
John Thomas “Tom” Bowden 1878-1916 
  
John Thomas “Tom” Bowden was born in 1878 in Buckland Brewer, the son of Samuel 
and Ann Bowden. Her maiden name was Curtice. They lived then at West Wrangworthy 
in Buckland Brewer parish, He was the eldest of three children in the 1881 census and 
there were two younger siblings born later in Abbotsham where the family moved to 
prior to the 1891 census. John’s father was an agricultural labourer born in Parkham and 
his mother was from Langtree, presumably doing what was described so primly in the 
1939 Register as “unpaid domestic duties”. 
  
There is no hint at the sudden change in his circumstances that was to come. The next 
record coming to hand was the following from the North Devon Journal in October 
1900: 
  
“One of the prettiest weddings that have taken place in Queenstown, South Africa, for 
sometime was solemnised on Wednesday, the 26th ult., in the Baptist church, the 
contracting parties being Miss Ellen Louisa (Nellie) Frayne, late of Barnstaple, Mr. John 
Thomas Bowden, late of Bideford. The Rev. C. E. Coles officiated. The bride who wore a 
dress of grey cloth, trimmed with white silk, was given away by her brother-in-law (Mr. G. 
Lock). Miss Mamie Lock and Miss Winnie Holmes, who wore dresses of cream Cashmere 
and drawn silk hats, were the  flower girls, the bride and Mrs. G. Lock, (sister of the bride) 
carrying lovely bouquets direct from Covent Garden Queenstown . . .” 
  
It is really amusing the way the event is recorded as if the Journal had its own 
correspondent at the wedding rather than having relied on a story being put “on the 
wires” by a local news agency. Quite why John emigrated to South Africa is uncertain. 
At the wedding he is said to have gone to help with his brother-in-law’s seed and 
nurseryman business. It seems a long way to go for that and one might have thought a 
son of an ag lab might have been seeking farm land. His wife came from Tawstock, 
near Barnstaple, and she and her sister Alice also seem to have just upped sticks and 
gone out to South Africa. Two of their brothers had also emigrated, to America, so 
wanderlust was in that family at least and this was a time when emigrating to the 
colonies to try for a better life was fairly common. Ellen Louisa’s father was also an ag 
lab prior to becoming a railway carter. There is no record as to whether they went 
together with John Bowden (or indeed George Lock, Alice Frayne’s husband) or even 
knew their future spouses in Britain prior to departure. It isn’t even clear if any of 
them travelled together at all. There is no record that has come to light showing their 
travel for any of them from the UK in any of the Board of Trade listings. 
 
John Thomas settled in South Africa. The 1900 North Devon Journal marriage notice 
goes on to say that,  
  
“ . . .The Church was tastefully decorated with ornamental trees, the aisle being planted 
with pure white pansies by G. Lock and Co., the well-known nurserymen and seed 
merchants, whom Mr. Bowden went out to assist some ten months ago.”  
  
To the eyes of the author, this implies that John knew George Lock in Britain and there 



was some correspondence between them prior to John emigrating in about January 
1900. That makes some sense as there must have been a fair degree of trust to make the 
journey from an ag. lab.’s household in deepest Devon (well, Abbotsham) to South 
Africa, which is a bigger leap than for most other people making the same decision. 
Unfortunately there is some confusion over who George Lock was! He may have come 
from Appledore where his father was a shipwright but registered births for Devon in 
that name all come from the early part of the year (1872); when his death is recorded in 
South Africa and likewise on his headstone gives his birth being in August 1872. Late 
registration, fine; prior registration, that would be unique! 
  
John Thomas Bowden is recorded in the Boer War as a private in the Queenstown Town 
Guard. The record says from 1899-1902 but one suspects this is just the period of the war 
and is being used rather casually to describe the period of service. There is also a John 
Bowden recorded as serving as a trooper in Bethune’s Mounted Infantry during this 
time. They were mainly a rapid reaction, irregular force used to protect rear areas and 
were praised frequently by General Buller (another Devonian, if of dubious reputation). 
The force was raised by a Major Bethune in 1899 so would not have been drawn from 
trained troopers and one suspects the main qualification for joining would have been 
possession of a horse! They did see action at two battles, Laing’s Nek and in the Relief 
of Ladysmith, on both occasions being used as a covering force for the infantry. It is of 
interest to the author that this would have meant he fought, unknowingly, with a distant 
relative who was in the King’s Royal Rifles, at both actions. 
  
The next we hear of John is in 1915. He has joined the 1st Eastern Rifles which became 8th 
battalion of the South African Infantry. His pay as a 2nd Lieutenant is from 11th December 
1915 and he is listed as ‘on probation’ but seems to have achieved the substantive rank 
the following month at about the time he disembarked from a ship transporting him to 
war. After all, this is an experienced soldier with his time as a private in the Town Guard 
behind him! Whether he had served prior to 1915 in the South African Infantry as an 
‘other rank’ is not mentioned on his record card. However, he is reported in the London 
Gazette being ‘Mentioned in Despatches’ for a ‘gallant act’ in 1917 and then again in 1918.  



 
  
The campaign fought in East Africa against the Germans, who held several colonies 
there, was fierce. The South Africans were lead by Jan Smuts, the Boer general who had 
fought so well against the British 15 years or so previously but was now fighting for the 
British. Most of the fighting was a war of manoeuvre, unlike the Western Front. Many 
black Africans fought for both sides as Askaris and the Germans in particular had 
trained their troops well, albeit with rigid discipline. General Smuts seems to have 
struggled with poorer trained troops and what would now be called logistics problems 
as the fighting was in Tanganyka (now Tanzania) and Kenya which is over 1,800 miles 
from South Africa. The Germans on the other hand were in their own land and fighting 
to defend their homes. There was never going to be much interest or support for this 
campaign from either London or Berlin as they had bigger fish to fry in Europe. Basically, 
the South Africans were largely on their own in this war. Smuts could be ruthless and 
at one point to save himself and the army, he had his cavalry (several thousand of them) 
ride to his aid. Unfortunately for their mounts, this meant they had to travel through 
“fly country” and most of the horses almost immediately died, as the army knew they 
would, having been bitten by the tsetse fly endemic to the area. However, Smuts got his 
reinforcements and could fight on.  
  



There is no description of what the act of gallantry it was that got John the award in 
1917; indeed in 1918 he is again Mentioned in Despatches, again for an undescribed 
‘meritorious’ act. However, that was too late to please John as on 7th June 1916 he is listed 
as Died of Wounds. He seems to have died 
of his wounds at a place not recorded doing 
what that is unknown. Perhaps his death 
was overlooked by the press of the day as 
notice would have arrived on the London 
editors’ desks at about the same time as the 
Battle of the Somme opened and one more 
casualty in Tanganyika is not going to 
attract any attention set against the 
slaughter in France. 2nd Lieutenant John 
Thomas Bowden now remains in Dar-Es-
Salaam War Cemetery (who knew we had 
one on Zanzibar island?) under the familiar 
white headstone of a British soldier, a long 
way from where he was born in Buckland 
Brewer. Despite its distance, his grave is 
nevertheless maintained by the 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission. 
 
 
  
As an aside, his wife, Ellen Louisa Bowden, never re-married. She died in 1925 and in her 
will left all her possessions to her sister, Alice. After the war, they lived together at the 
same address in in Lamont Street, Queenstown, South Africa. 
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