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(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research 

notes relating to the website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website 

for more information) 

 

Previous articles in this series have 
concerned people of a previous era. This 
story is that of a quiet former local 
government officer who died in 2011.  Few 
of his colleagues in Thornbury must have 
been aware of his story and his courage. 
 
John Ovens began his career with 
Thornbury Rural District Council before 
World War II but volunteered to join the 
RAF in the Administrative Section aged 18 

in 1940.  He embarked for the Far East on 8th December 1941. His 
destination should have been Basra in Iraq but after the attack on Pearl 
Harbour his ship was re-routed to Singapore.  He eventually arrived at a camp 
twenty miles outside Batavia (now called Jakarta) on the island of Java.  
 
The Netherlands East Indies Forces  surrendered on the 9th March and John 
was informed that the Japanese would 'take over' his unit. He was now a 
prisoner of war.  At first life was fairly normal.  The Japanese supplemented 
the unit's rations and John was put to work as a clerk.  Life changed when he 
was shipped to Japan. Many died from dysentery and diarrhoea during this 
seven day voyage.  Their bodies were unceremoniously thrown overboard.. 
 
Eventually he came to a prison camp at Onomichi in the prefecture of 
Hiroshima.  After a few days of labouring at the docks there, John became ill 
with tuberculosis. Before he enlisted he had weighed 13 stone 5lbs.  By the 
winter of 1942/ 1943, he weighed 6 stone 7lbs. 
 
John and his fellow prisoners survived by a mixture of incredible endurance 
and a dark sense of humour.  His camp produced a Christmas menu which 
was illustrated and decorated with a ribbon.  It says; "Xmas  Dinner 1942 - 

1/2 a raw carrot, 1 raw leek, 1 1/2 tablespoonful of sugar, 1 small loaf, hot 
water, no fires. Breakfast - rice, vegetable soup, hot water. Tiffin - boiled 
carrot, grated Daigon (which he said was 'a kind of pickled horse turnip'), rice , 
hot water." 
 
In June 1944 John received his first post from home and was allowed to reply, 
possibly the first news his mother in Rangeworthy received after a terse 
telegram in May 1943 from the Air Ministry, saying he was " a prisoner of war, 
unwounded in Japanese hands."  
 
In August 1945 John became ill with anaemia as well as his chest problems. 
During this time an atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. Either because 



he was so ill or because of the mountains between his camp and Hiroshima, 
John was unaware of the bomb. 
 
On 14th August the Emperor of Japan formally surrendered.  At first this made 
little difference to John but by the end of August the Americans began to drop 
crates of food.  One of these (fortunately during his absence) came through 
the roof of his hut and onto his bed space, which was then open to the 
pouring rain.  The crate (like many others) was damaged and some of the 
supplies lost - the rest was very welcome. 
 
John returned home in December 1945.  He was presented with a certificate 
of gratitude from the people of Rangeworthy for the sacrifices he had endured 
during the war. 
 
The full story of his experiences is in his book "Reflections of World War II 
Experiences" which is on sale in Thornbury & District Museum for £5.00.  The 
Museum is open from 1pm to 4pm on Tuesdays to Fridays and from 10am to 
4pm on Saturdays.  Other stories of Thornbury can be found in the local 
history website Thornbury Roots (http://www.thornburyroots.co.uk). 


