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To Elizabeth Clifford Davies, who saved the diaries in the first place

And in memory of Evelyn Shillington.

We have so enjoyed getting to know you.
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Preface

Evelyn Shillington, the writer of these diaries, was my mother’s cousin. I first remember meeting her when we went to visit her in Bournemouth in the mid-1960s. She would have been in her seventies then, twenty years older than my mother, Elizabeth, and I was just a girl. She had recently been widowed, but in spite of her grief she was a lively presence. I recall her piercing blue eyes and how she talked incessantly and engagingly about all sorts of things. She owned a beach hut – what a joy for a twelve-year-old! – and if I close my eyes I am back in that real-life Wendy house, which was kitted out with a kettle and comfortable beach furniture, amusing myself while my mother and Cousin Eve (as Mum used to call her) had their grown-up conversations.

I didn’t see her again until the summer of 1976. Evelyn had moved to Cornwall to live with my uncle Tony in his hotel in Penzance and I had gone to work there for a few weeks. Now in her eighties, she was frailer but as animated as ever. What did we talk about when we were together? Did the war ever crop up in any of our conversations? Sadly, I don’t think we ever spoke about the past. Nor did I ask the questions I would have asked her today. On the contrary, Evelyn was more interested in hearing about the months I had spent living in an artists’ colony in Italy, an experience that had inspired me to give up my career in PR and saw me, at the age of twenty-four, about to embark on a degree in textiles.

Looking back, I can see that she was lonely in Cornwall, and not long after that summer Evelyn moved to a care home back in Bournemouth. My mother continued to visit her until her death in 1981 but I never saw her again. When she died she left part of her estate, including a trunk of papers, to my mother, and when my mother died in 1997 they passed to me.

Little did I know that nearly forty years after our last meeting I would get to know Evelyn as I never knew her in life; nor that the precious record she kept of some of her most interesting life and times would slip through my fingers and be rescued by a stranger.

I knew a bit about Evelyn’s background from my mother, for it was an unusual one. She was born Evelyn Beatrice Clifford in Hampshire in 1893, the only child of Harold Mills Clifford, a captain in the Scottish Rifles, and his wife Emlie (née Bennet), and spent part of her childhood at Chatham Barracks, though by the time of the 1901 census the family were living in Kensington, London. Emlie was a playwright who wrote under a variant of her husband’s name, Clifford Mills, perhaps believing she would be taken more seriously if people thought she were a man. Her plays Where the Rainbow Ends and The Luck of the Navy were West End hits and both were made into films in the 1920s and 1930s. The former was as famous as Peter Pan in its day and was performed every Christmas for fifty years. (A twelve-year-old Noël Coward was in the original 1911 production at London’s Savoy Theatre.)

Sometime between 1903 and 1905, Evelyn’s father left his wife and child and moved in with another woman with whom he started a new family. Despite Emlie’s career in the liberal theatrical world, this unconventional situation must surely have caused embarrassment to both mother and daughter, and, in fact, I know from my mother that it was considered something of a family scandal. It is probably not surprising that Evelyn’s relationship with her father was an awkward one, and when in 1925 she married Captain Rex Shillington it was a family friend and not Harold who gave her away.

I first spotted Evelyn’s diaries the day I went hunting for some information about Roger Quilter, the composer whose music for Where the Rainbow Ends had been hugely popular. I had been contacted out of the blue by musician and teacher Dr Valerie Langfield, who was writing a biography of Quilter and had discovered that I was a relative of Emlie/Clifford Mills. And so I found myself rummaging for the first time through the trunk my mother had left me. Most of its contents related to Emlie and her works, but the diaries were there, too, marked as such in my mother’s writing and wrapped in brown paper and string. Perhaps if I hadn’t been looking for something else at the time I would have stopped to open them. Perhaps if my mother had mentioned them as being worth looking at I would have removed them from the trunk and put them aside to study later. But, being somewhat preoccupied with my quest, and having no recollection of ever hearing about them, I simply carried on with what I was doing.

Two years later my life was turned upside down when my first husband died. Leaving the large mill we had been renovating together for somewhere far smaller, I sought advice about where the best home for Emlie’s archive might be – I even wrote to the V&A and the British Library, offering to donate it to them, but neither responded. When I moved again and found myself hauling the trunk up into yet another attic, I asked myself what I was still doing with it. An auction seemed to be the solution and its contents were duly catalogued – the focus of the sale being very much on Emlie and her work as Clifford Mills. I still didn’t look at the diaries.

So Evelyn’s life passed from my hands, and that might have been the end of the story if it wasn’t for a man called Shaun Sewell. Shaun has a reputation for being a ‘diary detective’, and is seemingly blessed with a talent for unearthing old journals that bring the past to life. Something about the lot caught his eye, and after placing the winning bid he undertook some clever detective work to track me down.

What a glorious find it has been for both of us.

In this book, I want to sit down and introduce you to Cousin Eve as I meet her all over again – and get to know her better than I ever did in life. For when Rex was posted to the Far East in 1931, as well as writing long letters home to her mother she began to keep a journal of the exotic travels they made while they were there. When they returned to the UK just over three years later, she began a more formal diary, writing it throughout countless moves around Britain in the years leading up to and during the Second World War, and continuing to do so during a spell in Italy when the war was over. In these extraordinary accounts, we are granted a privileged view of life on the inside as an Army wife – with its fierce loyalties and friendships, its petty jealousies, its constant comings and goings – witnessed during one of the most momentous times in world history. It is also a great love story – that of Evelyn and Rex.

Evelyn is clearly recognisable as the woman I got to know all too briefly: sociable, compassionate, strong-willed and with a great sense of humour. I ought not to have been surprised that the daughter of a playwright should be an accomplished writer herself, but I don’t think I could ever have hoped for something so vivid, so fresh, so entertaining.

I wondered why she didn’t tell me some of these stories herself when we were together in Cornwall. Maybe, having set them down, she felt that was all that could be said. Maybe reliving her time with Rex was too painful, reminding her of her loneliness when I knew her. But even if it was not her intention at the time of writing, there is evidence that she went back to edit some of the entries later and that she therefore hoped they would be read by others one day.

When she writes her last entry in April 1947 as they sail home from Italy – with Rex’s retirement not far off and a new life out of the Army awaiting them – she appears to be putting an end to her diary-writing years but it is hard to imagine that she stopped writing altogether.

Evelyn ended up alone, with no children and few relatives. I have no children myself and I am the last of that line. Now that Shaun has rescued them, I want to pass her stories on to you. They are Evelyn’s stories, but they are also part of the story of a very special generation and, as my own experience shows, something we can all too easily lose.

Jacy Wall


Note from the editor

Evelyn was a natural storyteller; the changes I have made to her original text are minimal and consist mainly of grammatical corrections and improvements I felt were required to present her writing to the large readership she deserves. I have added explanatory text in square brackets within the diary entries when this could be done briefly and without interrupting the flow of the narrative. Longer passages of background information are in italicised paragraphs between the entries.

As it is her diary and not a history book, I have not resorted to changing any minor inconsistencies that may occur.

The pre-war and wartime diaries are published almost in their entirety, but the Italian post-war diary – which amounted to almost as many words as all the other diaries put together – had to be shortened. For this I have concentrated on sharing the most entertaining and illuminating parts of Evelyn’s extraordinary experience of living in a conquered country in the immediate aftermath of war.

Barbara Fox, 2017


Evelyn’s people

Relatives

Uncle Alec (Alexander) Clifford 1875–1950. Her father’s brother. Father of journalist Alexander Clifford and Jacy Wall’s mother Elizabeth and their brother Henry (known as Tony).

Alexander Clifford 1909–52. Her cousin. Eldest child of Alec and Marian. War correspondent for Daily Mail 1940–46. Awarded OBE in 1946. His archive of diaries and letters are with the Imperial War Museum.

Aunt Alice Clifford 1871–1950. Her father’s sister.

Elizabeth Clifford (later Davies) 1915–97. Her cousin. Daughter of Alec and Marian Clifford; mother of Jacy Wall.

Aunt Elsie Clifford 1877–1961. Her father’s sister.

Emlie Clifford (née Bennet) 1861–1933. Her mother. Playwright who wrote under the name Mrs Clifford Mills. Her most famous works are Where the Rainbow Ends and The Luck of the Navy.

Eva Buckingham 1882–1956. Her stepmother. Harold’s second wife; mother of Peggy and Hugh.

Harold Clifford 1867–1946. Her father.

Uncle Harry (Henry) Clifford 1861–1947. Her father’s brother.

Hugh Clifford 1916–1993. Her half-brother. Son of Harold and Eva Buckingham.

Aunt Marian Clifford 1880–1966. Wife of Uncle Alec; mother of journalist Alexander Clifford and Jacy Wall’s mother Elizabeth and their brother Henry (known as Tony).

Aunt Mary (Mrs Ward Poole) 1854/5–1946 Not a relative. Lives with Aunt Elsie.

Peggy (Margaret) Clifford 1905–76. Her half-sister. Daughter of Harold and Eva Buckingham.

Rex (Herbert Reginald) Shillington (1892–1963) Her husband. A career soldier in the British Army who reached the rank of brigadier on his retirement in 1949.

Friends and acquaintances

General Body At the War Office.

Signor and Signora Cenzato Owners of the villa in Naples where Rex and Evelyn live from July to October 1946.

Mr and Mrs Chotzner Fellow residents at the school Maiden Erlegh, Evelyn’s home from March to December 1941.

Italia Conti Actress who founded the theatre school that bears her name. Most closely associated with Where the Rainbow Ends, she sets up the charity the Rainbow League in 1932.

Brigadier (Joe) and Ida Coyle Rex’s brigadier in Edinburgh.

Betty Craig Fellow paying guest in Lady Place. Her husband is a brother officer of John Sinclair, son of the owner.

Colonel and Mollie Earp Neighbours at Hilsea Barracks in the 1920s when Evelyn and Rex are newly married; later together at Bramley and Burscough Ordnance Depots.

Colonel (Michael) and Ina Egan Originally friends of her parents, their son, Frank, was Evelyn’s first love before his death in the First World War.

Colonel Ferguson With the Ordnance Depot in Graz, Austria.

Audrey and Guy Fossick Audrey is Nella Hutchison’s sister.

Captain Fox Runs the school Maiden Erlegh near Reading, Evelyn’s home from March to December 1941.

Louis and Ruby Freedman Neighbours of Mrs Sinclair; Evelyn forms a strong friendship with them.

Peggy and Douglas Gluckstein Douglas is at Luton Hoo with Rex and is the grandson of the founder of Lyons’ Corner Houses.

Billy and Hilda Grellier Army friends who later sail to India.

Jane Hadden Evelyn’s closest friend; the pair met in Hong Kong.

Pat Hadden Jane’s (estranged) husband.

Colonel (Jem) Hamilton Evelyn and Rex met Jem on the ship coming home from Hong Kong.

Sam Harris Manager of the Glen Eagle Hotel, Harpenden, Evelyn’s home from December 1943 to September 1945.

Nigel Headington Bursar at Maiden Erlegh.

Brigadier (Jack) and Mary Heywood Jack works for the Royal Army Service Corps and is based in Italy with Rex.

Nella Hutchison Wife of Percy; an actress.

Percy Hutchison Actor-manager/director/producer. Originally a friend of Evelyn’s mother, Emlie.

Major and Nan Impey Of the Lincolnshire Regiment, they first met in Hong Kong and are re-acquainted in Edinburgh.

Major Lee-Wood With the Ordnance Depot in Naples.

David Lyle Jane Hadden’s former lover.

Colonel and Mrs Mapleson He becomes Rex’s Commanding Officer in Bramley on the departure of Colonel Earp.

Mrs Mead One of the Army wives at Bramley Depot.

Mr and Mrs Petersen Owners of the holiday cottage in Guernsey that is a favourite destination for Evelyn and Rex.

Mrs Sinclair Owner of Lady Place, Sutton Courtenay, Evelyn’s home from December 1941 to May 1942.

(Edward) D’Arcy and Lita Staunton Senior chaplain to the Forces in Italy.

Nan Temple-Morris Army wife and friend in Bramley Depot. They may also have known each other in the Far East.

Captain (Tom) and May Rook Friends in Bramley Depot, they later sail to Egypt.

Marjorie Smith A resident of the Clifton Hotel in Southport, Evelyn’s home from January to December 1938.

Colonel and Mrs Tanner Predecessors of the Earps in Bramley Depot.

Maggie Webster Owner of the house in Sutton Courtenay where Evelyn lives from May 1942 to May 1943.
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Evelyn as a young woman


PART ONE

A home of our own at last!

January 1935–January 1936

Evelyn and her husband, Rex, are returning to the UK from Hong Kong, where Rex, a major in the Royal Ordnance Depot of the British Army, has been on a three-year tour of duty. She is forty-two, Rex slightly older. They have no children. In 1933, halfway through the tour, Evelyn’s mother, Emlie, died. The two were devoted to each other; the letters between them while Evelyn was abroad show how difficult they both found their separation – particularly Emlie, who was lonely and missing her daughter terribly. Evelyn is dreading returning to an England without her mother and has been grateful that life on board ship – with new and old friends and endless activities to fill her time – has helped to keep dark thoughts at bay.

As the passengers wrote light-hearted verse on each other’s menu cards on their last night together, everyone singled out Evelyn’s sense of fun, causing her to write in her journal later, ‘If only they knew how heavy my heart has often been.’

Friday, 11 January 1935

The troopship Somersetshire docked at Southampton this morning. It was a dull, cheerless January day with a piercing north-east wind blowing and the prospect as we stepped down the gangway was as bleak as my heart. To return to England like this is hard indeed!

All was bustle and confusion as the Gordon Highlanders disembarked for Edinburgh and farewells were said. Our good friend Colonel (Jem) Hamilton will go with them but will be returning to London for leave and we have planned to meet again. We hear from our pals in the regiment that his wife, older than he, is an alcoholic. How terribly sad!

Boris and Nan Bacon are on the quayside to meet us. Nan and Boris knew and loved my mother and I can sense their loving sympathy as we all go to have lunch at the Polygon before we catch the 3.30 train to Waterloo. We have booked a room at the Palace Hotel, Piccadilly, for our stay in London.

As I sit in the train I remember how I have longed to see my beloved London again during these three years of exile. The broad Thames! The Houses of Parliament! The flower girls selling snowdrops and violets round the statue of Eros in Piccadilly! The parks where my mother and I used to walk! How terribly empty it all seems to me now. After unpacking and having dinner we go to bed. Feeling utterly miserable.

Saturday, 12 January 1935

Wake with raging neuralgia, due to reaction, I suppose. Rang Batchelor and made an appointment to see him on Monday. There is a lot of business to attend to – all my mother’s affairs – which I must get down to.

Monday, 14 January 1935

Yesterday Rex and I went to Woolwich to have tea and supper with Jane and Pat Hadden. They have a quarter in the barracks there. It was wonderful to see Jane again, my dearest and closest friend in Hong Kong, and they gave us a warm welcome.

Today we saw Mr Batchelor. There is so much to see and to do. My mother’s furniture is stored at William Whiteley’s and will have to remain there until Rex knows where he is to be posted.

Evelyn met Jane Hadden in 1932 while she and Rex were on their Far East posting. Evelyn commented in her diary at the time that Jane was ‘… fascinating. Not pretty but with lovely grey eyes and she is so amusing!’ They hit it off immediately.

[image: image]

Evelyn and Rex on their wedding day, 1925

Tuesday, 22 January 1935

Spent a very happy weekend with Colonel and Mrs Egan in Windsor. Ina and Michael are very dear friends of ours of many years. They loved my mother and came to every first night of her plays in London, and are great Rainbow fans. It was like coming home to be with them.

When we arrived back at the Regent Palace Hotel we found Jem Hamilton waiting for us. He took us to dine at Grosvenor House. A delicious dinner, and we danced afterwards to a splendid band. On the floor were the Duke of Kent and his lovely bride, Princess Marina – a beautiful girl – both obviously very much in love.

Michael and Ina Egan were friends of Evelyn’s parents. Their son, Frank, who was killed in the Battle of Jutland in 1916, was Evelyn’s first love. When Evelyn married Rex in 1925 it was Michael Egan and not her father who gave her away, suggesting that the delicate situation between Harold and Emlie made Harold’s presence at the wedding too awkward.

Thursday, 24 January 1935

In bed with a sore throat and cough. Rex got the doctor and I have laryngitis. What a bore! Feeling awful, with a temperature. Hope to be well enough to go to Storrington to stay with Aunt Alice on Saturday week.

Rex has been to the War Office and he is to be posted to Bramley, a large depot near Basingstoke, and we are to have a quarter! This will be our first real home since we were married nine years ago.

Monday, 4 February 1935

Just back from a very happy visit to Aunt Alice in Storrington. Such a warm and loving welcome from her and dear Uncle Harry; and dear Aunt Elsie and Aunt Mary came over to have lunch with us at Harry’s house. So lovely to see them all again! Uncle Harry was very interested in our time in China; he has visited Japan and has some beautiful Chinese and Japanese treasures in his house and studio.

Alice, Elsie and Harry (Henry) are siblings of Evelyn’s father, and they will pop up regularly throughout the diaries as Evelyn is a devoted niece. Neither Alice nor Elsie married and Harry is a widower. Aunt Mary (Mary Ward Poole), a widow, is not a relative but lives with Aunt Elsie.

Thursday, 7 February 1935

Caught the 1.45 train to Nottingham where Rex’s brother, Arthur, and youngest sister, Gladys, met us. His mother and eldest sister, Maud, all so glad to see us and so kind and understanding.

Sunday, 10 February 1935

Left Nottingham as Rex has to report for duty on Monday. We have been thoroughly spoilt and were taken for a lovely drive in Sherwood Forest and to a football match on Saturday (Nottingham Forest 2 – Notts County 3).

A slow (and very cold) train journey; luckily we had sandwiches and coffee with us. Glad to get back to the Regent Palace Hotel.

Monday, 11 February 1935

Up early and caught the train to Basingstoke. We shall have to find a hotel to live in until our quarter is vacated and decorated. Hated Basingstoke on sight! A more mouldy spot one couldn’t imagine, and the hotel – in which we were shown a double bedroom with a gas-fire with its ‘teeth’ missing – just about finished us; but Colonel Powell came over from Bramley and drove us over to the Great Western Hotel in Reading where we had a super lunch and saw a lovely big double bedroom on the first floor. The proprietor, Mr Mermoud – who is Swiss – and his French wife were both so nice. Rex’s leave ends tomorrow. So thankful to be settled in this comfy hotel!

Tuesday, 12 February 1935

Rex off to Bramley on duty. Explored Reading and certainly like it; good shops and one can get onto the towpath along the Thames. Rex back for a late tea. He likes the new job and says the major’s quarter is rather charming. The Knox-Wilsons are in it at present and have invited me over to lunch with Rex on Thursday.

Thursday, 14 February 1935

Perfectly lovely day! How beautiful England is in the spring! Went by train to Bramley, where the entrance to the depot is through a police gate. The depot contains large sheds which house all the necessary equipment for a British Expeditionary Army in case of war, and no one can enter it without a permit. Here one boards a marvellous contraption – a trolley which traverses the enormous depot (which is extremely pretty and has a trout stream running through it). This takes us up a hill to another gate near the officers’ mess and the officers’ quarters, which are in a row, all set in delightful gardens and of different sizes. The one the Knox-Wilsons have, and which will be ours, is a large bungalow with a lovely garden and I fell in love with it at once.

It has a large hall and sitting room (which has French windows onto a nice veranda), a large dining room, a double bedroom and two single bedrooms and a small study – all facing south over the garden. There are very good kitchen quarters including a maid’s bedroom, a very pleasant kitchen and various pantries; a separate ‘loo’ and bathroom, large airing cupboard and a huge boiler, which is serviced by the gardener, Knott.

He is a marvellous gardener and the large lawn, borders and rose garden are all beautifully kept, and – oh, joy! – there is a very fine vegetable garden!

We have lunch with the Knox-Wilsons and afterwards go to have tea with Colonel and Mrs Tanner in their quarter next door. Colonel Tanner is retiring soon and the good news is that he is to be replaced by Colonel Earp, currently in Burscough, Lancashire, who with Molly, his wife, are very good friends of ours from Hilsea days [Rex and Evelyn’s barracks when they were newly married]. Molly will make a splendid CO’s wife!

Mrs Tanner tells me that when they leave I shall have to take over the Ladies’ Guild, which consists of the officers’ wives, the sergeants’ wives and, here in Bramley, the wives of the large police force which guards the depot. She explains that as the police force is more permanent than the Army, there exists always a certain amount of tension between the wives of the police and the sergeants, which I feel won’t make my task easy. There will also be a lot going on due to it being the silver jubilee year of the King and Queen. I seem fated to have to take over the jobs of colonels’ wives, and Rex, of course, will have more to do till Colonel Earp arrives, but he will be coming before Molly, who will have to see to the packing-up, etc. (they have three daughters of school age).

Saturday, 16 February 1935

Letter from Percy Hutchison to say that my mother’s play, The Luck of the Navy, is playing in Bournemouth tonight and could Rex and I go. Rex couldn’t make it but I caught the train to Bournemouth where Percy met me. The play went wonderfully well and it was lovely to see it, but – oh! – how I missed my beloved mother! Met the company afterwards and we all went to a club run by a Mrs Jordan Muir, where Percy, Nella and I stayed the night.

Percy Hutchison (1875–1945), an actor-manager, director and producer, was born into a theatrical family. His first stage appearance was as a boy in Blackpool as a member of his mother’s company, and he would join forces with Miss Emma Hutchison, as his mother was known, to mount productions all over the country, often directing and starring in them himself. Emma was the sister of Sir Charles Wyndham, for whom Percy worked as stage manager, later managing Wyndham’s Theatre in London after his uncle’s death, as well as some provincial theatres. Evelyn almost certainly got to know Percy through her mother, for he was one of the original stars of Emlie’s The Luck of the Navy, a play he successfully took to North America in 1919. He married Nella, a member of his touring companies, after the death of his first wife, actress Lilias Earle. Her friendship with Percy is very important to Evelyn and one of the many ways she is able to preserve her mother’s memory.

Sunday, 17 February 1935

A lovely morning, Bournemouth looking very beautiful. Percy, Nella and I went for a walk to Alum Chine and met Miss (Italia) Conti, and in the afternoon had a drive to Corfe Castle and back to Miss Conti’s house on the East Cliff. So nice to hear all about Rainbow and to see her St George’s flag flying over the house! Caught train back to Reading – very tired but so glad I went.

Italia Conti, known today for the theatre school that bears her name, started her career as an actress. When the producer Charles Hawtrey asked her to train the children for the first production of Where the Rainbow Ends at the Savoy Theatre in 1911, she realised her talent as a teacher and virtually gave up acting, founding her school in a basement studio in London’s Great Portland Street. In the early 1920s she took over control of the annual Rainbow productions and in 1932 she formed the charity the Rainbow League to support children’s causes throughout the British Empire. It also financed ‘Rainbow beds’ for children in hospital.

Saturday, 23 February 1935

Had a strenuous week! Up to town to stay with the Hutchisons, met Jane and did some shopping. London looking very lovely, the parks with early spring flowers and everyone getting excited over the jubilee celebrations. Returned today, very tired, but so glad to be with Rex.

Sunday, 24 February 1935

Rex and I had a lovely walk along the towpath to Caversham. We can’t move into our quarter till 29 April as it has to be redecorated after the Knox-Wilsons move out. Then my mother’s furniture will have to be moved out of storage. How can I endure seeing all her things again? How I dread this ordeal!

Friday, 8 March 1935

Mrs Tanner came to tea today to say goodbye. She said there was a problem regarding the Ladies’ Guild that she wanted to explain to me. It is always the wife of the senior sergeant-major who takes over the duties of secretary of the guild, but in this case, Mrs Tanner says, the sergeant-major’s wife is Italian and very temperamental indeed, and with the situation as it is between Army and police wives, this has caused some trouble. So Mrs Tanner has seen fit to ‘demob’ Mrs Knell and has delegated the next sergeant’s wife to be secretary over her. This is quite unprecedented and Rex thinks, as I do, that it will lead to trouble. He thinks that as CO’s wife, Mrs Tanner should have dealt differently with the problem as one can imagine what an atmosphere this has created. I feel she is leaving me with a pretty kettle of fish and a very nasty situation. Thank goodness when Molly Earp comes it will be her job, as colonel’s wife, to sort it out.

Thursday, 28 March 1935

Today I had to take over the Ladies’ Guild in place of Mrs Tanner, who has left. Had to address about forty women and could feel the atmosphere was very strained. Had a committee meeting afterwards: quite an ordeal and very sticky! Mrs Tanner has certainly left me with a problem to keep things going till Molly Earp takes over. There is obviously a ‘Mrs Knell faction’, who feel she has been outrageously treated, and those behind Mrs Mead, the new secretary. However, I managed to persuade them to continue as at present until our new colonel’s wife comes to take over and I think they appreciate what a difficult position I am in.

Mrs Knell, a large, full-bosomed liquid-eyed Italian, mother of five children, sits and broods, darting venomous glances at Mrs Mead who is surrounded by her supporters who cast equally venomous glances at Mrs Mead’s faction. Not a happy afternoon!

Saturday, 6 April 1935

Have been to Bramley several times to choose wallpaper for the quarters, which the sappers are redecorating. Have chosen an attractive pale grey matt-finish for the sitting room and plain for the other rooms, and shall have chintz curtains in the dining room. I have fallen for some lovely seagulls – my favourite birds! – flying across the sea in the bathroom. We are getting the extra furniture, carpets, etc. from Newbery’s in Reading on hire purchase.

Today my dear Jane came to spend the day and we took her over to see the quarter. She is enchanted with it and the garden. There is a pale pink cherry blossom just outside one of the sitting-room windows in the rose gardens.

Friday, 12 April 1935

The ladies’ whist drive and dance today – I gave away prizes. Thank heaven all went off well! I am getting to know the other officers and their wives. They are a very cheery and friendly lot. The Rooks, May and Tom, have a captain’s quarter next to the mess and two very lively red-headed sons. There are the Bransburys, a charming couple, and Colonel and Mrs Harper, and there seems to be lots going on here. There is tennis in the summer and an open-air swimming pool, and badminton in the winter. Shopping is done from the NAAFI or in Basingstoke. The depot is huge, full of bunnies and pheasants, and Rex hopes to fish in the trout stream. Senior officers come down from the War Office in the appropriate season for a shoot on Saturdays.

There is a small garrison church at which the vicar of Bramley Parish Church comes to preach sometimes.

Rex has arranged that the furniture and my mother’s personal belongings be brought to the depot from Whiteley’s and that they are stored in one of the Army huts so that I can go through them before we move into our quarter. I dread this task …

Palm Sunday, 14 April 1935

To Bramley for church and church parade; lunch in the mess. Colonel Earp here and on Rex’s advice I told him of the Ladies’ Guild dilemma and asked his advice as Molly will not be coming for a little while yet.

He is horrified at Mrs Tanner’s tactless and high-handed action in ‘demoting’ the regimental sergeant-major’s wife, but says the damage is done and the best thing to do now is call a ballot and let the ladies decide who they want to be secretary. This is of course the democratic way, but I do wonder if it will solve the problem. I sincerely hope it does! I am glad to have an authoritative ruling on the matter. The ballot will have to wait now till next month.

Wednesday, 17 April 1935

The last two days I have been over to Bramley to tackle the heart-breaking job of sorting out my beloved mother’s personal belongings, which were packed by Whiteley’s. Smashed china and glass; clothes riddled with moths and her fox fur the same; a sugar basin still full of sugar … Was there no one who cared enough to do this last service for you, oh my darling, and I was all those thousands of miles away.

Everything reminded me so vividly of her and days gone by. Her fur, her trinkets, all tore at my heart as I realised that in spite of all I suffered in Hong Kong and since, I have never really faced up to the fact that never in this life shall I see her again.

Rex, who understands so well what an ordeal this is to me, came to fetch me to lunch in the mess and it is an indication of his love and deep understanding that he never remarked on my tear-stained face – just a loving pressure of his arm about me as he shows me where to go for repairs to the damage in my appearance, and that loving look which tells me there is nothing he would not do to spare me this ordeal. After lunch I go back to the sad task, with Knott to help me get rid of the smashed crockery, and I returned to finish it today. May Rook’s eldest son, eight years old, accompanied me, and his presence and artless chatter was a great comfort and helped to dispel the dark cloud of misery which threatened to engulf me.

Tuesday, 30 April 1935

We moved into the quarter yesterday. The furniture arrived from Reading and we had the carpets down and curtains up and it certainly looks very nice. We have chosen a dove-grey carpet, green velvet curtains and a grey-green suite for the sitting room, which set off our Chinese ‘comprador’ table and our Chinese lamps, vases and ornaments.

We have chintz curtains in the dining room and in the bedrooms. We shall use the large veranda for meals and have furnished it with a rustic table and chairs, and it has green bamboo ‘chicks’ [rollable blinds to keep out direct sunlight] for hot weather.

We are lucky to have been able to engage the Knox-Wilsons’ maid, Kathleen, until she gets married. She is an excellent cook and will train her younger sister, Charlotte, to take her place when she leaves. They are daughters of a gamekeeper.

We also have a very nice woman, a Mrs Ham, who comes to clean (and also sells eggs, most appropriately!), and if we entertain we can have the mess head waiter to wait at table.

Thursday, 2 May 1935

Motored with the Rooks up to London. It looks like a fairy city, one mass of bunting and stands all ready for the jubilee celebrations next Monday.

Monday, 6 May 1935

Perfect day for the jubilee celebrations. The Rooks and ourselves listened in to the royal procession to St Paul’s Cathedral and heard the wonderful reception given to Their Majesties.

General Body came down from the War Office and the Egans came to lunch with us before going to Sherfield [village adjoining Bramley depot] to take part in the jubilee celebrations. The depot has co-operated in supplying tents, etc. as well as personnel for the village. They put on a splendid show, with a Maypole dance and sports, and I presented the prizes.

Thursday, 9 May 1935

Had a private meeting with Mrs Knell and Mrs Mead, and Colonel Earp explained that he had decided that a ballot should be held this afternoon to decide who should be secretary of the Ladies’ Guild. It was a bit fraught, with Mrs Knell getting very temperamental and repeatedly swearing ‘on the heads of her children’ in broken English, but we managed to calm her down with cups of coffee and it was at last decided that they would both abide by the ballot decision.

Later:

Thank God all went well! Supported by the officers’ wives we arranged the ballot between the sergeant and police wives and by a large majority they chose Mrs Mead to be secretary. Although the small Knell faction was of course disappointed, we feel that all may now be peace.

Sunday, 12 May 1935

All this week we have been hearing over the radio eyewitness reports of the marvellous scenes outside Buckingham Palace as huge crowds call for the King and Queen to appear on the famous balcony, and last night, whilst listening with the Rooks, we suddenly decided we had to be there too and piled into the car and set out for London, arriving at about 10.15 p.m. After parking the car at the Piccadilly car park we made our way through dense crowds all along The Mall to the palace, where we arrived in time to join the immense crowd calling for the King and Queen, with all eyes on the balcony. And as we all shouted, ‘We want the King!’ and ‘We want the Queen!’, out they came (for the umpteenth time) to a deafening roar each time and to the singing of ‘God save the King’ and the cheers which must surely touch their hearts. A most thrilling experience!

Home in the small hours of the morning.

To church this morning, still feeling very tired after last night’s expedition – but so well worth it!

Monday, 27 May 1935

Met Jane at Reading. She had her cat with her. Alas, she and Pat have decided to part and Jane is going to live in a hotel in Shortlands, Kent, where she can’t have the cat, and so we have offered to give her a home. She is a lovely half-Persian who rejoices in the name of Garbo (smoke-coloured with blue eyes) and is very conscious of her beauty, though a little fraught after the journey. However a saucer of milk and some delicious fish prepared by Kathleen soon restored her, as Jane introduced her to her new home. It is so lovely to see Jane!

Jane and Pat have had a rocky relationship from the start. Jane had been married young, to a captain in the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC), but was widowed only a few months later when the Germans bombed the hospital in Boulogne during the First World War. Heartbroken, she joined the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) and went to France where she met Pat, a friend of her late husband. They married when the war was over, only to discover they had little in common. While stationed with her husband in India, Jane met and fell in love with David Lyle, a young captain in the Welsh Regiment. They wanted to marry but Pat refused to give her a divorce and she reluctantly broke up with David, promising Pat that she would have no further contact with him. David went on to marry and have a daughter but is now divorced.

Thursday, 30 May 1935

A lovely day. Jane and I down in the depot to watch the operation of re-stocking the stream. Rex and Captain Crawford have been the prime movers in this scheme (being keen fishermen) and watch with great satisfaction as the new trout are introduced into the water.

Saturday, 22 June 1935

Teddy, Rex’s brother, to stay the weekend. He is a barrister and rather tall like Rex and very nice.

Great news! Molly Earp has come and they have moved into their quarter next to ours. Apart from the fact we have always been such good pals, it is marvellous to have the CO’s wife here to take over her duties, especially someone as tactful and competent as dear Molly.

Thursday, 27 June 1935

The Earps to dine. All of us wives under Molly are working very hard to make the fête on 12 July a big success.

Saturday, 29 June 1935

Kathleen leaves today to be married, and her sister, Charlotte, whom she has been training, takes over, assisted by Mrs Ham who comes to do the washing-up when we entertain. Charlotte is an excellent little cook, her pastries and pies a dream, and she has learnt to wait at table, looking very attractive in a dark green dress and coffee-coloured organdie collar, apron and cap. She is blonde.

When the Hutchisons came down to stay last time they brought their two dogs with them, a rather aged dachshund called Greta and a very fine little Aberdeen Terrier, very young. As they are now living in a flat in London they asked us to keep the two dogs, which we did, but they took Greta back with them as she fretted. However, they asked if they might give the Scotch Terrier to us as he wants a lot of exercise, and of course we were delighted to have him. He is very well bred and has a pedigree, but alas, the Hutchisons have no idea how to train a puppy, as we found out when they stayed with us. He is only six months old and housetrained, but has no idea of walking to heel or coming when called – and no wonder! The Hutchisons, after yelling themselves hoarse, proceed to give him a beating and call him, ‘Bad dog!’ when they do get him to return (a difficult task in a depot full of bunnies), which of course completely confuses the poor little chap. We shall have to see what we can do.

He seems to have taken to Rex and adores ‘walkies’ in the depot with its bunnies and lovely smells. His idea of chasing them is to go full tilt, giving tongue at the top of his range, which of course scares them stiff and quite obviates any chance of him ever catching one. We have named him Chaser!

Tuesday, 2 July 1935

To London with Rex to Highgate Cemetery to put flowers on my mother’s grave. She is
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