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​Part One: The time, place and people


[image: image]


A secret in the wardrobe...

What you are about to read is a true account - or at least as true as any personal diary. These entries reveal an emotional period for my mum, Eve, shedding light on her life in 1950s Kent, and about her inner turmoil as she’s torn between her two great loves.
[image: A picture of Eve's diaries form 1951 and 1952]

EVE DIED IN 2011. CLEARING out her house afterwards, I came across two small leatherbound pocket diaries. They were tucked away among half-finished and abandoned sewing projects in the wardrobe of her box room. There were no other mementoes nearby. They measure ten by six centimetres (four by two and a half inches), one red, one black, from 1951 and 1952. The tiny writing is in ink from a fountain pen, often smudged or feathered, making it hard to read. I’d never known Mum write for pleasure or reflection. I browsed through them, picking out sentences where I could. 

I stored the diaries with Eve’s other documents and returned to my task of fulfilling my role as executor for her estate. There was a lot to do. It was twelve years before I came across them again and remembered I intended to type them up. I didn’t expect to find anything new but set about the task, often turning to Twitter/X for help in deciphering the words. My phone was incredibly useful too; I photographed pages, enlarged them, and cropped them so I could concentrate on each mystery I was trying to solve. Between me, my phone, and the lovely Twitter/X community, pretty much everything became clear. And I discovered plenty.

The Time

There are two stories in Eve’s diaries. Firstly, the personal one. The entries are mainly factual accounts of her days. Comments like ‘Work as usual. Washed my hair’ pop up a lot, so don’t expect it all to be riveting reading; much of it is mundane, but do persevere. Woven through the trivialities is the heartbreak of losing her first love, Fred, and learning to live without him. Eventually she finds happiness again when she meets my father, Reg, but life throws another curveball when her parents announce that they are selling up and moving away, leaving her homeless and feeling abandoned at the age of twenty. With a new job and a new love, her only option was to find local lodgings. Her parent’s decision affected her deeply, perhaps because it echoed the pain of Fred leaving her, or her experience of being evacuated as a small child during the second world war. 

Evacuation was a scheme to protect children from bombs. Eve was sent to live in the country with her sister, Pamela, but without her parents. Not fully understanding why you were separated from your mother and father, and not knowing if you would ever see them again, was a traumatising experience. Mum was a strong, resilient woman but I believe the memories of feeling abandoned by her parents (twice) and Fred remained with her. You will need to read between the lines, but it is easy to do. My guess is that the sparse entries served to remind her of significant events and how they unfolded. 

When the diaries begin, it had been six years since World War two ended. Both Eve and Fred would have lived through it from the ages of seven to thirteen, a significant and formative chunk of their childhood so no doubt it impacted them greatly. Reg, being six years older, would have been thirteen when the war broke out and nineteen when it ended, so it encompassed all his teen years. Many of the young people mentioned would have had fathers who had been called up to fight.

There was conscription in place at the time – the scheme where young men had no choice but to do national Service for eighteen months, so the military still cast a long shadow. There is mention of Fred and others serving in the armed forces, but not Reg. If my memory serves me correctly, I believe that Reg fulfilled his spell in the UK at a different time, possibly earlier, as he was older. I remember hearing that he had been sent down coal mines.

The second story, a vivid portrait of how young people lived in post war Britain, is astounding. In addition to the stories of love and friendship, the casual descriptions seem to take for granted cinemas, dance halls, music, theatre and social occasions almost every week. If you wanted to go dancing this weekend, with a live band in a hall, would you be able to find somewhere near you? And would you be able to easily afford it? Would there be cheap buses and trains if you needed them? If you went to London’s West End to see famous actors in a show, what proportion of your weekly income would it take? All the characters in Eve’s diaries were working class, yet they seemed to have access to it all. It would be understandable that they were determined to live life to the full after the frugality and terror of the years at war. Entertainment appeared to be inexpensive and abundant. 

The cost of West End theatre tickets in 1951 ranged from five to twenty five shillings, which equates to between £2 and £15 today. Actual prices today range from about £22.50 to £300 so yes, theatre was much more affordable in Eve’s day. Cinema tickets were, on average, just under eight shillings, which equates to £2.81 in today’s money. In 2025, we are paying around £8, roughly three times as much.
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I HAD A DISTANT MEMORY of a photo album with pictures of that era, mainly featuring Mum on motorbikes – but I hadn’t seen it since I was a teenager. Eventually my sister tracked it down in her son’s attic, so I’ve been able to match up some diary entries with photographs, despite many of them having no writing or labels to help me. Many of them are tiny, only about five centimetres square. One surprise was that there is a photo or a group of friends, taken in Rochester Castle Gardens in 1947, that has both Eve and Fred in it, so they knew each other when they were fifteen. My guess is that they began dating when they were sixteen, so they had been together for four years when they broke up.

[image: Eve and her friends in Rochester Castle Gardens in 1947]


The People

HERE'S AN INTRODUCTION to the main characters:

Eve Reed

[image: Eve walking in Nice, France]
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EVE WAS BORN ON 16th January 1932, a second daughter for Alfred and Doris. She was christened Evelyn but was always known as Eve. She attended Chatham Grammar School for Girls – the same school as me – gaining a qualification known as matriculation, which was the precursor to the O and A level system. She was intelligent and quick witted, but university wasn’t a viable option. Eve often expressed regret that she had not been able to go. At the time, it was fiercely competitive, and costs were high. Her parents would not have been able to afford it, and of course, it wasn’t a normal thing for the working classes to do. Only 3.4% of young people went to university compared to 38% these days. She had a thirst for learning which is evident in her night school education and the qualifications she went on to gain in later life. Instead, she took a job as a clerk in a firm of solicitors in London (B & Rs), which meant commuting by train.

Eve’s parents

[image: The wedding of Eve's parents, Alfred Reed and Doris DuMont]

THE FAMILY LIVED IN Napier Road, Gillingham. Her father, Alfred, was a quiet, good looking man with heavy eyebrows and a quick sense of humour. He worked as an electrician for the South Eastern Electricity Board. I have few memories of him as he died from lung cancer in 1967 when I was nine. He was sixty three when he died. 

Her mother, Doris, was a housemaid before she married. A plain woman, she blamed her figure on ‘fat being absorbed through her skin’ while working below stairs in kitchens. Doris was a good cook – a skill passed on to Pam, Eve’s sister, but not to Eve, who was far less interested in domestic skills, with the exception of sewing. She enjoyed making clothes. 

Doris’s father was French and her mother half French. I have no recollection of her having any interest in France at all, but it may explain Eve’s abiding love of the country. I was surprised that there was no criticism of Doris in the diaries. She had a sharp tongue, often nagging or complaining. As children, my sister and I were sent to her for a couple of weeks each summer, so I had firsthand experience of this. Maybe Eve was concerned that her mother might read her diary? 

Doris was always fond of card games – there is mention of Whist drives and Newmarket in the diaries – and this often involved a ‘flutter’; she enjoyed it more when money was at stake. In later years she became a stalwart at the bingo hall.

––––––––
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PAMELA CORNISH NÉE Reed

[image: Maurice, Pam, Fred and Eve at a dance, circa 1950]

PAMELA WAS EVE’S OLDER sister, who worked as a secretary. Pam and Eve were both chatterboxes, although Pam was possibly worse than Eve. They used to hold conversations where it was entirely normal for them both to talk at the same time for the duration. 

At the time of the diaries, Pam was a young bride, having married Maurice, a welder and boilermaker who worked on ships at Chatham Dockyard, in 1949. They are often mentioned as P&M.

Fred Wanless

[image: Fred Wanless in 1952]

FRED WANLESS WAS THE handsome, dark haired son of Fred and Emily Wanless, who lived in Dale Street, Chatham. He was Eve’s first love and the same age as her, so he too was only nineteen when the diaries commence. His son describes him as a thoughtful and sensitive man who enjoyed the company of others (especially women!) 

He had a great interest in motorbikes, perhaps because they helped him get to social events. He trained as a carpenter and never lost his appreciation of finely crafted wood. He also spent time in the forces.  Fred had one sister, Audrey.
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REG THRUSH

[image: Reg and Eve in 1952]

REG WAS BORN ON 11th January 1926. He was my father, the only son of Alice and George Thrush. George was a carpenter who had also served in the armed forces. As a child, Reg spent some time living in Gibraltar when his father was deployed there. When they returned to England, they lived in Burnt Oak Terrace, Gillingham. Alice and George remained there until their old age. Reg was left handed. In those days, this was seen as a fault, and he was forced to write with his right hand. The upshot was that his handwriting became completely illegible whichever hand he used!

Reg’s abiding passion was for music. He was a talented singer. He used a stage name – Johnny Miller –  as he didn’t think ‘Reg Thrush’ would appeal to audiences. If he wasn’t singing or playing percussion, he would be listening to jazz or talking about it. Reg was a well-liked, good natured man who had a friendly remark or joke for everyone. This made him a good front man for the bands he played with. He was working in a High Street tobacconist shop in 1951. He was six years older than Eve, so would have been twenty five at the time of the diaries. In later life he did administrative work and continued to sing semi-professionally until health prevented him.

There are many more friends and relations mentioned below. You’ll come across Arthur and Betty (sometimes referred to as A&B). Their daughter Lynn who has provided additional pictures. I’ve not been able to solve all the questions raised. I can’t work out quite how many Allans/Alans there are – at least two, although I’m leaning towards three. There are two different Joans - one is a work colleague and friend, the other dates Fred after Eve. I’d love to know who Carol was, because the language is slightly different around her. Eve says she takes her out, rather than going out with her, so maybe it was a friend or neighbour with a disability. There had been epidemics of polio at this time so this may have been a possibility.


The Place 

All the families lived in turn of the century modest, turn-of-the-century terraced houses. Both the Wanlesses and Thrushes had outside lavatories – I don’t know about the Reeds. The Wanlesses installed an inside toilet in the early 1960’s, but the Thrushes (my grandparents) never did. I used the outhouse as a child and remember being washed in a tin bath in front of the coal fire. Their home was small, with a long narrow garden separated from the back door by an alley that ran past the back of all the neighbours so that back doors and gardens could be accessed.

The setting for Eve’s diaries is The Medway Towns – the collective name for three towns, Rochester, Chatham and Gillingham, so called because they are set around the River Medway. These three towns are about thirty miles from London and over the years they have grown into each other. Chatham and Gillingham have strong armed forces connections. Chatham Dockyard, built, repaired and refitted Royal Navy ships. It was a major employer locally. Gillingham had army barracks that were home for The Royal Engineers. Rochester is more famous for its historical connections. It has a
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Alfred Reed and Doris Du Monts wedding in 1927. They were Eve’s parens.
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This picture was taken by a street photographer in Nice, when Eve was on
noliday in France in 1952. She was twenty years old,
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The diaries. Each one measures ten by six centimetres.
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This was taken just before Fred joined the army in 1952 for his National
Service. He was stationed in Malaya, which is now known as Peni
Malaysia
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1947. Eve captioned this ‘Taken one Sunday morning in Castle Garder

hester, on the way home from swimming baths.” Eve is on the left, Fred is
ihird from the right. The couple in the middle seem to have swapped jackets.
The boy on the right appears to be wearing his jacket back t front!






