[image: C:\Users\LindaV\Desktop\Fukuoka Camp 17 Docs\POW photos\Camp 17 POWs\Vernon_John_photo.jpg.jpg]John F Vernon
Ensign, U.S. Navy Medical Corps
~ my memories

A Prisoner of the Japanese
	I was on duty at the Naval Hospital, Canacav, P.I., at the outbreak of the war.  Most of us knew at the time it would be impossible to defend the islands, especially after the disaster at Pearl Harbor.  Then during the first week we saw our small air force wiped out, Cavite Navy Yard destroyed and the enemy established at several beachheads on Luzon.  It was only a matter of weeks, though I expect the Japanese having been held up that long, helped prevent their advance into Australia.

      From the time of my capture until December 1944, I was imprisoned in Old Bilibid Prison, Manila, where a group of Navy medical personnel were permitted by the Japanese to establish a hospital for the prisoners.

       We tried to run it as nearly like a regular Naval Hospital as our meager equipment, and Jap regulations would permit. We averaged more than one thousand patients during the time I spent there.

	We were very happy in December of 1942 to receive a shipment of Red Cross food, drugs, and clothing, which were really a lifesaver.  The Japs fined us a small share, I would estimate about 75%.  Again in December 1943, we received another shipment, even larger than the first.

	Finally on September 21, 1944, dawned the day we had long awaited.  It started out like any other day.  The Japs were having a bit of test firing with A.A. guns; one plane was up on which they were sighting.  Suddenly we heard a great wave of planes; it was the largest flight any of us had ever seen.  Some of us joked about them but I don’t think a single one realized it was our own planes.  I know our guards did not as they were watching, pointing and laughing about the great number there were.

	All of a sudden, it seemed every A.A. gun on the island let loose and about that time the first 
bombs started dropping.  I will never know who was the most startled: the guards or us.
	After than we knew it would not be too long until we would be back in American hands.  Where heard of the landings on Leyte.  Then came a dark cloud to mar our happiness; The Japanese announced that all officers and Navy medical men would be moved to Japan.  We waited and waited until most everyone thought they would never be able to get us out but finally on December 13, 1944, they marched 1,650 of us to the docks of Manila, put us in the three cargo holds of a large passenger vessel, and the following morning steamed around Corregidor into the China Sea.

	Soon after daylight we heard a great commotion on deck. The guns started barking and several dive-bombers swooped down upon us. They swept us with machine gun and cannon fire but the bombs were misses.  None of us were able to get to the topside so we don’t know what damage was done to other ships in the convoy.  We had at least six more raids during the day and several hits were registered, setting the ship afire, though it was quickly put out.  Apparently we were in no condition to continue our trip as the Japanese decided to abandon ship.  They pulled onto Subic Bay about 30 miles north of Manila.  We heard barges alongside taking off all the passengers and part of the crew.

	They told us we would leave the ship at daylight.  When that came, we found they had left one boat, which would carry 25 men.  It would have taken the whole day for us to disembark in that manner.  The first boatload left the ship at about 7 A.M.  They had just left the side when a flight of planes dived in, dropped bombs and strafed us.  They killed off practically everyone on the topside, leaving us in the holds with the ship afire, and about four Japanese guards.  These guards told us to dive in and swim ashore.

      There was just one ladder from the hold; I was among the last to reach deck.  As I got to the rail, four bombers were circling.  I threw off my clothes and dived in.  The planes turned and left.  Apparently they had already completed their mission.  I am not able to swim more than a few feet, so decided to climb back aboard and look for a life jacket.  I couldn’t find one, but did obtain a small raft made of three pieces of bamboo lashed together.

	By this time, the fire was burning quite briskly, so I abandoned ship for good, walking down the gangway like a gentleman.  I wrapped my arms about the raft and started kicking myself toward the beach.  When diving in the first time, I had left my clothes and my old pistol belt, holding my empty canteen and mess kit on deck.  Now I floated right into it and picked it up.  It was sure a lucky break, probably saving my life later on.	

The Japanese on the beach fired a few shots at us in the water, but never saw them hit anyone. When I finally reached shore, they headed us all into the old tennis court at Olangapo Naval Station, which was about the only thing there left standing.

	There were now about 1,200 of us left, and we were quite crowded (in Bilibid Prison); no clothes, no shade from the tropic sun, one water hydrant, no sanitary facilities, no first aid or medical equipment and no food for three days.  Then we had a feast.  They issued us one mess kit spoonful of raw rice. 
	They then hauled us in trucks to San Fernando, where we stayed until December 24, then loaded us in box cars so full we couldn’t even sit down.  They carried us north to San Fernando La Union on Lingayen Gulf.  They gave us two meals of rice there and left us on a sandy beach for two days and nights.  Then on the morning of December 28th, we were again loaded on two ships and headed out.

     After several days we arrived at Takao, Formosa.  We had been attacked twice by subs, but somehow they missed us.  In Takao, we were again attacked by dive-bombers, and they again moved us all together on one ship.  The ship sank in Shallow water.  Several hundred men were killed in the bombing or died of dysentery or starvation.  They left us alone with the bodies for a week with no first aid for the wounded, no medical supplies and very little food or water.

	Finally they moved the living to another ship and sailed.  There were now about a thousand left.  We followed the China coast north, anchoring in some harbor or cove every night.  I believe every night and every morning of the trip we had a sub attack, and though they sank numerous other ships, they never hit us.	

Then on the 31st of January, we anchored in Moji on Kyushi Island.  It was bitter cold, a light snow was falling, and few of us had any clothes or shoes.  They moved us off the ship to the dock.  Later that afternoon they gave us clothes and blankets and divided us into groups.  There were now less than 400 men.  Ninety of us were marched to the railroad station and into a passenger coach.  We left the train at midnight in Omuta, a coal-mining city.

	The camp they took us to was known as camp 17.  They left us rest for about a month, and fed us quite well. Upon arrival I weighed less than 90 pounds.

	The first of April those of us who were able were put to work in the coal mine.  I’ve never been in one of our coalmines, but I can imagine the Japanese method is much more primitive.

	There were a few air raids up until this time, but each month they increased in frequency.  Finally during July, the mine was hit but not damaged greatly.  But half of our camp was destroyed.

	Then on the 15th of August, we were working as usual, lunch time cam and passed, we returned to our work, but the Japanese seem uninterested.  They were gathered in groups talking.  Suddenly, one of the supervisors appeared, and announced that the Americans would be returned the camp at once.

	That evening they issued us a bit of Red Cross food they had stored in camp, the following day they issued us new clothes and shoes.  We all knew what had happened, but the Japanese would not admit it.  I believe it was the 20th when they lined us all up on the parade ground and informed us the war was over and we would soon be returning home.

Finally on the 19th of October, I reached San Francisco and in a few hours was reunited with my whole family, who were all living close by.    
The following is a transcription of a letter dated November 3, 1944. Bilibid Prison, Manila, P.I.
My Darling Wife,
After having been imprisoned here for nearly three years, now that the time has come when the chance of release is in sight, these barbarians are going to attempt to remove us from the Philippines, in an effort to hold us as long as it is possible.  Or perhaps it is just another of their ideas of torture.  We have seen our own planes bomb this area, and we have talked with the survivors of other prison ships, which have been sunk by our forces, so it seems to us that there is small chance or our ever reaching our destination. 
I will leave several letters to you with different persons who are staying here, and who have the best chance of reaching our own forces, though it is evident these savages do not intend to ever permit very many Americans to be released alive.
[image: C:\Users\LindaV\Documents\Master POW - Fukuoka Folder\Bio Pages\John Vernon\Jo.Child.jpg]This past three yeas has been a nightmare, my Darling.  My whole world, my whole life is gone.  With the exception of you, every ideal I have ever had has been shattered.  If none of us prisoners ever reach home, it will be for the best.  After what we have seen and been through, we could never again pick up the thread of our past life.
I love you my Darling, just as I loved you the day I left you in Honolulu, though it seems a million years since I last saw you, I can remember you and everything about you, everything you used to do, or say, the way you looked and talked and walked.  I could never forget you or stop loving you even if I lived a billion years, and, my Darling, I know that I will see you again some day, perhaps in some other world.
I have been so happy to receive the letters, and notes you have sent me, am sorry these savages would not permit me to write you, they have only let me send you a few cards.  
Was most happy to receive the two pictures of Johanna.  (photo left) She is a sweet lovely little darling, everyone who has seen her pictures has fallen in love with her, and I haven’t missed showing it to many people hereabouts.  
 I am so proud of her and of you, Sweetheart.  One can look at her and see the love and care and affection which she has received.  She favors you a lot, especially her smile.  And don’t you boast too much, a lot of people here think she takes after me some too.  I was disappointed that I received no photo of you, but I have the old ones, and anyway I know you haven’t changed much and I can remember you clearly.
After my capture I have worked very hard, at my regular trade, harder than ever I worked before.  It has helped to pass the time for me, and I trust I have done my duty, and helped to relieve the suffering of many people who have passed through this prison.  Though we have weakened considerably, through lack of food etc. my health generally has been good, have never suffered any serious ailment.  It seems regrettable that our country which saw fit to leave us to our fate, 10,000 miles from home with no means of defending ourselves and with no means of escape, has forgotten us completely and could not or would not send us any relief.  I am no longer as bitter as I once was, I rather pity them.  We, through our suffering, have only now learned how to live, now when it is too late.  They can never learn, because none of our people have ever suffered.  One can not learn how horrible war can be until he has been through it.  The Filipinos know and after the next war, our people will know, because the next war will be brought home to them.
Everything I have or own, all money and allowances owed me by my country, I want you to have, for yourself, and in order that you can take care of my baby.  I want you too to look after my mother and my father.  Help them all you can.  The monies I have coming and the insurance I have left you should amply permit you to do so.  My only request of you is that you bring up our daughter to be as sweet and good as her mother was.  
I have not been paid since November 30, 1941.  I took the exam for C.Ph.M. in Oct. 1941, and by authority of AlNov, number unknown, of January 1942 my Commanding Officer Captain R.G. Davis, U.S. Navy, advanced me in rating to C.Ph.M as of  2-1-42.  
On 2-1-43 my Commanding officer, Commander L.J. Sartin <or Sortin>, U.S. Navy recommended that I be issued permanent appointment to C.Ph.M., as of that date.  BuNov approval could not be received at that time.  As soon as you receive this, notify the Bureau of Navigation of this information.
Goodbye my Darling, I would like to see you again, and I am looking forward to the time when I will see you again.  You were a wonderful wife to me, and you gave me a sweet little girl.  The happiest times of my life, were the times I spent after I met you.  I have always loved you my Darling, and I always will. 
					
						For ever and ever, John
Letter continued…..
Jo Harder-John’s daughter writes, My dad mentions writing several letters, but this one was the only one to get through.  It was addressed to him in care of his sister, and was mailed to her address on April 4, 1945, by a Lieutenant Colonel in the Marine Corps, to whom it had been entrusted.   The accompanying note indicated that this was not the only letter smuggled out by this gentleman.  His note reads:
John F. Vernon, c/o Mrs. Wm. H. Feldhake, Concord, California
Dear Sir:
The enclosed letter was left with me at Bilibid prison, Manila, P.I. by one of the prisoners of war last December, and I was requested to forward it.  Since there is no return address
I do not recall the individual who gave it to me, however, if you will communicate with me after reading this letter I may be able to give you further information.
						Sincerely yours, Warren A. Wilson, Lt. Col.  M.C
  						
The family wrote him immediately.  The response came later:
2235 N. Catalina St., Los Angeles, California, July 9, 1945
Dear Mrs. Vernon,
My sincerest apologies for the delay in answering your letter, however, I have been on duty for over a month at the hospital.  In regard to your son, C.P.M. John Vernon, I last saw him December 13, 1944 when he left for Japan.  He was in excellent health and fine spirits at the time.  I know that certain people from that ship load have recently been reported to be in Japan and I hope that you have had news of your son.
Your son was in charge of the Pharmacy at Bilibid from June of 1942 till he left last December.  He did a fine job there and was always most conscientious in his work.  You can be proud of him.
Sorry I have no further information for you. 
Sincerely yours, Warren A. Wilson, Lt. Col.  M.C.
PHOTOS, next page
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Pleasé, Daddy. Come Home

FEARED PRISONER OF WAR IN MANILA

IT WAS an extra special

wish that blonde little
Johanna Vernon = wished
when she and “Mommy”
blew out the two candles
on her birthday cake Mon-
day.

“I wished my daddy would
tum home,” she said in her
childish treble, Tuesday, as she
played with the new table and
chairs, the tiny stove and the
picture books that helped make
her second birthday a happy
one.

Daddy is John F. Vernon,
465> North Twentieth street, 34-
year-old pharmacist’s mate, first
class, United States navy, whom
the navy department assumes is
a prisoner of war in Manila, it
informed Mrs. Vernon two weeks
ago.

He and Johanna haven’t seen
each other since she was five
months old and he bid the baby
and her mother goodbye from
Honolulu. They had gone there
when . Johanna was seven weeks
old, in September, 1940. Two
months later he was transferred
to the Philippines and the navy
department sent the mother and
baby back to the United States.

AST November Mrs. Vernon
and her husband’s parents re-
ceived a Christmas package
from the sailor and the doll it
contained was promptly chris-
tened “Aunt Becky,” affer a fa-

JOHANNA WISHES HE'D COME HOME

vorite relative. Then on Dec.
20 came a cable saying he was
safe and wishing them a merry
Christmas. He telephoned from
Manila two days after Christ-
mas and then began the long
silence that still has not been
broken, save for the routine
communication from the navy
department. Because he was
stationed at the naval hospital
in Manila, his family does not
doubt he is a prisoner of war.

Through a navy magazine
Mrs. Vernon learned that her
husband had passed an examina-
tion for chief pharmacist’s mate,
thus making him eligible for
promotion. Whether he has re-
ceived the promotion is some-
thing she doesn’t know.

The Vernons—she is a native
of South Carolina—were mar-
ried in New York and lived in
Brooklyn while he was stationed
at the naval supply depot. He

has been in the navy nearly 15/

years.

BUY WAR STAMPS
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27 Pobruary 1946

To: Bureau of Naval Personnel.
viar Bursau of Medioine and Surgery.
sub, VERNON, John P. CPh, USH.

1. The writer served with subjeot named man from 1 June 1942
uobil 13 Dacember 1944, during the interameat of the U. 5.
Naval Medicsl Unit at the BLlibid Sospital, Mamifa, Philippines,
B3 Trisoner-of-War. During a large part of thts bime the wriver
had supervision of ‘the Pharmacy of which Chief Pharmaoist's M
Voraon had chargs. By hin careful checking and control of th
meager drug supply and his great ingemuity in tne making e
improvisation of needed and materiais, he sided greatly
in bringing the most good to the gre ble number of his
sick and injured fellow Americans.

o
every unit of drug ri and issusd; manufasture from scrap
material of a workable sppuratus for water distillation;
apparatus for percolation and other basic pharmaceutioal
procedur

The writer atrongly feels that subject man deserves, first,
@ commendation from the Naval Service whose traditions he sc
staunchly upheld; second, that he be advanced to commissioned
rank as Ghief Pharmaotst.

B. F. KLINE
Captain (MC) USH
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THE SECRETARY OF THE NAVY
WASHINGTON

The Secretary of the Navy takes pleasure in commending

JOHN F. VERNOK
CHIEF PHARMACIST'S MATE
UNITED STATES NAVY

for service as set forth in the following
CTTATION:

"For outstanding performence of duty as a Nember
of the Staff of the United States Faval Hospital Unit
while interned at Bilibid Prison, Manila, Philippine
Tslands, from Nay 30, 1942, to October 1, 1943, Work-
ing long, dLfficull hours in the hospital pharmecy,
VERION was constantly harassed and abused by Japanese
sentries attempting to obtain medicines for their
personal use from the meager supply available to other
prisoners. Although undernourished and suffering from
varying degrees of food deficiency disesses, he spent
meny hours at night in experimenting vith and develop-
ing medicines from crude drugs that could be utilized
in helping to alleviate pain and suffering. By his
skill and untiring devotion to duty in the face of
personal deprivation and denger, VERWON upheld the
highest traditions of the United States Neval Service."

A copy of thils citation has been made & part of VERNON's
officlal record and he is hereby suthorized to vear the
Commendation Ribbon.
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Seorefary ot the Hevy
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