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Pte. Harry ALDERSON (1899 - 1918) 

(King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry) 

 

 

  

Pte. Harry Alderson, aged 19, Service No. 62483, of the King’s Own Yorkshire Light 

Infantry, was killed in action on July 20th 1918. He was buried in the Jonchery-sur-Vesle 

British Cemetery at Marne in France. He was the oldest child of Tom and Mary Ellen 

Alderson of 119, Leeds Road, Howden Clough, Birstall. 

                                         Family Information 

Harry was born in Birstall on May 12th 1899. He was the first of eight children born to Tom 

and Mary Ellen Alderson. The family lived at 13, Intake Lane, Brownhill, Batley. Tom was 

from Birstall and he was a Stone Mason. He married Mary Ellen Rodger on February 11th 

1899 at St. Peter’s Parish Church in Birstall. 

 

 

 

The family soon grew with the arrival of Doris Esther (1901); Annie (1904) – who sadly died 

in 1905; Marjorie (1907); Emma – also known as Daisy (1911). 
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In 1911 the family moved to Salter’s Gate, near Tow Law in County Durham as there was 

more work for a Stone mason there. (Mary Ellen’s brother, John Rodger went with them and 

he worked in a Gannister Mine). 

It was whilst they were in Saltersgate in 1911 that son Tom Alderson was born – sadly he 

died within one year of his birth. 

 

 

The family in Salter’s Gate 

Mum and dad with Harry, Marjorie, Emma and Doris 

The family returned to Yorkshire in early 1914 and lived at 119, Leeds Road, Howden Clough 

opposite Birstall Cricket Field. [The house has now gone but it was where Ashfield Road joins 

Leeds Road]. 

The family grew with the arrival of Ethel (1914) --- a further son Denis was born in 1921. 

Father, Tom, enlisted in 1915 as a Gunner and joined the Royal Garrison Artillery. 

Harry attended the Central Council schools and was associated with Birstall Parish Church 

and Howden Clough Mission Church. He was also a member of Birstall Liberal Club. 

 

Service Record in Training 

Harry was called up in 1917 and enlisted at Bradford. He was originally assigned to the 7th 

Battalion of the Training Reserve and he was posted to the training camp at Rugeley in 

Staffordshire.  
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[Rugeley Camp on Penkridge Bank, Cannock Chase had been used as a military training 

ground since the 1870s.  

During the First World War two military camps were built on the Chase - Brocton Camp, 

which was located near to Anson's Bank, and Rugeley Camp, which extended along 

Penkridge Bank. The two camps were separated by the Sherbrook Valley.  

 

Brocton Camp provided troops with canteen facilities, a bank, post office, shops and even a 

theatre. A standard gauge railway built by West Cannock Colliery Company, carried food and 

other supplies around the camp to the troops who were stationed there.] 

 

 

Rugeley Camp – 1917  

Harry is the third from the left on the back row. 

From the time he joined the Army Harry and his family exchanged many letters and the 

family have many of the letters received from Harry. He had a great time during his training 

period – clearly part of his great adventure. 

Here is a small sample of some of those letters he sent ….. 

To his Sister --- “Just a line or two in answer to your most welcome letter which I have 

received today. This is the third letter I am writing and I never felt better in my life as 

regards health. ……. Well dear sister I have had a change from bread and cheese and I have 

had bread and butter sometimes and I am lucky and get some jam and golden syrup but I 

was very lucky tonight and got a piece of spice cake. …. Tell my mother I hope she has not 

forgotten me. Well dear sister I shall have to close with best of love from your loving 

brother”. 

To his Mother --- “I am writing to inform you that I received your parcel and letter alright 

and it was very welcome. We are going on a big parade on the fourth of June which is the 
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King’s Birthday and we are going to be inspected by a General. Well our Captain seems to 

think we shall have to go out before the war is over so that is a different opinion to what the 

French and British have said.” 

To his Father ---- “We are having some very cold weather here now and it takes us all our 

time to keep warm so you must be catching it and I hope you can get rum to warm you up if 

you cannot have a fire same as I have in my billet. You must keep your spirits up best you 

can as I know you will feel down hearted at times as I do myself. Then I think it is no use 

bothering but I shall think more about home when I get back than I ever did before I got 

called up. Some of the lads don’t seem to value their home at all so I fell very thankful that I 

have had a good bringing up.   ……   I don’t know whether I shall get home for Christmas or 

not but I should love to. John Bull said the war would be over by Christmas but he didn’t say 

which one but I am sure that something will happen before Xmas 1918 – don’t you. Well 

dear father I have nothing more to say so I will wish best of luck and close with best love. 

From your ever loving son Harry xxxxx” 

 

After Rugeley he was sent to Ipswich to complete his training and he refers in his letters to 

musical nights and games evenings and concerts given by the Salvation Army Band at the 

YMCA on Saturday evenings. 

 

Service Record on the Front. 

 

He was posted to the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry (Service No. 62483). 

Pte. Alderson was sent out to France in May 1918 and he immediately went to the front 

line. He died within two months of his arrival - just after his nineteenth birthday. He was 

killed in action taking part in the 2nd Battle of the Marne.  

 

2nd Battle of the Marne (July 15th – August 6th 1918) 

This was the last major German offensive on the Western Front during the First World War. 

The attack failed when an Allied counterattack, supported by several hundred tanks, 

overwhelmed the Germans on their right flank, inflicting severe casualties. The German 

defeat marked the start of the relentless Allied advance which culminated in the Armistice 

with Germany.  

The Second Battle of the Marne was an important victory. Ferdinand Foch received 

the baton of a Marshal of France. The Allies had taken 29,367 prisoners, 793 guns and 3,000 

machine guns and inflicted 168,000 casualties on the Germans. The primary importance of 

the battle was its morale aspect: the strategic gains on the Marne marked the end of a 

string of German victories and the beginning of a series of Allied victories that would in 

three months end the war. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_Front_(World_War_I)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hundred_Days_Offensive
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armistice_of_11_November_1918
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armistice_of_11_November_1918
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baton_(symbol)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshal_of_France
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hundred_Days_Offensive
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When Pte. Alderson was killed he was buried in the Ecueil Farm Military Cemetery and then 

in 1921 he was re-laid in Jonchery-Sur-Vesle British Cemetery at Marne. 

 

 

 

 

Jonchery-sur-Vesle British Cemetery, Marne, France 

Jonchery-sur-Vesle is a village and commune in the Department of the Marne. The 

Cemetery was made after the Armistice, by the concentration of graves from the 

battlefields and other cemeteries, including:- 

Ecueill FARM MILITARY CEMETERY, where 13 British soldiers were buried in July, 

1918, with 31 French and 25 Italian, plus TRAMERY FRENCH MILITARY CEMETERY 

and TRESLON CHURCHYARD and FRENCH EXTENSION 
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There are over 350, 1914-18 war casualties commemorated in this site - of these, over two-

thirds are unidentified and special memorials are erected to five soldiers from the United 

Kingdom, buried in other cemeteries, whose graves could not be found. 

 

Pte. Alderson’s name appears on the Birstall War Memorial and the Rolls of Honour in .. 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

St Saviour’s Parish Church, Brownhill 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Howden Clough Methodist Chapel 
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Family Memories 

(Provided by Denise Nelson) 

“Harry’s youngest sister Ethel, my mother, was born in November 1914 and her only 

memory of Harry is when he came home unexpectedly in his uniform, presumably on 

leave before he was sent to France, she saw him coming up the road and ran in to 

tell her mother “Harry is coming”.  He thought a lot about her and in his letters to his 

mother always asked her not to let Ethel forget him, and he promised when he came 

home he would buy her a dolls pram.  She didn't understand that he had died and 

continually talked about Harry coming home and bringing her a dolls pram, and 

when his mother received Harry's War Gratuity (£5.6s.0d) she bought her the pram 

Harry had promised her, and she was allowed to lead the Sunday School procession 

pushing this pram on the Birstall Peace Day celebrations on 19th and 21st July 1919. 

Harry's father had been taken prisoner and was in Dulmen camp in Westphalia.  My 

Grandma had written to him, but not told him about Harry's death, so he didn't learn 

about this until he arrived home in December.  

All the neighbours knew each other, and Grandma told us how they had all helped 

her cope when Harry was killed and Grandad still a prisoner.  After the Armistice the 

neighbours planned to hold a street party but one of them said he didn't know how 

they could shame to have one when Mrs. Alderson's son had been killed and her 

husband still not back and she hadn't heard what had happened to him. But she said 

“no, let them have their party, I am just glad it is all over and no one else will be 

killed or wounded”   When Harry was training at Rugeley some of the neighbours 

gave her biscuits and sweets to send to him, and a local shopkeeper saved his empty 

biscuit tins to send these in so they would not be damaged.  Birstall Liberal Club also 

sent him 5 shillings.” 

His Mother’s Letters 

Harry’s mother, Mary Ellen, sent letters to him during all the time he was away – sometimes 

two or three letters each week. The turmoil in her life cannot be imagined - her husband a 

prisoner in Germany - her son on the front line. The despair in her letters to Harry grew. The 

last three letters were returned – he had been killed. 

 

On August 22nd she had written … 

 “My Dear Son ….. Just a line hoping this letter will find you alright. I have not much 

heart to write, all I can do is just wait for the postman and I cannot tell you what I 

feel like when he goes past. I know dear it is not your fault I have had no letters and I 

am pleased to say we are all well, dad and Uncle John too according to the last letter 

I got from them. So I will close this time from your ever loving mother. xxx”  
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The word she feared most … 

 

 

 

Mary Ellen continued to write to her husband, Tom, but kept her terrible news from him. 

 

WE WILL REMEMBER THEM – all of them 

 

Researched for Project BUGLE by Tony Dunlop.  

 

With special thanks to Pte. Alderson’s nieces Denise Nelson and Jennifer Link (both nee 

Jackson) who both came from Howden Clough.   


