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Private Harold Freeman (1895-1918). 

2/5th Battalion Prince of Wales’s Own West Yorkshire Regiment. 

 
A family headstone in Drighlington church yard which remembers Harold Freeman, who is buried in 

Northern France. 

Harold Freeman was born in Drighlington in the winter months of 1895. His parents were 
Sam and Ann Freeman. The Freemans had married at Drighlington church on January 11th 
1888. Sam was shown as working as a wheelwright on the certificate and Ann had no 
occupation it seems. She was three years older than Sam at 30 years old, to Sam’s 27 years. 
Ann’s father Thomas was shown to be a miner and Sam’s father William was a farmer. The 
vicar who officiated was V. Hammond, after whom Hammond Crescent in the village is 
named. 

Sam and Ann went on to have several children before Ann died at some time between 1901 
and 1903. In 1901 the Freeman family were living in Station Road in Drighlington and they 
had four children under 10 years old. Harold was 6 at the time. 

In 1903 Sam married a widow from Birkenshaw, Jane Scott, and they lived together in 
Whitehall Road in Drighlington, where the family can be found on the 1911 census. Harold 
had three sisters. Alice was an 18 year old weaver, whilst Elsie was 13 and even by that age 

was working as a weaver. Hilda was 11 years old and still at school. Harold was working as 
an assistant grocer at this time, whilst his father, Sam was now a carpenter. 

Harold joined the army on October 12th 1916, like many Drighlington lads, in Bradford. He 
was obviously posted to the 7th Battalion, West Yorkshire Regiment where he was given the 
number 8137, before being posted to the 2/5 Battalion of the Prince of Wales’s Own West 
Yorkshire Regiment, where he took the number 268644. The book of remembrance wrongly 
states that he was always posted with the 7th West Yorkshire’s which was in fact his first 
regiment. His family at home probably never knew the machinations of the army in 
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transferring soldiers between regiments when losses were incurred, hence the wrong entry in 
the book. 

 

The Book of Remembrance entry for Harold Freeman containing two errors. 

It would be interesting to know of Harold’s different postings in the war, but sadly his file no 
longer exists. His medal card does exist however, but it tells us little about his service, other 
than the ominous notation on it which says ‘K in A 20.7.18’. 

So, Private Harold Freeman was to die on July 20th 1918, at the Battle of the Marne, more 
specifically he was to die in an engagement which tried to take the village of Fampoux from 
the Germans who were extremely well dug in, with a network of machine gun posts guarding 
their positions. 

The 2/5 battalion moved to bivouacs in Bisseul on July 18th 1918, where they seemingly had 
a relaxing day swimming. It turned out not to be so relaxing for one Albert Beer however, as 
he drowned whilst in the water! 

Briefing for the officers of the battalion took place at 7-30 pm and they were told that they 
were to be part of an attack on the village of Fampoux on the next day. Zero Hour was to be 
at 8 am the very next day. That evening the battalion, including Harold Freeman, moved up 
to Pourcy along badly lit and made tracks. It was reported that in the dark the guides they 
were given were losing their bearings and so the assembly of the troops for next day’s battle 
was poor and took a long time. 

The problem the officers and men of the regiment faced was that they were unaware of the 
ground they were to attack and there was no time for patrols to establish the conditions there. 
A shortage of maps did not help the officers either. The German defences were very well dug 
in and machine gun nests were well hidden from view. 

Fraser Skirrow has written a book entitled ‘Massacre on the Marne’ which tells the story of 
the battle for Fampoux, and in particular the part played by the 2/5th Battalion of the Prince of 
Wales’s Own West Yorkshire Regiment. He writes: 

“Numerous accounts of this phase of the war praise the professionalism and courage of 
the German machine gun units. They were now to be attacked by troops who had been 
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under arms all day and had walked all night with disorientated officers, unsupported by 
tanks, aircraft or effective artillery”. 

The village of Fampoux had been fought over earlier in March of 1918, when the Hampshire 
Regiment suffered many casualties. In recognition of their sacrifice at that time the town 
council of Bournemouth laid out the ‘Fampoux Gardens’ in the town in the 1920’s. 

This was the last battle to involve the 2/5 battalion. It was part of the French-led Second 
Battle of the Marne. The 2/5 battalion, supported by Italian artillery, were ordered to attack in 
the Ardre valley (a steep valley which meant a narrow front between heavy wooded flanks) 
without reconnaissance, maps or preparation. It was a dawn attack with the objectives of 
taking out the machine guns and to occupy the village. As the artillery had failed to knock out 
the machine guns in the woods, the 2/5 were enfiladed as soon as they advanced. Messages 
were sent back by the attacking companies whose officers and handfuls of men were taking 
cover in shell holes, but communication with the officers ceased within 2 hours. The reserves 

fared no better. The battalion took 400 casualties including all officers and many of the HQ 
staff. The objectives were not taken. 

Several officers were decorated with the Military Cross on that day for their courageous, but 
largely futile, actions. Harold Freeman was one of 85 men of the 2/5th Battalion who were 
killed on July 20th 1918, though other casualties in wounded and missing would certainly 
have been high. We will never know how he died, but it is more than likely that he was cut 
down by the vicious machine gun fire that the troops walked into as soon as they left their 
trenches. 

 

Marfaux British Cemetery on the Marne, to where Harold Freeman’s body was moved from Nanteuil 

Cemetery along with several soldiers from many cemeteries on the Marne. 

There are five cemeteries around the village of Fampoux which house war dead from the  
various battles fought to take and retake the village. Harold Freeman is buried in one of those 
cemeteries. He is also remembered on a family gravestone in the churchyard at Drighlington 
St Paul’s. 
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St Paul’s Church Drighlington. 

 

 

The UK Register of Soldier’s Effects entry for Harold Freeman, (Note 2/5th Battalion). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


