
 

Harry John Drake 

269431 Lieutenant, 5th Battalion Wiltshire Regiment 

He died on 26th August 1944 in France, aged 21 

Harry is buried at Saint Desir War Cemetery, Calvados, France 

 

The other men lying peacefully around Harry in the St Desir Cemetery in France bear either religious 

or sentimental texts on their headstones, Harry’s reads “Chosen to be a Soldier, Thank God”, 

reflecting his father’s pride in both his own and his family’s martial record. Harry Drake was part of 

the Allied offensive in north-western Europe which began with the Normandy landings of 6 June 

1944; he lies amongst those who died in the final stages of the campaign and four First World War 

burials.  

Like Dennis Howard who died in June 1942, Harry John Drake 

was the popular son of a local tradesman and, aged only 21, 

had already enjoyed a full life, engaged in many of the 

educational, sporting and social activities that had become 

available to those from all walks of life in the interwar period. 

He went by his middle name, John, not too surprising bearing 

in mind that he grew up living next door to his grandpa, also 

known as Harry, with whom his father worked. In such a 

potentially confusing situation, it was common for the middle 

name to be used.  

Diss Express  

25 Sep 1942 

 

John was the son of Wilfred Harry and Dorothy Drake of Harleston. The Drake family appear, on the 

surface, to be a family who drifted into town from Norwich sometime in the late 19th Century, however 

skipping back 2 generations and we find Elizabeth Warn, the only daughter of a successful boot and 

shoemaker John Warn. Warn, whilst he himself came from Wacton, had married a local lass, Esther, 

and living in the middle of town, appears to have had only the one child. In 1851, 17 years old 

Elizabeth was a very marriageable prospect for a young lad on the make.  Her father, previously 

described as a cordwainer (or maker of fine shoes), was then employing 3 men in his boot and 

shoemaking business.  

Meanwhile up in Norwich, in 1841, David Drake, an accountant was raising a decent sized family of 

6 children at the Heythorpe Buildings, Heigham.  Since the oldest two children were an apprentice 

to a Woollen Draper and a Tailor’s apprentice, I think we can assume that David was part of the 

cloth trade that had been such a major feature of Norwich commerce for centuries.  However, the 

comfortable lifestyle being enjoyed by the family was about to be impacted, by the premature death 

of David in 1842.   



9 years later, in 1851, oldest son George was a draper’s shop man in Lincolnshire whilst David Jnr, 

born in Gibraltar (indicating his father had spent some time at least in the Army), was a married 

tailor, living in Norwich. Daughter Margaret had married Benjamin Barker, woollen draper, in late 

1844 when only 18, the younger two boys, Alfred and Charles, bootmaker and warehouseman 

respectively, were lodging together and young Teresa, who I could not find, may well be doing 

something similar or working as a domestic servant. With her family scattered both within the bounds 

of the city and beyond, widowed Mary Drake was living with the Frowse family, it is quite possible 

that Mrs Frowse was Mary’s sister. The women of the family were all involved in trades allied to the 

cloth trade whilst Mr Frowse was a Parish Clerk, most respectable. 

The question that now arises is how did Charles Drake, Norwich orphan, get to meet and woo the 

eminently eligible Elizabeth, daughter of a well to do Harleston shoe and boot maker?   Taking a bit 

of a guess, I think we can assume that Charles had picked up a bit of polish in his earlier, more 

comfortable years and combined with his big city manners this may have helped the young man in 

his bid to woo Elizabeth from the country town of Harleston.  However, at the time of their marriage, 

in 1856, he was just a warehouseman – how they met may just remain a mystery, but I suspect he 

may have been working in a leather warehouse and doing a bit of sales and deliveries on the side! 

 

However, and this is where things now get complicated, Charles’s brother, shoemaker Alfred 

Augustus Drake, only 2 years older than Charles, had married Sophie Libbis in late 1851, Sophie 

witnessed Charles and Elizabeth’s marriage. Sophie Libbis’ mother, also Sophie but nee Copeman, 

had been born in Redenhall, and that is the only link I can see to the town!  Now a bit of a stretch 

here but, contrary to normal practice, Sophie and Charles married in the groom’s parish not the 

brides, and whilst Charles had a family member bear witness, Elizabeth did not – an elopement 

perhaps! 

 



Even if Elizabeth had eloped with young Charles Drake, this only child must have reconciled with 

her family as in 1861, when her husband was no longer a warehouseman but was described as a 

commercial traveller, Elizabeth was back home in Harleston.  She was living with her three children, 

in Pedgrift’s Yard (now known as Yallop’s Yard) near to her parent’s house.  During this census 

husband Charles was in Ipswich, a traveller in leather lodging in a private house with two other 

commercial travellers. The pair had started married life off in Norwich, birth town of their older 

children, Esther (aged 3 and named for Elizabeth’s mother) and Theresa (aged 2 and named for 

Charles’ younger sister) whilst the (then) youngest child, David (named for Charles’ father) and only 

9 months old had been born in Ipswich.   

Roll on to 1871 and the Drake family werr back in Norwich, with Benjamin J, Frederick W and Harry 

E added to the family. They had not stayed in Harleston long as 9 years old Benjamin and his 

younger siblings all claimed birth in Norwich. However, Esther, now 13, was living with her 

grandparents, the Warns, back in Harleston and training as a dressmaker; sadly, Theresa, who 

would have then been 12 had died aged only 5 in Norwich. Two more children, Benjamin John and 

David Charles both died in Norwich only a few months after they appeared in the 1871 census.  

1871 was not a good year – this return lists Charles as a labourer, somewhat of a step down from 

being a travelling salesman or even being a warehouse man. 

All very normal, sadly childhood death was very common at the time, and all perfectly respectable, 

but a background quite different from most of our Harleston Heroes, urban rather than rural. By 

1881, a twist appears.  Elizabeth Drake and her two younger boys were living back in Harleston, in 

the home of widowed mother Esther Warne, a shoe shop keeper.  Frederick Drake was a bottler at 

Everson’s ‘, the pop manufacturer behind Chameleon House, whilst his little brother Harry was still 

at school.  Elizabeth was described as married, no sign of Charles but of course he may have been 

travelling as he had been 20 years earlier. 

And this is when the whole story changes – 51 years old Charles, a Boot and Shoe Manufacturer, 

was in London on 106 Euston Road. Well, why not? The surprise is that sharing his home is a new 

‘wife’, Charlotte, much the same age as Charles himself so it is not as if he had traded in Elizabeth 

for a younger model.  This ‘marriage’ be it bigamous or non-existent, lasted as the couple 

reappeared together in both the 1891 and 1901 censuses; whether Charles maintained any contact 

with his abandoned family we do not know but it would seem unlikely. Whilst sentences for bigamy 

were light, the shame was immense, and Charles was by then a respectable businessman in late 

middle age. 

Elizabeth herself had disappeared by the 1891 census, she may have died up in Norwich in 1897 

as a lady of the right name and age did die then. 

 

However, her boys Frederick and Harry stayed on in Harleston, the two lads, abandoned by their 

father, bereaved of their mother and of several siblings, stuck closely together. When Harry Edwin 



married Mary Eglinton of Needham in 1889, his brother, Frederick William, was one of the witnesses.  

As was common at the time, Harry, a tailor, had married the daughter of a man, William Eglinton, 

who followed the same trade he did. A note of interest is that Harry describes his father as a 

warehouseman, indicating he had not heard from his father for many years as that was a job he had 

early in his career.  In 1891, Harry and Mary had set up home in Ellis’ Yard with a one-year old 

daughter Rosa Esther. This yard is roughly where Malthouse Court now stands and was named for 

the Market Gardener and Seedsman who worked from there for many years.  

One house away from the corner of the Yard and the London Road, big brother Frederick, the pop 

bottler, was also enjoying married bliss with his wife Ellen Eliza nee White from Pulham; married the 

year before Harry and Mary, they were sharing their home with two lodgers! 

Both Harry and Frederick were active, and more than competent members of the local militia. In 

Frederick’s case this would have done his career no harm; his employer, John Everson of the pop 

factory was a very active major in the corps. In 1891 Sergeants H. Drake and F. Drake won silver 

medals for their fencing prowess with Harry getting an additional medal for the assault at arms which 

included fencing, bayonet and sword work. On his return from the Boer War, Harry became a Sgt 

Instructor – a responsible role. 

Come 1901 and tailor Harry and his wife had added two sons, Frederick W and Wilfred H to their 

family.  Still living on the London Road, they had actually moved a few hundred yards further from 

the town centre and towards Wilderness Lane.  Older brother Frederick had spread his wings and 

left his rather dead-end job as a pop bottler in Harleston and taken himself and his wife off to Bury 

St Edwards where he was running a coffee shop and restaurant at 92 St John’s Street. They were 

obviously successful as by 1911, the still childless couple had moved to 38 St Andrews St / 1 

Risbygate Street, a 10-room establishment. 

There was quite a strong temperance movement 

throughout the country in the second half of the 19th 

Century, Harleston had its own Coffee Tavern which, 

in spite of its proprietors’ best efforts, never really took 

off.  However, by 1912 Drake had linked his efforts 

with the newly fashionable sport of Cycling, the Bury 

St Edmunds Auto Cycle Union also benefitted from 

being part of the Risbygate Temperance and 

Commercial Hotel!  Like his brother and his nephews, 

Drake became strongly linked with bowls, founding a 

club affiliated to the Hotel’s green.  

Drake’s Temperance Hotel and Coffee Shop. 

Bury St Edmunds 

 



Meanwhile, Harry remained in Harleston and was doing a fine job of raising his three children and 

following the trade of a tailor, eventually diversifying into a number of other lines as the 1936 advert 

below shows.  In 1911 oldest daughter, Rosa, was an elementary school teacher, having started 

teaching at Redenhall Girl’s School, but then lodging with two other teachers, including the 

Headmistress, in Melton Constable – possibly the best job that any girl of Rosa’s background might 

reasonably aspire to.  After her marriage to Watson Turbett, she 

spent some time in Essex, returned to town and then headed 

north.  A talented lady she also had a few songs and a number of 

children’s books published.  

Education seems to have been at the core of the family’s 

priorities: Harry’s older son, Frederick Jnr, was also an 

elementary school teacher whilst younger brother Wilfred was 

following in his father’s footsteps and learning to be a tailor. 

Over the next 50 years this family, with originally slightly tenuous 

links to Harleston really 

embedded themselves into 

the life of the town.  

Harry Edwin was sufficient of a figure in the area for his death 

in September 1945 to be marked in the local press when it 

becomes apparent quite how involved Harry was in the life of 

his adopted town, he was a Freemason, had been heavily 

involved in the equivalent of the Territorial Army, served in the 

Boer War and been a Special Constable. The obituary does 

indeed confirm that his grandfather had, as suspected, been in 

the Army. He was an excellent marksman and was part of the 

rifle club, he was involved in the local Friendly Society, 

particularly in their role in the annual Fundraising Hospital 

Sunday.  His lads were actively involved in Cricket and football, 

a great interest of his own and like his son was an avid bowl 

player.  A man of impressive physique he also supported the 

local reading room – and was basically an all-round good egg 

– shame his father was not around to take pride in the 

achievements of his descendants 

Frederick William seems to have been the more out-going of 

Harry’s two sons, having left town in 1911 to go to Teacher 

training College he enlisted in 1914. He served with the 4th, 11th 

and 1st East Surrey Regt, was mentioned in dispatches and 

gained the Military Medal in 1918 before being demobilised with 

the rank of Coy Sgt Major.  He returned to teach in Dunston for 

about a year before returning to Harleston as the Headmaster 

of the Boy’s School. He featured in press reports of the 20’s 

and 30’s participating in Vegetable Shows, Bowls tournaments, 

pigeon racing – although in 1935 a third place did not get him 

the cup that was awarded to the winner by his own father!  Good 

thing too or cries of nepotism may have been heard. He was 

also a keen and competent fisherman, with details of his 

catches appearing in the local paper. In 1922 he chaired the 

meeting of the South Norfolk Football league – Harleston had 

a very effective team at the time.  His position as a teacher, 



culminating in him being the headmaster of the local boy’s school, would have placed him firmly in 

the public eye even without any of his other activities. Also actively involved in local politics, 

Councillor Drake lived for many years in one of the Council Houses along the bottom edge of the 

Common, his was on the corner of the footpath leading down to Wilderness Lane. Listed with him 

in the 1939 register are his wife, and Florence, Evelyn and Muriel – two further names have been 

redacted. Slightly less cheerily, the recently retired Frederick was quite seriously hurt when a 

passenger in a double decker bus that overturned near the Wortwell Bell in 1936. 

Wilfred Harry had a much lower profile but still pitched up at bowling events, Free Mason’s Meetings 

and was a keen poultry keeper with prize winning eggs to show for his efforts! He appeared living 

slap bang in the middle of town in 1939, I think in the building which is now the cafe in Church Street. 

Alternately may have been the building a little further on near Union Street. Next door to him and 

his family of wife and three children were his mother and father, Harry and Mary; no wonder Harry 

Jnr often went by his middle name of John! 

Probable locations of the Drake’s tailoring business. 

 

Harry’s sons, Frederick and Wilfred, both married local lasses. In 

the middle of WW1. 1916, to be precise, Frederick William married Florence M Mullinger, the 

daughter of a fairly well to do farmer in Fressingfield although at the time she was a draper’s 

assistant.  5 years later, in 1921 Wilfred Harry married Florence’s little sister Dorothy Mullenger. 

This does tend to complicate working out which Drake / Mullinger couple had which children, but 

between them at least 8 children were popped out between 1917 and 1933. 

Harry J (1922) also known as John, and Frederick A (1931) were both Wilfred Harry’s sons, there 

was a third sibling between them in age which a later obituary showed to have been William M 

(1925) or Bill. 

The 1939 register proves that Florence (1917), Evelyn (1920) and Muriel (1922) were definitely all 

Frederick’s, were baptised in Florence snr’s home ward of Plomesgate and had another 2, younger 

siblings which by a process of deduction brings us to May C (1926) and Freda P (1929).  

In brief Wilfred had 3 boys, Frederick had 5 girls. 

Harry’s keen interest in sport was shared by Harry’s grandchildren; in the 1935 Harleston Sports 

Day May Drake won the under 9’s flat race and came second in the high jump whilst her sister Muriel 

won the under 12’s flat race, came 3rd in the high jump and 4th in the long Jump. The Jubilee sports 

in the same year also featured numerous Drakes winning places on the podium. In 1936, Muriel was 



winning prizes left right and centre at the Harleston Swimming club regatta.  This took place in the 

River Waveney – very bracing!  In 1938 John (Harry J) Drake was one of a number of juvenile 

boxers participating in an evening’s bill of local boxers at the Corn Hall – he drew his match.  

As a lad of 19, John attained a record-breaking 

score of 107 runs against an Army team in 1941, 

not to be surpassed until 1949, and even then, it 

took a public-school lad to do so! 

Diss Express  

1 Jul 1949 

 

 

Not just about the physical side of enjoying life, also in 1935 Evelyn and Mary Drake participated in 

fund raising amateur dramatics whilst William and J Drake (almost certainly Harry John) did the 

same in the Sea Scouts. 

Our hero, Harry John Drake was very much reflected his family, balancing academic attainment with 

sporting prowess; he had attended the local boys’ school (headmaster, his own uncle Frederick) 

and then moved onto the Bungay Grammar School where he had represented them on the hockey, 

cricket and football field.  Deciding to serve his community professionally as opposed to the voluntary 

work of his father and grandfather, he had joined the police force based in Harleston prior to 

enlisting.  Only 21 years old when he died, he had already been wounded once and had only recently 

returned to duty when he received his final fatal injuries.  A sad loss not only to his family but to the 

town that he would have doubtless contributed to in many ways. 

 

Three years younger than 

Harry John, in 1942 his 

younger brother, the then 17 

years old Air Cadet William. 

Drake was promoted to the 

rank of Sergeant in the ATC. 

Diss Express Norfolk, England 

25 Sep 1942 

 

‘Bill’ Drake went on to make a career in the military but like the rest of the family was also a keen 

sportsman, turning out to be a very effective defender for the Harleston Football team when home 

on leave for Christmas 1949. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Purely by luck, I discovered a biography of this middle brother William, also known as Bill, whose 

war and post war career took him all over the world and reproduce it here with the permission of his 

family. 

http://www.deddingtonhistory.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/14681/Drake,Bill.pdf 

 

BILL DRAKE (1925–2014) Bill Drake, who died on 22 August 2014, was born in October 1925, the middle of three boys 

in Harleston, South Norfolk. He went to a nearby grammar school where began his lifelong love of cricket. On leaving 

school he progressed to Durham University, reading history. Then the war caught up with him and he went to Canada 

to train as a navigator in the RAF. Missing the war in Europe he was posted to the Far East on photographic 

reconnaissance, flying Blenheims and Mosquitos. He was based at times in southern India and what was then Burma 

and Ceylon, countries which he loved. He returned to England in 1948 to the Empire Test Pilots School in Farnborough, 

Hampshire, where he met Pauline and they were married in 1952. They then began a peripatetic life, having four 

children on the way. Several of his tours were in Holland where he played cricket for a Dutch team, and Germany 

where he introduced the game to international NATO personnel. This proved very popular. After leaving the RAF the 

family settled in Deddington and Bill became an office manager at Bibbys in Adderbury. In the meantime he played 

cricket with the team at North Aston as there was no Deddington team at the time. However, with a few friends, he 

helped to reform the Deddington Cricket Club which has proved so popular over the years. For some years he was a 

regular at a lively domino session at the Duke in Clifton and then, with Oliver Hawes, beginning Gardeners’ Question 

Time at the Unicorn, on the strength of their knowledge of growing vegetables on their allotments. Very few questions 

were asked but the expanding team enjoyed their beer. Unfortunately in later years he suffered from severe deafness 

which prevented him from listening to his favourite jazz music. But he loved going out and he became quite a familiar 

sight in his red woolly Arsenal cap. He is survived by Pauline and their four children and eight grandchildren. Pauline 

Drake 

 

 

 

http://www.deddingtonhistory.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/14681/Drake,Bill.pdf

