Eulogy for Stanley Peter Almond of Boltby, Thirsk, North Yorkshire: b 31 March 1920, d 18th June 2008.

The War Years

One is tempted to say when talking about Stanley Peter Almond “don’t mention the war”.  However, it’s impossible when talking about this man’s life not to mention the war, WW2, such was its impact on his life.  
For him, like many young men of his generation, the outbreak of war was a chance to break out of parochial village life and like many others he was eager to sign up when the chance came for him in July 1940. 
“I wanted adventure” he said -“and at first it was a marvellous adventure. I spent 9 weeks at sea visiting places I never imagined seeing, meeting lads from all over the country and of different nationalities. The furthest I’d been from home before that was the seaside at Scarborough”. 

He joined the RAF as a mechanic and after various courses took a test to qualify him for what he thought was a training on diesel engines but was in fact a top secret mission on installing Radar. After training, in the spring of 1941 he was attached to 518 section to go to Cyprus, but when the situation in Cyprus eased, he was redirected to Singapore, travelling via the West African coast, stopping in Sierra Leone, South Africa then on across the Indian Ocean to Ceylon, through the Bay of Bengal and straits of Malaya before landing in Singapore. 

To monitor the action of Japanese forces, the RAF installed Radar on a mountain in Malaya near the small town of “Kota Tinggi”.  And it was from there that Peter saw his luck change. On 10th December 1941 the team witnessed on their radar screens in front of them, a scene of what Churchill later said “"I put the telephone down. I was thankful to be alone. In all the war I never received a more direct shock."  It was the naval battleships ‘Repulse’ and the ‘Prince of Wales’ attacked and sunk by Japanese bombers and torpedo ships in close formation. It precipitated the biggest military disaster in British history and eventual surrender of approximately 85,000 men.
Peter got out of Singapore just before it fell with the rest of his unit, on a ferry bound for Java. They were shelled by a Japanese plane and limped along the coast to Jakarta and it was there that he was finally captured.  Then and for the next 3 and a half years his hell unfolded.  There are many stories and many books have been written by others.  Peter’s full tale cannot be told here but I can give you a few insights:

For example, he left Java as part of a 2000 man working party to build an airfield in Sumatra. The conditions on board the troop ship were appalling. “The hold of the ship wasn’t very deep and there was a shelf halfway down. It was just like one imagines the slave ships to have been in the 1700s. We were crowded on top of each other, sitting between each other’s legs in rows. To go to the toilet, we had to climb out of the hold and over the side of the boat where a box with a hole in it served as a latrine. Many of us were ill with dysentery and could not make it over the side of the ship. We soon all became covered in excrement”. 
Later, on another boat trip from one camp to another he told us of lying on a row of rivets on open deck.  “I couldn’t get off them because we were sandwiched so closely together. It was unbearable with no clothing for padding and a body of just skin and bone. Only when several others had died could I get off them and find relative comfort. 

On land life was just as bad.  Diet was the route cause of most of their ailments. “For breakfast we’d get a small cup of rice pap, just boiled in water, and we’d sup that even though it was half full of maggots. Of course at the start we used to sort the maggots out but later on we were glad of the bit of protein they offered”.

Diseases such as dysentery, beriberi, pellagra and malaria took their toll.  “Many times you just couldn’t make it to the latrine. I remember the first lad I knew who died from dysentery. He made a mark on the wall every time he went to the toilet. There were over 100 marks on the wall the first day. Well you don’t last very long in that state. You soon die from dehydration. I don’t know why I survived when others were dying around me, but I think it had a lot to do with constitution. Or maybe I was just lucky.”
He was lucky with malaria too. He didn’t get it until towards the end of the war whereas others got malaria early on and cerebral malaria was one of the great killers.  He told us how a lot of fellow prisoners went blind or partially sighted. “I remember in one particular camp I was the only man who could see to tell the time. One lad had a watch and he used to ask me read it. No one else in the hut could see the watch well enough. Why was I different? I couldn’t understand it.”
He also worked as a medical orderly:  Perhaps something that later steered him towards his career in the ambulance service.  There were no mosquito nets or anything like that in the camps and the sick would get attacked by flies. He spoke of one man “I would pull his lips back and his mouth would be full of maggots. I’d pull the maggots out of his mouth and his eye corners and then from other orifices”.  In such conditions the prisoners had no chance.
His encounters with death were sometimes very close. When in Java a Japanese boat docked in looking for prisoners to take to Japan but they only wanted the healthiest prisoners. The officer explained about Japan; what a wonderful place it was and how there was no disease over there and plenty of food. But Peter didn’t like the sound of it so he and his friend faked dysentery by going to the latrine and pricking their finger and mixing a bit of blood and faeces to show to the guards they had dysentery. It worked and they were rejected.  A fortnight later they learned that the ship that they had avoided had been sunk and all the men were lost.

Another close encounter was when they had been travelling all night by ship and they came ashore in a monsoon.  He and a mate found a warehouse close by to shelter in. They’d only been there about an hour when we were woken by guards shining torches in their faces, hiting them with rifle buts and shouting at them. They were accused of stealing the rice. A Japanese officer was called who immediately assumed the role of judge and jury and sentenced them both to be shot by firing squad at at dawn.  They were made to stand to attention outside the guard room with their arms in the air. The guard on duty made a regular patrol around the guard house so every time he was out of sight they would lower our arms and listen for him to come back. “We were so weak from malnutrition, we couldn’t keep our arms up.  Several times the other bloke didn’t get his arms above his head quickly enough so the Japanese guard hit him several times with the butt of his rifle. He got into a terrible state - crying and bleeding”.

Just as dawn was approaching a train pulled into the camp and the guard was distracted.  Amid the activity and confusion they managed to run and jump on the train. A mile down the track the train stopped and picked up the rest of the prisoners they had arrived with the night before, so they were able to lose ourselves among them. “I never saw that bloke again. I don’t know if he survived the war or not”.  

But there was some occasional relief.  One day a Japanese Sergeant Major came into the camp wanting a “Denki man”. Peter volunteered with a friend even though they didn’t know what a Denki man was.  Actually, although Peter never really did find out; Denki is a word from a dialect of Japanese called Uchinaguchi (from Okinawa) meaning “electric” and the job was for electricians to repair the telephone lines.  This particular Japanese Sergeant had spent some time living and  working in New York before the war. He was an educated man interested in talking about life in the west. Every day he shared his rations with the two Denki-man prisoners. He would take half and they shared the other half. This food was more nutritious and this and the light work helped them regain some physical strength and probably saved their lives. 

After 3 months he had to move camp and leave the denki-man job.  Several months later he had a second chance to be a denki-man with the same Sergeant Major but this time was too weak to climb the ladders and was fired after the first day. 

Back home there was little news of Peter.  When he was first taken prisoner they were allowed to send a post card back home but the message was censored with only had a list of phrases to choose from such as ‘We are being very well treated’, and “the Japanese guards are very kind”.  But so many prisoners were dying, “why send a card home when you might be dead before it reached its destination”.  The news that did come was only a chilling letter from the Ministry describing Peter as “missing”. 
Eventually, a day did arrive when they lined up for work as normal and the Japanese soldier said “rest day”.  The next day was the same. Two days of rest had never happened before so they realized something had changed. “The same day we were given an issue of clothing - the first since being taken prisoner”.  Rumours started flying around the camp that something must have happened so one of the UK officers approached the Japanese camp commandant and asked him what was going on. It was the end.  A month later they finally left the camp and for a while Peter got a job driving Lady Mountbatten from camp to camp with the Red Cross eventually to return home to a banner across Boltby village that said “Welcome Home Pete”.  There is much more but I don’t have time to tell you.
So what about the impact of all this on the man himself ?  It was always difficult to assess.  He was, according to our observations, one who avoided conflict, would always find a compromise or an accommodation.  Maintain the family unity and maintain friendship. Among his brothers, if there was a family spat between Arthur and Frank or between Bill and Eddie or any of the other brothers,  Peter was always the one who seemed to maintain good relationships with all of them.  He was the same with us, his own kids, he never had favourites, never bore grudges, he accepted us for what we are and in later life just wanted to us to be his friends - and I think we offspring should remember that in our relationships with one another and with our own kids.  

He often spoke of friendships developed with the other prisoners in those camps  “You had to have friends to survive”. And the friendships became very strong - like brothers taking care of each other.  Tommy Lawson an American who received a food parcel and gave him a tin of Bully Beef - an extreme kindness that renewed his belief in fellow human beings when surrounded by so much ugliness and cruelty. Jack Bradley, from Leicester the other Denkiman. And he spoke also of the two best friends he had - 2 English lads that he was separated from on one particular day when he developed appalling dysentery and stayed in camp when they went to work.  He never saw those lads again and tried to contact one of them after the war but never got a reply.
In 1992 I was examining students at the University of Singapore, and had the opportunity to take Peter back there and he was able to re-live some of those incredible moments.  We revisited Kota Tinggi and he showed me, where before the fall of Singapore, they had swum under the waterfall to cool off from the tropical heat. 
But we also visited the Kranji War Memorial which contains the marked graves of around 4,400 of the servicemen who died at that time.  We wandered among the graves and then Peter spent hours looking up at the 24,000 names inscribed on the 12 columns of the Cemetery of those whose bodies were never recovered. We didn’t really find the names of the friends he was looking for, it was too difficult.  I couldn’t speak to him then, the lump in my throat was too big, - the lump in his must have been choking.  The only thing he was able to say was “what the hell was it all for”.

Now Peter’s life is over. This is almost unbelievable to us. After hearing about his incredible knack for survival over those terrible years we had come to believe that he was indestructible and could never die.  He couldn’t because he was our Dad. 
I am reminded of a quote from Woody Allen who said “I don’t want to be immortal for what I leave behind; I want to be immortal because I don’t die.”  Somehow, sub-consciously, we expected the same from Peter.
The sacrifices of Peter’s generation led to the end of the world wars of the 1940’s and of course heralded a period of unparalleled prosperity, freedom and peace for most of the world.  There is a perspective that in being tied up in the east, working on Japanese engineering projects, Peter did little for the winning the war.  However, he and others like him, through his experience; leading to better cross-cultural understanding, his learning of compassion for the sick and weak, his strong valuing of friendship and family, his recognition as he often said that “nationality doesn’t matter a damn - its people that count”, his disdain for, and avoidance of conflict; his respect for humanity, and his dignity.  These things meant that - perhaps he didn’t win the war - but he sure as hell contributed hugely to the wining of the peace.  For this, on behalf of my brothers and sisters and all of my generation and the grandchildren and great grandchildren that are here, I sincerely thank him. 
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