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Clarke Donovan 
 

 

Name:  Donovan Clarke 

Born:   9 November 1907 

Rank:   Gunner 

Service Number:   1094171 

Unit/Regiment:   135th Field 
Regiment, Royal Artillery 

Died:     13 February 2000  

 
Pre-War: 
Don was born at Weston-on-the-Green in Oxfordshire, moving a few miles to the 
village of Islip when he was two years old and here the family settled.   
He attended the local school where his love of art was encouraged by the 
headmaster.  At the age of twelve he passed the county scholarship examination and 
attended the Oxford Technical School.  Unfortunately, Don had to leave after three 
years as the family couldn’t afford to continue his education there, so he returned 
home. On his return he worked at the Mill Farm in the village with his father.   
Art always played a huge part in Don’s life and he became a very good watercolourist.  
In his late teens he did a correspondence course which was the only art training he 
ever received.  He also had a large garden where he grew fruit and vegetables for 
the family and villagers and also had a prize cow, goats, pigs and chickens. 
Don was also a member of Oxford cycling club and would cycle to London for various 
sports events.  Also, at some point, he sang in the Oxford Male Voice Choir and was 
also a member of Islip Methodist Chapel.  For a short while, he drove his uncle’s coal 
lorry and then, when war broke out, he was working for the local building firm. 
 

Wartime experience: 
Don (also known as Nobby).  He joined up on 22 October 1940 and did his initial army 
training in East Anglia where he became the driver of a quad, towing a 25 pounder 
field gun for 499 Battery. Further training took him to Wales, the Lake District and 
Scotland.  On the 30 October 1941 he sailed from Scotland on the Sobieski to Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, as part of the 18th Division.  Here they changed ship to the Mount Vernon 
and after a long voyage disembarked at Singapore, in the pouring rain, on the 13 
January 1942.  When they arrived in Singapore they had none of their equipment and 
used whatever could be found.  
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So, Don found himself driving an old Chinese manure truck, towing an old 4.5 gun 
which he said they were thankful they didn’t have to fire as it would probably have 
blown up.  When their own equipment arrived, Don was driving a new quad and they 
were soon heavily engaged with the enemy.  He was the driver of No 2 gun for F 
Troop.   
After Singapore fell on 15 February 1942 and the subsequent surrender, they were 
at Changi and then Bukit Timah camps.  While at Changi, a soldier with wounds to 
his back, joined their tent.  This man had been a member of a group of soldiers who 
had been captured and bayoneted by the Japs and had been able to escape. He had 
been looked after by a Chinese family before finding his way to Changi where he 
joined Don’s tent.  Don looked after his wounds. 
On 22 October 1942 Don was sent to Thailand by train, a very unpleasant journey 
with about thirty men in each cattle truck, arriving at Ban Pong, and then 
Kanchanaburi.  Here he was involved in building the Bridge before moving up into the 
jungle building the railway.  Camps he stayed at included Tamarkan, Kanburi, Kanu, 
Kinsaiok and Chungkai.  He suffered a great deal of sickness with malaria, amoebic 
dysentery and tropical ulcers.   
After the jungle camps he was at Nong Pladuk and Nakom Pathom until he was sent 
via the godowns at Bangkok, to Ubon where an airstrip was under construction.  This 
was Don’s final camp as he was there when the Japanese surrendered.   
After surrender they travelled back to Bangkok by train and flew to Rangoon. Here 
Don was in Hospital before boarding the Duchess of Richmond for his return to 
England, at the end of November 1945.   
 

Civilian life after return: 
He returned home to Islip to his family, and to his fiancée Sybil.  They married on 7 
March 1946, after he was well enough following hospitalisation due to malaria and 
pneumonia.  They had two children, Michael and Greta.   
Don returned to his job at the local builders until the boss retired and then he became 
a much sort after painter and decorator.  He did this until his late sixties when an 
accident (a car leaving the road and hitting him in his garden) forced his retirement. 
While a POW, Don managed to do 
several small pencil drawings of life in 
the camps and working on the railway.  
He hid some of these and was able to 
get a few of them home and he did 
watercolour paintings from them.  
These are family treasures.  He always 
enjoyed his artwork and became known 
for his flower paintings as he could work 
on these while looking after Sybil at 
home.  He was still working on pictures 
right until he died. Sadly, Don passed 
away on 13 February 2000. 
 
 
 

The above wording and information has been provided by  
Michael Clarke (son) and Greta Palmer (daughter). 

 

Above:  One of Don’s sketches that he managed to hide from the     
Japanese. 


