World War One Memorabilia – Evelyn Diver's Diaries
Evelyn Diver was born on 23 April 1894.  She lived in the small Cambridgeshire village of Isleham near the Suffolk border, about 22 miles from Cambridge, 9½ miles from Ely and 8½ miles from Newmarket.  Her father was involved in market gardening, farming and as a grocer, then he added a successful business as a barge owner and gravel merchant.  He took over a wheelwrights and blacksmiths business when he moved to the Manor House, Isleham.  His men raised gravel in the Freckenham district to be carried by his barges with clunch, coal, and later, sugar beet, on the Great Ouse and its tributaries.  Evelyn often accompanied her father when he travelled to market at Ely, Newmarket and Cambridge.  His trade increased during the war when he had a large contract for supplying clunch (hard clay used for building) and gravel for the new Streatham bridge approaches.  He became a county councillor.
Evelyn grew up in a comfortable and loving home where the children were taught to follow Christian principles and attend the Baptist Church, but also to develop their talents and enjoy life.  Evelyn played the piano and trained as a school teacher.  She stayed in lodgings during the week, in term time.
The first indication of war was in 1912 when she saw soldiers on manoeuvres.  Then, in the middle of 1914, war became a reality.  At one level, life went on much as before for this 20 year old.  Chapel activities now involved fund raising for wounded soldiers.  She enjoyed tennis, boating and other activities, especially when her brothers and friends came to stay.  

The signs of war were all around and affected the civilian population to some degree.  As time went on Belgian refugees arrived in the village, sightings of planes, balloons and soldiers became common, and wartime restrictions began to bite.  Horses were requisitioned, a blackout and daylight saving were introduced.  When visiting Clacton she saw sea defences.  There were air raids, not just in London, where her sister Bertha was living, but also near Isleham.  The newspaper scathingly countered German claims of massive damage to industrial targets by a report of the killing by Zeppelins of two hens.  Relatives and villagers joined up, both her brother Archibald and her brother Joe (who returned from Australia to do so), and news of the first deaths was received.

When her brother, Arch, brought home a friend, Harry Banks, a son of a Baptist minister, he was welcomed at the Manor House, as were the friends of any member of the family.  Evelyn was able to write to him, have him visit, go out frequently with him, in company at first, then alone together as their romance blossomed.  He was already a soldier when they met and both knew, from newspaper reports, and from stories told by returning soldiers the risks to a long-term relationship.  

On 16 August 1916 Evelyn said goodbye to her sweetheart, Harry.  Almost the last entry she made in the 1916 diary was ominous; "Dec 20 Wednesday  Received a parcel of my letters to Harry & a letter from Fred this morning - no further news."   

The records of The Commonwealth War Graves Commission show that Harry Banks, son of George and Ruth Mary Banks of 260 Milton Road, Cambridge died on 14 November 1916 and is commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial, Somme, France.

Like many young women left in this situation, Evelyn did not marry.  She worked as a schoolteacher in London until just before the Second World War when she moved to New Zealand where she died in 1946.

Her brothers, Archibald 'Arch' and Joseph 'Joe' both served in North Africa and survived the war.

Her diaries of 1908, 1911-1916, 1921-1926 and a holiday diary of 1938/9 still exist.  They are in the care of a relative who intends to bequeath them to the Cambridgeshire Record Office.  He allowed me to make a full transcript, and I donated a copy of my transcript, with explanatory notes and some photographs, to Cambridgeshire Record Office.  This relative has agreed to these extracts from my transcript being donated to www.thegreatwararchive.com.  Evelyn Diver was a cousin of my father.

Transcriber's notes are shown in square brackets [ ].
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1912
Sept 16 Monday  Mother did not get up for breakfast but is dressing now (10 AM).  We saw an airship go by before breakfast about 7.10 AM - caused great excitement - 1st Lilian, Vinny or I had seen.  About ½ hr after she saw an aeroplane go by - also the 1st we had seen.  Lilian, would like to go up in one.  I think I should too.  Two men had the opportunity of doing so at Freckenham, but would not risk it.

Sept 17 Tuesday  Lilian and I were downstairs about 5.45 A.M.  We walked up High Street & saw two horse soldiers.  We took a crust of dry bread each to keep us going, and also an apple each.  We saw two more horse soldiers up Beck Road wearing long red cloaks which covered the back of their horses also.  We saw one aeroplane.  We sat on Dad's gate and ate part of a (co-rabbie?) [kohl-rabi] between us.  The aeroplane went over us.  (Cobie?) [Cody?] was in it.  Lilian and I thought we should like to have a ride.  After breakfast we entertained some soldiers (volontiers).  They came on bicycles... (We also saw 6 more (carky)? soldiers before breakfast while on the gate)... We gave them picnic cake, apples, tea at the gate.  Some of them came to the kitchen to fetch the tea.  They had been moving since about 2 AM & had slept in the open. We had about 12 round our gate.  They were awfully obliged to us for our hospitality.  They were really the enemy that we entertained.  They captured one of their enemies in the "Rising Sun".  They were laying on the ground against the Top Chapel shooting towards that way.  Isleham was all excitement.  Lilian and Ebb took several snapshots.  Lilian and I went out for a drive with Dad.  Mother, Dad, Lilian and I went to Newmarket.  Saw several soldiers about there - one of them on a motor bicycle travelling furiously.  Auntie Ness came by 5.20 train.

1914

Jly 30 Thursday  News arrived of the serious war which threatens Europe - Austria v. Servia.

Aug 3 Monday  (Bank Holiday)  We had a barge & went on water as usual.  Edie Bradley & Mr. Bartle (Archie) had not been before.  During our absence a government official took down the wireless aerial, because of the war, which is getting more serious.

Aug 4 Tuesday  The Germans have invaded French territory without declaring war, & today (Tuesday) the news of German victory over Russians was received.  They have taken possession of the Aland Islands.  It is decided the England will help France against Germans.

Aug 6 Thursday  Received news of great Belgian victory over Germans - 25,000 Belgians against 40,000 Germans - heading in newspaper was "David smites Goliath - 8,000 Germans killed & prisoners.

Aug 7 Friday  Father, Mother & some of others went to Newmarket today - drove - Mr. John Robins' horse was taken for the war - they were taking several - was a narrow escape for our Jack - perhaps he will have to go in a few days.

Aug 8 Saturday  Arch [Evelyn's brother Archibald] has come home - he has volunteered at Cambridge, the use of his motor-bicycle & himself for the government during war, several others - his works keep volunteers posts for them - paper this morning, 25,000 Germans killed, Germans asked for 24 hrs armistice.  Bertha [Evelyn's sister] said that a German in London, whom she knows, said that if he had to fight against England he couldn't shoot an Englishman.

Aug 9 Sunday  News of battle between Germans & French - 30,000 Germans killed, 15,000 French killed.  Saw an aeroplane Sunday morning - several horses bought by government in Isleham for war.

Aug 13 Thursday  Auntie Ness thinks the accounts of the war in the newspapers like a fairy tale, because it appears that it is all against the Germans & for the Belgians & French, our allies.

Aug 15 Saturday  While Dad & I were out driving this morning we heard that the Kaiser had shot himself!  We think it is not true. Arch, this week-end has put the wireless aerial up in the roof of the house.  I am not allowed to tell anyone, but I write it in my diary.

Aug 17 Monday  It is so nice to read of how party spirit is now quite in the back-ground.  Mr Bonar Law said (in effect in a speech that whatever steps the government took towards war, the opposition were quite ready to fall in with the same views.

Aug 21 Friday  Brussels surrendered to the enemy.

Sep 5 Saturday   Arch has gone to Cambridge to volunteer for military service today.  Albie Frost & Tommy Fyson have enlisted as boy scouts.  They are calling out for more volunteers & yet they refuse their service for trivial things - chest measurement, height, weight, etc.  One would have thought these things would not matter as such a crisis.

Sep 7 Monday  Mr. Ferby came from Ely for a day's shooting.  Arch went through medical exam. today but is not accepted because of his eyes.  Rose's brother is not accepted because 1 lb too little in weight.

Nov 7 Saturday  Arch joined the territorials - was allowed to be examined with glasses on.

Nov 23 Monday  Mr. Petit is working at the hospital at Cambridge again.  He often has little conversations with different soldiers.  They are cold at the hospital.  It is open all one side.  They are blinds similar to sun blinds up.  They said they could get down in the trenches & keep the cold winds off.  There were a lot round a big fire last week.  There seems to be a lot of things done for the Belgians.  Mr. Petit, I think, saw one "lady" give an English soldier some cigarettes, thinking he was a Belgian.  When he thanked her, she said, "Oh, you're not a Belgian", and took them from him.

Nov 28 Saturday  Arch did not come home today.  He has his overcoat now.  Dad saw him at Cambridge.  Before Arch had his overcoat - khaki - he was allowed to wear mackintosh.  Scout master saw he looked a little bit out of the ordinary - nose-nippers - tall - & some boy scouts saluted him - whole troop - also a soldier in Kitchener's Army.  

Dec 14 Monday   see Monday, Dec 7th.  I cycled to Cambridge after school & cycled back in the evening.  Belgians arrived at Isleham in afternoon.  Dad has lent the Ferry House for them.

Dec 19 Saturday  Marge & I had arranged to go to Ferry to see Belgians.  Marge went to a meeting so I went alone - took them some sweets & nuts.  (Mother, father & four children)  Father & eldest son speak French - others only Flemish - peasant class.  I could make myself understood to man a little bit - only him & his wife at home.  Could only understand a little of what he said - think I will study French again.

1915
Jan 5 Tuesday  Mr. Palmer finished stopping my two teeth today - one gold.  Several soldiers at Newmarket today - expecting 5,000 more this evening.

Jan 6 Wednesday  Went out with Dad this morning - saw two lots of soldiers out marching - passed one lot near Mildenhall - I think they had come from Newmarket.

Jan 12 Tuesday  Roads are better now - weather calmer.  There are Belgians at Lode. We asked children to bring one potato each for 1 week last term for ours - big sack full.

Jan 13 Wednesday  Children's tea at school - played games after.  I played piano for musical chairs - Mr. Morgan also asked me to give them a tune - Singing lesson today.  I sung a verse of song to children at Miss Watts' request.

Gentleman came to take the wireless apparatus down - which Arch had fitted up in nailshop - he said the coils were beautifully done - & fitted up better than any he had taken down.  Mother asked him how she was to know who he was & if he was a German - he soon took out his card & said Mother was quite right to ask.

Jan 30 Saturday  I saw a post card from a prisoner in Germany today.  It came to someone in Isleham - brought it to show Dad.  I put some laurestine in vases today, etc, just opening.

Feb 5 Friday  Went out for drive with Dad we saw soldiers & horses, also gun cart, near Worlington Warren.  Somewhere near there they block road when dark & sea[r]ch & take names - motors, cyclists.

Feb 14 Sunday  Frank Watson came in after chapel - related some of his experiences - very interesting.  He said German officers were chasing men with pistols on the Blucher - He was on "Indomitable"  In Malta when war was declared - saw Goeben... I sung "O rest in the Lord" at Top Chapel - united meeting

Walter Cornwall - corporal - 2 stripes - soldier - gave an address at meeting - related some of his experiences.  Arch went in afternoon.  Frank Watson went to Newmarket with him in Ave's trap.

Feb 23 Tuesday  We all went to Newmarket - earlier than usual - lovely day - ever so many soldiers there.  Dad thinks war will not last longer than 3 months - Bertha thinks it will last at least a year, but hopes not (a year from now)  Arch is very good shot - regiment

Feb 24 Wednesday  We all went to Bury - met Florrie at Park Gates - drove to Kennet Station - saw Arch - had dinner with him at Temperance Hotel - after Arch & his special friend (Mr. Banks) came to station to see us off - sunshiny sometimes - but snowed a lot - white while driving to Kennet.

Mar 13 Saturday  Arch & his friend (Mr. Fred Banks) cycled today - H. Banks came in Fred Becket's cart (the one we saw at Bury & who came 2 wks. ago)  Florrie also came in afternoon.. We had a very pleasant evening & I think the boys enjoyed themselves.  The two Mr. Banks are sons of a Baptist minister.  We had music - etc - was not time for cards - we were going to play Piggie whist.  I heard that Sylvia is going to be married.  I had a few words with her on Sunday after Service of Song.  She is really doing it to gratify Patrick Murphy - her fiance'- because he expects to go to front soon & she thought she would be sorry she had not done as he wished if he never came back again - he is soldier. Sylvia is 2 years younger than I, she will be 19 April 24th all being well.

Mar 19 Friday  The ground - houses, etc are white with snow this morning - first really heavy fall this season.  Trained home because of wind.  Mother & Dad told me sad news tea time that Cousin Bob Nichols has been killed in war.  Had two letters from Aunt & Uncle - very heart broken - uncle Tom wrote a very despairing kind of letter - said his dear boy was gone & there he must leave it - the future he said was perhaps only a myth - he wanted something more tangible & real to explain future.  The only comfort Auntie & he found was that they had other children & other friends - he found not comfort in the fact that many others were suffering same or similar distress - that only added to the misery of it all. ....Dad went to Cambridge - County Council meeting today.

Apr 4 Sunday  Arch & Mr. Banks here all day today.  They said they "got round the corporal".  Bert & Mr.Pettman think they cannot be nearly as strict with soldier at Bury as at some places.  Mr. Oswin Smith of Cambridge preached morning & evening - we entertained him - he came on motor cycle late in morning & went back in evening.

Apr 5 Monday  Sylvia Gammon & Patrick Murphy were married this morning.  Mother, Louie & I went to wedding - we confettied them as they came out of chapel into carriage - bells rung.. Arch & I gave her a present - ½ doz. tea spoons in a case.. Mr Banks & Arch went back before breakfast - came again before tea & went back again about 10 P.M.  We played tennis aft. & evening. Tom went aft. train.

May 5 Wednesday  We left work at 10.45 - did not do any more in the morning.  A recruiting party came to Bottisham.  They had lunch on "The Hill" (opp. school) provided by Mr. Jennyns   3rd Battalion, Cambs Regt.  The children sat on school walls & watched them.  Some of children sung "Rule Britannia".  The soldiers joined in the chorus.  There were about 40 soldiers & 15 in the band.  I don't think they got any recruits.  In the evening Miss Watts & I cycled to Mrs. Chalices - had tea there - introduced to 2 wounded Belgian soldiers & a lady & gentleman who were visiting a wounded soldier in hospital (had also been poisoned by the gas)

Aug 11 Wednesday  Mother, Dad, Kit, Lottie Human & I went for a lovely ride to Bury in motor - went via Chippenham - came back via Mildenhall - saw ruins at Bury caused by dropping of bombs from Zeppelin.
Oct 31 Sunday  Had service in schoolroom in evening with sheets of brown paper on blinds to darken windows.

1916

Feb 1 Tuesday  A soldier came to his home in Lode today straight from the front.  The children cheered him as he went by the school.

Feb 2 Wednesday  Had a card from home this morning saying that Zepp. Monday night went over garden then went down the Fen & dropped bombs.  It is cold today - went out short time after tea.

Feb 4 Friday  Came from Lode by my usual train - heard a lot about the raid - people in Isleham were very frightened as might be expected.  The papers speak of Isleham as a village on the borders of Suffolk.

Feb 5 Saturday  This afternoon an aeroplane went over.  It was quite close & made a noise.  Mother, Dad & Lilian have gone to Cambridge.  A bomb has just gone off down the fen - just now - there were some dropped from the Zeppelin which did not explode - there have been some soldiers guarding - I just heard Rose say the aeroplane has turned round & is coming back.  My cold lasted a fortnight

Feb 6 Sunday  Lilian, Auntie & I went to evening service at Chapel held in School room - to prevent bright lights in chapel.

Mar 2 Thursday  Mrs. Buttery kept my children - Std I in for being so noisy this morning.  Today every single man is a soldier who is not crippled or otherwise disabled - conscription now - but it has seemed like conscrip: for a few months.  Burwell Fen Bank burst.

Apr 24 Monday  I was weighed 8 stone 13 lbs.  In the night we heard the explosion of several bombs about 8 miles off - Lilian & I counted 6 explosions before we got out of bed - we looked out of window & saw searchlights towards the east.

Apr 26 Wednesday  We went to Newmarket we stopped against the Huts about 15 mins. - a soldier went to find Harry but could not find him - the raid on Mon. night was at Newmarket - we saw several windows broken in Bury Road - only one casualty - man had his arm wounded.

Jly 4 Tuesday  Weather warmer.  Have been preparing lessons as usual since tea.  Saw another aeroplane today.  They are getting quite a common sight.

Jly 5 Wednesday  Went home for evening as Tom came home.  In the big naval battle a torpedo was aimed at his ship H.M.S. Canada - helm was turned & torpedo missed them by about 1 minute.  tennis & music all evening.

Aug 17 Thursday  I saw Harry & Fred at Ely - about 1 oclock at station - I motored with Dad - said Goodbye to both of them - came back in a different motor - visited doctor in evening gave me some medicine.

Aug 30 Wednesday  Wet day - Louie & I went out in motor however in the morning - Dad, Louie & I played tennis in evening - wet grass.  The Daylight Saving bill comes in all right for tennis.

Aug 31 Thursday  Had a letter from Harry this morning saying he left Harrogate 29th - he is probably in France now.  Louie, Mother & I went to Ely with Dad.

Oct 26 Thursday  Had a letter from Harry this morning - last one was dated Oct. 9th received Oct. 17th - also had a letter from Mother telling me they had received a cablegram from the boys in Africa saying they were well.

Nov 27 Monday  received the news that Harry is missing.

Dec 4 Monday  No further news of Harry.

Dec 20 Wednesday  Received a parcel of my letters to Harry & a letter from Fred this morning - no further news.  My 2 classes examined today - did not do Arithmetic at all well
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