
Private Fred Knowles (1890 – 1917) 

5th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment. 

Earth has waited for them,  

All the time of their growth, 

 Fretting for their decay:  

Now she has them at last! 

 In the strength of their strength  

Suspended---stopped and held. 

Isaac Rosenburg  1917 

 

Fred Knowles was born in Birstall in about 1890. His father was Brook Knowles, and his 

mother Elizabeth Anne. Brook was born in 1847 and married Elizabeth Anne Shires in 1880. 

Brook was actually a twin, and his brother Miles became a schoolteacher but died young at 

48 in Staffordshire.  



In 1881 Brook Knowles was living in Gomersal and was working as a clothing manufacturer. 

By 1891 Brook was the manager of a woollen factory and Fred, his first child was just one 

year old. 

In 1901 the Knowles family were living at Leeds Road in Birstall and Fred was by now 11 

years old, and probably attending Batley Grammar School at this time. By the 1911 census 

the family had moved from their home in the Birstall/Gomersal area, to Leeds. They were 

living at 5 Clarendon Road, Leeds.  

Brook and Elizabeth had three children by then and both father and three sons were involved 

in the clothing trade as either agents or retailers. The move to Leeds signified the growing 

strength of Leeds as a base for clothing manufacture at this time. 

All three sons of the Knowles family joined the army in the First World War. Only the oldest 

son, Herbert, survived the war. It is not known when Fred Knowles joined the army as his 

records are no longer available. His medal records are also not available. However, he joined 

the 1/5th Battalion of the West Yorkshire Regiment. His battalion was formed in August 1914 

in York. It was part of West Riding Brigade, West Riding Division and moved on 10 August 

1914 to Selby. After other training camps the regiment landed at Boulogne on the 15th of 

April 1915. In January 1917 the Battalion was involved in the Battle of the Ancre, and it is 

likely that Fred Knowles was killed during the engagements fought there. 

Intriguingly though, the battalion war diary for the 5th West Yorkshires records no casualties 

between the date of January 18th and January 29th 1917. The battalion were at Bailleumont in 

France at the time. Each day’s entry shows the same ‘Nil Casualties’ remark for those days. 

The entry for January 29th 1917 notes that one ‘other rank was killed in Basseuse, and that he 

was attached to the Divisional Salvage Team at the time. It may well be that the notification 

of Fred Knowles’ death was made to his battalion on January 29th, but that he had died with 

the salvage team in another area on January 21st 1917. It is a mystery that we shall perhaps 

never solve. 

Fred Knowles is buried at Warlingcourt Halte British Cemetery in the Pas de Calais. The site 

of the cemetery was chosen in May 1916. It was used from June 1916 to May 1917 by the 

20th and 43rd Casualty Clearing Stations,  



 

Warlingcourt Halte British Cemetery the Pas de Calais 


