 
get home as soon as possible, but only managed to get as far as Leuven – 
there were no more trains to Aarschot and Leuven was under bombardment.  
Alois and a girl from Ourodenberg whose name he did not know travelled 
toward home. Along the way a British sentry urged them to go no further, but 
they needed to get home.  In Aarschot they went their separate ways.  
Everything turned out to be locked.  From neighbours, Alois learned that most 
people in the neighbourhood were hiding in the basement of the college.  He 
went to look but found none of his family.   

After finding his family, they decided to leave with the fire truck that was 
departing for Calais, and although this journey was beset with many problems, 
they eventually made it.  

 



Alois’ future mother-in-law  was English, so they sent her to the English 
consulate to get the necessary papers.  After a long wait everything was fine, 
but as Alois was not yet part of Roelants family, he did not meet the 
requirements. They spent the night in a bombed factory.   

In the morning they were among the first to reach the port.  Hoping for the 
best, Alois went along.  Although it was against the regulations with a little 
persuasion he was allowed to register and board the boat to Folkestone.  
 

On arrival at Folkestone, Alois was separated from the family and as a suspect 
passenger was transferred to Empress Hall.  With others he was interrogated 
by a kind of court.  By coincidence there was an judge from Brussels who knew 
Alois, and he was allowed to leave to search for his family. He tried to get work 
and learn English.  After much searching, Alois was reunited with his family, 
and he married on July 30th, 1940, but he was not permitted to stay with his 
wife – he had to return to the accommodation provided by the Salvation Army. 
Finally, on August 19th, after 22 days of waiting, Alois got the permission to 
join his wife in Spalding. 
 

On February 24, 1941, Alois reported to the Belgian armed forces.  He arrived at 
the Liberation Brigade (later Brigade Piron) and was assigned to the First 
Derbyshire Yeomanry Regiment.   
 

It was three years of heavy training. Most men had been recruited as 
volunteers so we were well motivated and all tried to make the best of it.  Many 
were sent to the English regiments for training, so that they would know all the 
techniques and material well.  The armoured cars, the radios and other 
equipment were outdated but sufficient for the training. During the rigid 
exercises they quickly became familiar with the weapons and explosives  that 
belonged to the squadron.  In early May 1944 they took delivery of new 
equipment and vehicles.   
 

All vehicles were equipped with the necessary weapons and ammunition. In 
order to become familiar with these vehicles the entire brigade underwent 



intensive exercise in Hildershaw, near Cambridge.   
 

The superiors were satisfied with the performance and precision: The men 
were delighted and everyone longed to be sent to France. On August 4th the 
brigade boarded a Liberty ship and sailed to Arromanches .   
 

The armoured squadron gathered in a meadow in Plumetot and was added to 
the British-Canadian 6th Airborne Division.  At night they were shot at by the 
Germans.  The 5th armoured platoon was used for individual explorations, to 
ascertain the strength of the enemy and to estimate its numerical strength.  It 
also had to seek out smaller resistance groups and try to connect with dropped 
paratroopers.  They were ordered along the French coast to Honfleur via Villers-
sur-Mer and Deauville. Alois said that this was a difficult and dangerous task 
because there were Germans hiding who still wanted to fight and that you 
needed “ten eyes”. 

When the platoons reunited again at Pont-Audemer they were attached to the 
49th British Division.  They were to protect the bridge over the Risle, but it was 
blown up and the attacked with anti-tank guns and machine guns.  Alois heard 
a mortar bomb coming and shouted to the others: "This is one for us!".  
Everything moved very quickly.  Alois felt no immediate pain but there was 
something wrong.  He felt a stabbing pain in his eye socket, left arm and 
another three other places. He was hit by shrapnel and fell unconscious After 
being given temporary care in the field hospital at Bayeux he was flown by 
Dakota a few days later  to Newport and then transferred to the Tredeger 
Hospital in Monmouthshire in South Wales where he was recovering for three 
months.  
 

Early in 1945 Alois was declared fit for service again and could return to his 
unit, albeit with a few days leave to visit his family in Aarschot. It was an 
emotional time for the family, especially Alois’ mother, but immediately 
afterward he was sent to rejoin his unit in Buggenhout. He was appointed as 
an instructor for approximately 900 men who had volunteered.  His former 
colleagues from the regiment had already been further deployed in Germany.  



Alois finished his military service in July 1945. 

He has attended every memorial service since then. 

 

 The Service in 2013 
 

  The service in 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is the memorial service in Aarschot in 2014. 

Pictures on this page supplied by Karine Rens. 



How Alois’ story links back to the 
Invasion of Aarschot in 1914: 

Alois Van Craen married Maria Octavia Roelants in Fulham in 1940. 
 

The following tells the terrible story of how deeply Aarschot was hurt in 1914 and 
“why/how” Alois got married in the UK. 
 

Maria Octavia Roelants’ grandfather, Ferdinandus Roelants, was one of the civilian 
victims of that terrible August 20th 1914 in Aarschot. 
 

Ferdinandus stood in the line-up to be shot next to his son Jef Roelants (who was 
only 14 years old in 1914). 
 

The Germans shot every third person in the line. The family always said that 
Ferdinandus swapped places with his son Jef to save his son’s live. Jef indeed 
survived, after seeing his father being killed he returned to his mother (Rosalie De 
Hond). 
 

When Aarschot was briefly back in the hands of the allied forces, Rosalie De Hond 
fled to Spalding in Lincolnshire as a widow with her 6 children (including Jef). 
 

Two of Rosalie’s children married in Spalding during World War One: 
 

- Her son Jef Roelants (who stood in line next to his father) married Sarah Jane Pack 
in 1917. Jef was 17 years old. when he married. Their daughter Maria Octavia 
Roelants (born 1919 in Aarschot) married Alois Van Craen, also in England during 
World War Two. 
  

- Her daughter Maria Ursula Roelants married Alfred Hardy (also from Spalding) 
 

Jef also served with the RAF in World War Two 
 

Some of the above information is from the book “Wie waren ze ?” (Who were they ?), 
that describes each civilian victim in Aarschot in 1914, published by the 
Heemkundige Kring – Aarschot. 
 

The above is typical how terrible those days where, and how many Aarschot families 
were victims. It really never stops:  Rosalie De Hond’s brother-in-law (married to her 
sister) was also killed on the same night - August 20th, 1914. 



Colonel Gustave Joseph Albert Rens 
 

Colonel Gustave Joseph Albert 
Rens, one of the few remaining 
Belgian World War Two pilots 
passed away on Monday 6 May 
2013. 

Born in Aarschot on January 8th, 
1917, Rens was taken prisoner 
during World War Two but 
managed to escape in 1942. 
Arriving in England he joined the 
Royal Air Force where he trained 
to become a fighter-bomber pilot, 
ultimately joining an RAF Tempest 
V Squadron of 2nd TAF. After his military career he became 
president of the High Commission for War Invalids, Veteran 
Combatants and War victims. Colonel Rens reached the age of 
96 years.  

He was honoured in Aarschot on November 11th 2011. 

Colonel Rens was the great-uncle of Karine Rens, who supplied 
the photos of Alois Van Craen on the previous page. 

 

 

Rhyl Tourist Information Centre would like to thank Paul Harding,     
Jean-Paul Ceulemans and Karine Rens for the photographs and stories 
contained herein. 


