
 

James Frederick Cook 

41305 Private, 10th Battalion Essex Regiment, formerly Norfolk Regiment 

He was killed in action on 2nd September 1918 in France, aged 40  

James is buried at Rancourt Military Cemetery, Somme, France. 

 

At a superficial glance the whole of Pte Cook’s entry is very confusing – not helped by the fact that 

other than on the Harleston War Memorial all his records are in the name of James, which was the 

name given to him at birth, and this is how I will refer to him from now on. 

James Cook, who at age 40 was one of the older casualties from Harleston, was born possibly in 

Needham, possibly Withersdale, depending on which census entry you are looking at! In truth he 

was born in Withersdale but had been raised, since a baby, with the rest of the family in Needham.  

James’ mother, Caroline nee Cook, married James Leist in Needham on the 14th of May 1879. 

James Leist was a labourer, his father Elijah was a labourer and, although both were living in 

Needham, both had been born in Rushall. In later years there were a lot of Leists in Needham, this 

family were the original colonists, moving into the village sometime between 1851 and 1857. 

Caroline, however, came from the parish of Withersdale.   

At this point I leapt to the assumption that young James was an illegitimate child of Caroline and 

had been born in Withersdale before Mr Leist met and married James’ mother, taking on the child 

with his new wife.  This does not actually exclude Leist from being James Cook’s father and on 

further investigation, the Needham baptism records show that James Leist, actually was James 

Cook’s father as, although James Jnr was firmly baptised with the surname Cook, James Leist was 

equally firmly named as the father. The baptism of James Cook took place on the 9th of November 

1879, the next entry but one in the parish register was for his younger brother, Richard Henry Leist.  

So, in brief, James Frederick was illegitimate, born in his mother’s home village of Withersdale. The 

relationship between James Snr and Caroline continued and with a second child on the way the 

couple finally got hitched, and only at that point was James Jnr baptised; subsequent legitimate 

siblings being able to bear their father’s family name. 

Mind you this laid-back attitude is understandable since James Snr’s mother, Sarah Leist nee 

Buggs, had brought an illegitimate child into her own marriage to Elijah. In the 1861 census, their 

first child, 7 years old Ann goes under the name of Leist, in the 1871 census she is flying under 

her mother’s maiden name of Buggs. By 1881 Ann Buggs was back to being a Leist - talk about 

history repeating itself! The Leists Snr seem to have had comfortable accommodation in 1881, but 

they were a hard-working family who 

kept out of trouble – so good for them! 

 

Norfolk News  

26 Mar 1881 



 

By the 1881 census, both of Caroline and James 

Snr’s children, James Jnr and Richard were using 

the Leist surname, blow the inconvenient matter of 

the wedding being after rather than before the 

happy event. Shortly after this census, in a tragedy 

of a type that occurred so often at this time that 

Judges were calling for free fire guards to be 

distributed to the poor working classes, Richard 

died at the age of three after his clothes caught fire.  

Caroline had popped to a neighbour for 5 minutes 

and returned to find her son’s clothes on fire and 

his chest badly burnt, he died 3 hours later.  

Diss Express  

2 Feb 1883 

 

The 1911 census shows that James and Caroline 

went on to have 6 children in total although by 

1911 two had died, including Richard Henry, 

leaving James Jnr as their only son. 

Elijah and Elizabeth’s family were, of a decent 

size, about 10 children, not excessive by the 

standards of the time.  Although Elijah was a labourer, he had some degree of education and status 

as by 1881, he was also the Parish Clerk.  One of his younger daughters, James Snr’s sister, Mary, 

aged 8 in 1881, went on to become the village school ma’am, a role she took on for 41 ½ years.  

However, in 1891, Mary was stuck at home helping her 

widowed mother.  Next door, big brother James had 4 

children and a wife in his household whilst a few doors away 

James’ slightly younger brother was also raising a family of 

four and next door to them was James Buggs, Uncle to both 

the lads.  Needham was filling up with Leists, including our 

James Frederick Cook who was, like his Aunt Ann Buggs 

next door, flying under the surname of Leist. 

Diss Express 

15 Nov 1935 

 

I suspect Pte Cook was always called Frederick in day to day 

usage (to differentiate him from his father) and called James 

in official documents, it is not surprising that his wife and family 

chose to remember him under the name they called him, Frederick.  

Although the Leists may have had a tendency to be a little lax on protocol, by the turn of the 20th 

Century there’s was a most respectable family; other than one of James’ sons, Arthur, occasionally 

getting hauled up for drunkenness, the family’s main appearances in the press where when James 

Snr was winning prizes for his vegetables.  They also turned out for funerals, fundraisers and 

concerts as appropriate. 



 It was probably only when documents had to be dug out for James’ wedding, a week after 

Valentine’s Day in 1901 that James became a ‘Cook’ again.  It was under that name, al beit without 

the extra ‘e’ on the end he sported on his wedding documents, that he also enlisted. James Cook 

set up home with his wife, Florence Ellen nee Ling, on the London Road somewhere between the 

Magpie and the Beeches.  Florence was one of the oldest of 13 children of a farm labourer from 

Shelton, 9 of her siblings had survived to the 1911 census. 

Also in 1901, at the Magpie, a 23 years old Harleston born Frederick James Leist (just to confuse 

matters, but a different man entirely) was the boot cleaner, next door 19 years old Rose M Leist 

from Needham was working as a housemaid whilst few doors away widowed Emma Leist, a 

dressmaker also from Needham but the widow of a Rushall Leist, was making do in her own 

household.  Emma and Fredrick. were mother and son, Rose was one of James Cook’s siblings!  

Either way a lot of Leists in one small area although there were a lot more in Needham! 

By 1911, the Cook family had moved round to Mendham Lane and, after 10 years of marriage they 

had four children, all born in Harleston and aged between 9 and 1  Slightly startling to relate, another 

Florence Cook, a few years the junior of James’ wife was living next door but one to their household 

whilst a third, between the two in age, was living up at Jay’s Green. 

On the death of James, Florence would have been a 38 years old widow with 4 children to raise.  

Whilst the oldest two may have been able to contribute to the household expenses, she still had 2 

dependents.  James’s soldier’s will, dated November 1916 left everything to his wife, address given 

as Mendham Lane. 

At this point a neighbour from earlier times, on the London Road, stepped in. Ernest Bussey, who 

had been acting as a page boy (junior foootman?) in the Beeches in 1901, had survived the war and 

went on to marry, in 1920,  Florence Ellen Cook nee Ling, the widow of Pte Cook. Ernest Bussey’s 

younger brother Frederick Arthur Bussey had died less than a year before Florence’s husband.  

Judging by the details of the next of kin held by the CWGC, Ernest moved into Florence’s home.  

Pte Cook’s parents, James and Caroline, made it to their 

Golden Wedding in fine heath although they had moved 

from Needham to Brockdish following a workplace 

accident. Indeed, when James fell off a ladder in the early 

1920’s when he was 65, the judge at the ensuing court 

case stated he was a fine-looking man for his age!  

James obviously continued with his keen gardening, his 

wife must have been an outgoing soul, having worked in 

the Swan for 13 years.  The piece about their anniversary 

shows they were obviously proud of all their descendants 

including the four children of their son who died in the 

war. 

Diss Express  

17 May 1929 

 James and Caroline then made it to their Diamond 

Wedding, in May 1939, at which point more details came 

out about their lives, even in his 80’s James was still a bit 

of unit, hoiking large lumps of wood about.  Caroline had 

rather more refined tales to tell of her time in service – 



this time their son, James Cook, who died in the war was mentioned.  4 months after their Diamond 

Wedding was achieved, another World War broke out. 

Extra-ordinary as it may seem, the couple not only saw out the war but went on to celebrate their 

70th Wedding anniversary, out living their only married daughter, Kate.  Caroline was obviously still 

as sharp as a button, having started work aged 8, for a shilling a week, the only thing that was now 

stopping her making her prize-winning sweets was ‘you can’t get the sugar to do it now.’  

 

Diss Express  

19 May 1939 

 

Diss Express  

20 May 1949 

 

Picking the bones out of a report of the wedding in 1935 of James Cook and Florence’s youngest 

daughter, when Alice Lily would have been 24 or so, her sister Mabel, had been married (for 8 years) 

to a Mr Noble with at least three children from the union, all of whom were involved in the ceremony, 

her older brother William could not attend so her other brother, Sidney, gave her away. 



Whilst this would have been a very happy day for all concerned, and I am sure Mr Bussey had made 

a splendid husband and stepfather, I have no doubt that all present thought of their absent father on 

that and previous days of similar joy.  

Judging by the longevity of his mother, father and at least 

one of his sisters, had the destruction on WW1 not been 

visited upon him, James Cook aka Frederick aka Leist may 

have had a long and productive second half of this life. 


