
James Cock 
 

  
James Cock was born in 1896 at Gorwood Buckland Brewer. He was the eldest son of John 
and Emily Cock. James attended Buckland Brewer School from 15th April 1901 until the 5th 
August 1910. At the time of the 1911 census he was attending school at Shebbear College 
where he was a boarder. 
On 23 November 1915 he volunteered to join the army under the Derby scheme. After his 
training in the Somerset Light Infantry at Blandford, he was transferred to the Royal 
Welsh Fusiliers and after a further course of training at Litherland Camp Liverpool, he 
was sent to France where he did active service on the Somme. In November 1916 he was 
sent home to Devonport hospital suffering from trench feet. After some time in the 
hospital he went to convalesce on a farm in Cheshire and he also worked with his father 
at Gorwood prior to his leaving for France again. 
 
The objective was to capture Cambrai and the railway station which was a vital link, 
bringing in supplies to support the German front line. The proposed method of assault 
was new, with no preliminary artillery bombardment. Instead, over 470 tanks would be 



used to break though the German 
wire, thus allowing the infantry to 
follow under the cover of smoke 
barrages. The attack began in the 
early morning of 20 November 1917 
and the initial advances were 
remarkable, in some places the 
Germans were pushed back 4 to 5 
miles, unheard of by WW1 
standards. Back home it seemed to 
be a victory everyone was looking 
for and the church bells were rung 
across the country. 
 
However, by the 22 November, a 
halt was called for rest and 
reorganisation, allowing the 
Germans to reinforce. From the 23 
to 28 November, the fighting was 
concentrated almost entirely around 
Bourlon Wood. This was where the 
Royal Welsh Infantry battalion 
alongside other battalions were sent 
in to capture this strategically 
important location and where James 
Cock was killed on the 23 
November. 
 
Field Marshal Haig had ordered the Wood to be captured, as it was on the only high 
ground for miles around and overlooking the town of Cambrai, but by the 28 November 
with the far end of the Wood was still in German hands, snow started to fall and 
exhausted troops were ordered to dig in. 
 
On the 30 November the Germans launched a massive counter attack and during the next 
5 days, almost all of the ground gained during the initial days was lost. So by the 7 
December, both sides were more or less back were they started. Like so many WW1 
battles it ended in stalemate. 
 
During the 2 weeks of fighting, the Allies had lost 45,000 men either killed, wounded, or 
taken prisoner. The Germans also lost similar numbers. 
 
Letters, written by James to his family in Buckland give an insight of army life whilst he 
was training in Blandford and Litherland. Understandably, no mention is made as to the 
conditions he faced whilst fighting on the frontline. 



 
 
The most poignant letters were the letters returned by the War Office unopened. 
 
They were written after his death (23 November) by father John Cock and sister Emma. 
They reveal the anxiety and anguish felt not just by the family but also the wider 
community. His father’s letter also tells us of life back home at Gorwood. On 30 
November, he wrote, 
 
Dear Jim. Postman just arrived but nothing from France. We hope no news is good news. 
We know you will write whenever you have the chance. Suppose we must not expect 
regular correspondence all the time. Of course we are more anxious to hear when we 
think you are ‘up the line’. 
 
Got in all the mangels, but not quite enough for the winter. Have started bringing in 
some swedes, which are a very good lot. 
 
Prices are still soaring in the markets, especially cows and calves. Tom Marshall sold one 
at Bideford for £50. I bought a heifer and calf ( rather rough ) for £31. There seems to be a 
great shortage of butter and many have to go without.Mont has ploughed most of Pool 
Park, Jack has been to the blacksmiths with Charlie and I have been to Thorns Cross and 
back on Tommy. 
 
Well dear boy we get all kind of thoughts as to your welfare and hope for good news soon. 
May God give you his peace whatever may be your experience. 
 
Very best love. Praying for your safety. JC. 
 
His sister’s last letter written two weeks after his death and dated 7th December is of a 
similar nature  
 
My dearest Jim. We are asking ourselves every day what has happened. It is a fortnight 
ago we heard from you. I know you would write if you could, perhaps we shall hear 
tomorrow. If only we could hear you are still well, or even that you are in hospital, how 
thankful we should be. 
 
Last night Mr Tyneman was preaching at our chapel. Nearly everybody (I’m not 
exaggerating) asked whether we had heard from you yet.  Mr Tyneman was in the pulpit 
when we got there but came down and asked Dad about you before starting. 
 
We can’t help feeling terribly anxious but we try not worry to much. As you know we pray 
for our soldier boy every day and we are certain nothing can happen that God doesn’t see 
fit to allow. He has helped us and you in the past and he will not fail us now.  
 



I do hope we shall hear from before its time to send another letter. 
Goodbye dear Jim and God be with you till we meet again. 
 
 
With love and kisses from all your dear ones at home. 
From your ever loving sister 
 
Emma xxxx 
 
According to the reports contained in the North 
Devon Journal of the 20th December 1917 and the 
Western Times of the 21st December (which contains a 
photograph of James): 
“Mr J Cock of Buckland Brewer received official 
confirmation from the War Office that his son Cpl Jas 
Cock, R.W.F., was killed in action in France on 
November 23rd.  Cpl Cock volunteered  for service 
under the Derby Scheme on November 23rd 1915.  After 
training in the Somerset Light Infantry at Blandford 
he was transferred to the Royal Welsh Fusiliers and 
after a further course of training at Litherland Camp, 
Liverpool was sent to France and did active service in 
the Somme.  He was sent to Devonport Hospital with 
“trench feet” in November 1916.  After being in 
hospital for some time at Torquay he was sent on 
agricultural furlough in Cheshire and was also 
working for his father at Gorwood previous to leaving 
again for France where he met his death at the age of 
21.” 
According to Ida Cock, (the youngest sister), when the telegram informing the family of 
his death arrived from the War Office, James’ father gathered all the family, including 
farm staff into the kitchen at Gorwood where it was to be read out. Clearly, very upset he 
was unable to read it, so he passed it to his daughter saying, you read it Emma. 
Understandably, she was just as upset and emotional as her father, looking at it the only 
words she could say were, Jim’s Dead. 
 

 
 


