
Lance Corporal Arthur Knowles (1885 -1918). 

5th Battalion Durham Light Infantry. 

‘On the 9
th

 April,1918 Ludendorff struck in  Flanders . . .but the British defences here were better prepared 
and more dogged. . .his greatest advance was twelve miles . . .and the German soldiers knew that they  had 
shot their bolt. . . by June 25

th
 their army had lost over 800,000 men, with a disproportionate share borne by 

crack troops.  The German offensives had resulted in ‘crushing disapointment’.’ 
 

Hew Strachan:  ‘The First World War.’  (2003) 

 

The name of Arthur Knowles is found on the Ploegesteert Memorial. 

Arthur Knowles was born in Birstall in about 1885. His father was Brook Knowles, and his 

mother Elizabeth Anne, nee Shires. They married in 1880. Brook was actually a twin, and his 

brother Miles became a schoolteacher but died young at the age of 48 in Staffordshire.  

In 1881 Brook and Elizabeth were living in Gomersal and he was working as a clothing 

manufacturer. However, by 1891 Brook was shown in the census as being the manager of a 

woollen factory. Arthur Knowles was shown on the census as six years old. 



The 1891 census entries for the Knowles family shows that the children, Arthur and Herbert 

were away visiting friends in Yeadon at the time of the census being taken. They were with 

their other brother, who was named after his father, Brook. The young  Brook Knowles died 

at the age of 17 in 1899. Another child of the family died before the 1911 census was taken 

but details of this child cannot be found.  

Fred Knowles, Arthur’s brother, was shown as being at home in Birstall with the young 

Brook in the 1891 census. Arthur, Brook, (Snr), and Herbert were visiting a clothing 

manufacturer named Birch who lived in Yeadon at the time of the census. In 1901 the 

Knowles family were living at Leeds Road in Birstall and Arthur was 16 years old, and 

shown as working as a tailor’s apprentice, having left Batley Grammar School. 

By the 1911 census the family had moved from their home in the Birstall  area to 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. Unfortunately they had lost 

two children by the 1911 census. By 1911 the Knowles family were all living at 5 Clarendon 

Road in Leeds.  

All three sons of the Knowles family joined the army in the First World War, only Herbert, 

the oldest son of the family, actually survived. 

It is not known when Arthur Knowles joined the army as his full records are no longer 

available. However from his medal record card and his death registration with the 

Commonwealth War Graves Commission we do know that he joined the 5th Battalion of the 

Durham Light Infantry.  

Arthur was killed on April 9th 1918. Unfortunately the War Diary completed by the Adjutant 

for the 5th Battalion at the time is very sparsely written and it fails to give details of the deaths 

of ‘other ranks’. The diary for April 1918 shows that the 5th Durhams were relieved from  

front line duties on April 2nd. 1918. 

On 5th and 6th April 1918 the battalion received 225 new recruits in two tranches and on April 

8th 1918 the battalion moved to Estaires where they were billeted in huts. However, when the 

Portuguese Battalions were attacked in the front line the 5th Durhams were rushed back to the 

trenches from their billets to back up the Portuguese troops.  

The War Diary reads: 

“7-30 April 9th 1918. Owing to attack on the Portuguese, Battn. was ordered to man the 

Estaires defences. Battalion came into action during the morning and were heavily 

engaged in the afternoon in defence of the bridges over the River Lys south of Estaires”.  

The diary notes that three officers were either missing or dead or wounded, but then it gives 

no details of other ranks killed. As the Commonwealth War Grave note for Arthur Knowles’ 

grave shows that he died on April 9th, it must be assumed that he died during the defence by 

the 5th Durhams  of the bridges over the Lys at Estaires. No ‘other rank’ casualties are 



actually shown in the battalion War Diary and so the omission of a mention of him dying 

along with other ranks is not surprising.  

On April 15th 1918, after the battalion had been relieved by the Coldstream Guards the 

adjutant in writing his diary actually notes the battalion casualties in the engagements 

between April 9th and 12th 1918.  

Casualty figures for the 5th Durhams at Estaires were, 25 Killed, 112 wounded, 286 Missing. 

These were figures for all ranks and show the ferocity of the fighting to defend the bridges 

over the River Lys. 

The body of Arthur Knowles was never found. He was one of the missing posted in the war 

diary for those three days. His name is recorded on the Ploegesteert Memorial. On that 

memorial his rank is given as Lance ‘Serjeant’ and so he may well have achieved promotion 

before being killed. 

The Ploegesteert Memorial commemorates more than 11,000 servicemen of the United 

Kingdom and South African forces who died in the sector during the First World War and 

have no known grave. The original intention had been to erect the memorial in Lille.  

Most of those commemorated by the memorial did not die in major offensives, such as those 

which took place around Ypres to the north, or Loos to the south. Most were killed in the 

course of the day-to-day trench warfare which characterised this part of the line, or in small 

scale set engagements, usually carried out in support of the major attacks taking place 

elsewhere.  

 

Ploegesteert  Memorial 


