
A14 THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 11, 2021 RICHMOND-NEWS.COM

Playing his heart out on his clarinet, Bud
Kellett would steal a glance out to his na-
val band audience, knowing there was a
good chance he may never see some of
them again.
The Richmond resident knew he was do-

ing his part for the Second World War ef-
fort in Britain around 1943, as a member of
the in-demand, 60-strong Canadian Navy
band. But as he gazed into the crowd at
the packed English concert hall, it did little
to blunt the harsh realization that the troops
in front of him may be enjoying live music
for the very last time.
“Many of the people we were playing for

were heading to the front line of the war,”
remembered 100-year-old Kellet, a resi-
dent at The Maple Residences in Steveston.
“I understood very acutely that some of

them may never come back.
“It’s a very odd feeling to realize I’m hav-

ing the pleasure of doing something for the
country and for people who may never see
the light of day again. On one hand, it was
an honour, on the other, it was very sad. It
was very surreal.”

Rising star in clarinet
Kellett, who will turn 101 in February,

said he “gave it his absolute all” at those
concerts, given the gravity of the situation
facing many in the theatre.
“I would always talk to the guys and girls

after each concert, we always made a
point of that,” explained Kellett, who be-
lieves he was about 23 or 24 at the time.
Four years earlier, in 1939, Vancouver

born and bred Kellett was a rising star in
the classical music world in Canada and
was preparing to head to the Royal Acad-
emy in London to get his “letters,” which

would have made him the only person in
the country with a degree in clarinet.
“I was due to spend six months in Lon-

don. I didn’t go. It was 1939 and the war
started,” Kellett recalled.
“I ended up joining the navy in 1941, I

think age 21. Before I joined, I looked into
it. If you were able to play in the band, you
didn’t have to do basic training.
“But when I signed in, I got a bit of shock

when the officer said I had to do it.’
Kellett said he was loaded onto a mine-

sweeper from Victoria to Comox and spent
two months in basic training, which “damn
near killed me,” laughed Kellett.

“They sent me back to Victoria, where I
joined the HMCS Naden Band and I spent
two years there, playing all over B.C. for
everyone involved in the war effort.
“We were pretty good and I think it did

a lot for morale. It seemed to be very
important to buck up people’s spirits.”

Shock announcement at concert
But there was one night Kellett said he’ll

never forget, while playing Sunday night at
the Royal Victoria Theatre.
“Our commanding officer would always

come out and give a little speech at the
end,” said Kellett.
“He said he had heard a rumour that ‘this

band was leaving us for overseas.’ But he
said we were so popular, we would be
staying here to keep morale up in Canada.
“But a week later, we were on our way to

Britain. We were not told where. We knew
it was Britain, but that was it.”
Soon after receiving that news in 1943,

and before getting posted overseas, Kel-
lett married the “love of his life,” Margaret
Wither, with the couple going on to have
two children and two grandchildren.
Kellett said, given the secrecy of troop

movements, they were not told where in
Britain they were going.
And when his ship from Halifax

sailed into Greenock on the west
coast of Scotland, he and his ship-

mates were in for a bit of a surprise.

Does everyone here live in castles?
“We were loaded into trucks and taken

to this castle, where our base was. It had a
moat and a drawbridge,” laughed Kellett,
who remembered wondering if everyone in
Scotland lived in castles.
As it happens, the “castle” was the on-

shore Canadian Naval base for HMCS
Niobe, which used to be the Smithston In-
stitute, which was, history books detail “the
local poor house and insane asylum.”
“I thought, ‘where the hell am I?” said Kel-

lett.
As well as playing in concert halls all over

Britain for the next two years, Kellett and
his band journeyed south to London one
week in a month to make recordings, three
storeys underground, due to the bombs
dropping.
“The recordings were being played

on the radio all over the country.”

A Bomb signalled the end
By the time Kellett and his band returned

to Canada, the war was all but over in Eu-
rope and he was told to be ready to be
posted to China.
“But the A bomb went off, so we were all

told to stand down but be ready,” Kellett
remembered, making reference to the U.S.
dropping the atomic bomb on Hiroshima,
Japan, in 1945.
“It felt great when the war was over and

I was being discharged. No more blood-
shed and all the other nonsense that comes
with war.”
Although Kellett was more than talented

enough to make a career out of music, he
was lured into the Vancouver Fire Depart-
ment, where he remained the rest of his
working life and ended up a distinguished
chief training officer until he retired.

“I thought it would be a good
idea to put a story to a name that
I always saw on the cenotaph.”
Richmond resident Jordan Fen-

ske White would always stare at
the names etched in the cenotaph
when Nov. 11 came around.
This year, he hopes to shed light

on a particular local First World
War veteran ahead of Remem-
brance Day.

Fenske White, who is a history
major at Kwantlen Polytechnic
University (KPU), came across the
name Walter Steeves, a veteran
who grew up in Steveston.
“I thought why don’t I find out

about someone who lived in the
same area as me, grew up in the
same places (100 years ago.)”
For a class project, Fenske

White looked through documents,
diaries and letters to learn about
the war, his veteran of choice,
and what the First World War
was really like.

“Because there were a lot of Ca-
nadian conflicts that happened
across the seas, we didn’t have
that at-home connection as much.
However, having a name and a
story of someone near you really
brings the whole narrative home
and you realize that the war truly
affected people in our country.”
He and his classmates were

tasked with putting together indi-
vidual videos highlighting their
veterans’ stories and photos dur-
ing the First World War, which
were posted online.

Fenske White told the Richmond
News his interest in history, spe-
cifically military history, mainly
came from his “strong military
family background” of grandfa-
thers, aunts, uncles and his dad.
This and his current history

course made him understand the
need to re-evaluate Canada’s his-
tory especially in the First World
War, he added.
“The First World War … was all

about going to war and peace-
keeping wasn’t even on the minds
of people,” he explained.

Fenske White’s history instructor,
Chris Hyland, said the purpose of
the class assignment is to create
a “deep connection between the
past and present” and allow stu-
dents to participate in “an active
exercise of remembrance.”
“It’s one thing to sit there and

watch the news coverage of the
Remembrance Day ceremony,
and that’s all well and good, but
it’s another thing to actively seek
out the veterans of the past and
get to know them a little more inti-
mately,” said Hyland.

As the war raged, the band played on

Richmond’s Bud Kellet
got a fine tune out of his clari-
net during the Second World
War, when he was sent along
with his Canadian Navy band
(above, right) to boost morale
across Britain. Alan Campbell photo

Student gets to know First World War vet from home
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