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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                No. 4  

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to the fourth edition of Local History Link, the newsletter for members of Leigh Estuary U3A Local 
History Group, which we hope will add some enlightenment to your lives as we all navigate our way through 
the trauma of this vicious coronavirus pandemic.  
Many of you are now participating in the project, providing interesting - and often amusing - items for 
inclusion in the newsletter, and we thank you for your positive feedback. You are clearly enjoying the features 
and we look forward to reading more of your interesting articles.  
Jim is undertaking the coordination of this venture and articles, photos, etc., should be emailed to him at 
jsanctuary28@gmail.com   A big thank you to all of our contributors. Tony, Tricia and Jim 

 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
s.s. “RICHARD MONTGOMERY” 

 
In 1941, American shipyards undertook a fast programme of expansion to build a large tonnage of expendable 
Liberty ships to replace those sunk by enemy action. In all 2,700 ships were built based on an original British 
plan and were of welded construction instead of riveted construction. The construction of one of these was the 
Richard Montgomery.  
The keel was laid on 15th March 1943, launched on 15th June 1943, and completed on 29th July 1943. All these 

ships were named after notable Americans. It 
is ironical that this ship was named after a 
man born in 1738, who was elected to 
Congress and fought against the British in 
Quebec on 31st December 1775. And as soon 
as the ship named after him arrived in this 
country, we sank it! 
After loading munitions in America, the 
Richard Montgomery (see photo left) sailed 
to the Thames Estuary to await joining a 
convoy to Cherbourg. On arrival at the 
Thames she came under the control of HMS 
“Leigh”, the name given to Southend Pier 
when it was taken over by the Admiralty. It 
was reported that The King’s Harbour 
Master, who controlled shipping and 

anchorages in the Thames, ordered his assistant to tell the ship to anchor off Sheerness Middle Sand. His 
Assistant said it would it be better for a smaller ship to anchor there rather than the Richard Montgomery, 
which, with its deeper draught, could anchor in deeper water. The Harbour Master ignored his suggestion, so 
his Assistant asked if he could have this order in writing. The Harbour Master again refused. The Richard 
Montgomery duly dropped anchor where instructed.   
On 20th August 1943, as the tide dropped other ships moored nearby saw what was about to happen and 
attempted to warn the crew of the Richard Montgomery, but without success. The tide ebbed further and the 
ship went aground. Some of the welded plates cracked and buckled and the ship became stranded on the sand 
bank. On 24th August 1943, number 3 hold flooded, which in turn flooded holds 1 and 2, leaving the ship 
stranded. A Rochester-based stevedore company commenced salvage of the cargo, unloading the munitions 
to barges and smaller craft alongside, using the ship’s own derricks with steam supplied by salvage ships 



2 
 

alongside. This continued until Monday 8th September 1943, when the Richard Montgomery was abandoned 
with much of the cargo still on board. 

Shortly after the ship was stranded, whilst 
munitions were still being unloaded, an enquiry 
was held in the saloon of the Richard Montgomery, 
which lasted six hours. Strangely enough, the 
Assistant Pier Master didn’t attend as two days 
after the ship’s stranding he was transferred to 
another post away from Southend! The Captain 
and First Officer of the ship were unfairly blamed 
for the loss of the ship but a Board of Inquiry later 
concluded that the anchorage the Harbour Master 
had assigned placed the ship in jeopardy and 
returned the captain of Richard Montgomery to full 
duties within a week.  
Today, the wreck is monitored by the Maritime and 
Coastguard Agency and buoys mark an exclusion 

zone around the ship, which lies at a depth of 15 m (49ft). At all states of the tide, her three masts are visible 
above the water (see photo above). Malcolm Bullock 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
LEIGH HORTICULTURAL SOCIETY - THE WAR YEARS AND ONWARDS 

 
For members of Leigh Horticultural Society, the exuberance of the twenties and thirties was dashed by the 
threat of another World War. Food production had become paramount and the Government’s Dig for Victory 

campaign, first introduced towards the end of the Great War, 
was resurrected in earnest. Gardeners were encouraged to turn 
over land, previously used for flower growing, for the 
production of vegetables. Southend Council increased the 
number of allotment plots in the town and requisitioned land 
in local parks which were ploughed up for the production of 
vegetables. Chalkwell Park, which in the 1930s had been the 
venue for the popular LHS Summer Shows, was now an 
important space for producting vegetables. No more fun and 
laughter. Gone were the brass bands and dancing displays. 
Now it was the venue for much hard graft! 
Sadly, Leigh Horticultural Society was to enter a period of 
decline, as young men and women from the town were 
enlisted to the armed forces, to work on the land or take 
employment in factories, where production was geared to 
supporting the war effort. Southend was considered to be at 
high risk from attack and local families left the town for areas 
of the country less likely to be threatened by enemy bombing 
or possible invasion. However, just as tree seeds germinate 
after a devastating forest fire, the gardeners of Leigh-on-Sea 
quickly responded to the end of hostilities and, within a few 
days of VE Day, a group of LHS members, under the 
leadership of Mr. W. Fitch, reawakened the dormant Leigh 
Horticultural Society. 
Mr. Fitch was an expert grower of flowers and vegetables 

and, over the years, had been a successful exhibitor winning many awards at the Society’s shows. His 
enthusiasm to get the Society up and running once again was encouragement to other members of the 
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committee, including Mr. A. W. Gould of Oakleigh Park Drive, who, over the next three decades, was to serve 
the Society in various capacities, culminating in being elected President, until his passing in 1970. 
What a breath of fresh air those flower shows, held after the doom and gloom of the war years, must have 
seemed. And what resilience in adversity was now being demonstrated by Mr. Fitch and his colleagues. Over 
the years, the Society had endured many ‘ups and downs’, yet the example set by those Leigh gardeners after 
the difficulties of the post-war period, should be a lesson for us all today. 

A newcomer to the Committee at this time was Harry 
Smith, a science master at Westcliff High School for 
Boys, where he was irreverently known to the students as 
‘Black Harry’! A highly gifted and knowledgeable 
plantsman, Harry was to play a prominent role in the 
fortunes of the Society over the next three decades. 
Once again, Chalkwell Park hosted the summer shows, 
and in 1948 over 4,000 visitors enjoyed the magnificent 
exhibits that lined the show benches. The autumn shows 
were held at St. Clement’s Hall and in 1947 attracted over 
450 entries, including 150 exhibits from Southend 
Beekeepers Association. The show, opened by the 
Carnival Queen, broke all records for an indoor LHS 
flower show. The rose classes were so successful that the 
Society joined the National Rose Society (later to become 
the Royal National Rose Society). Chrysanthemum 
growing continued to be very popular with Leigh 
gardeners, and as early as 1945, the Society affiliated to 
the National Chrysanthemum Society. The annual 
Chrysanthemum Show, held over two days at the Union 
Cogregational Halls, Pall Mall, Leigh, see poster left, 
attracted strong support from enthusiastic exhibitors from 
far and wide, eager to secure the prestigious Dowsett Cup 
for their colourful and perfectly-formed blooms. 
And by the time of the Society’s Silver Jubilee in 1950, 
membership had reached almost 1,000 keen members and 
a celebration party was held at St. Clement’s Hall. But 
more of this gripping tale in a future edition of Local 
History Link! Jim Sanctuary 

 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

ANSWERS TO MALCOLM’S ANAGRAMS AND CRYPTIC QUIZ PUBLISHED IN LOCAL 
HISTORY LINK NO. 3 

  
 

1. Scarlet woman                                        11. Snow White 
2. Black \hills of Dakota                             12. Brown Owl 
3. Black death                                             13. Blackmail 
4. Pinking shears                                         14. Purple patch 
5. Charles Gray                                           15. Little Brown Jug (Glenn Miller)  
6. Scarlet Pimpernel                                    16. Green room  
7. Red Admiral                                            17. Pink elephants  
8. Greenhorn                                                18. Blackpool  
9. Black Widow spider                                19. Magenta 
10. White rum                                                20. Greybeard 
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TELEPHONE CALLS BEFORE STD (SUBSCRIBER TRUNK DIALLING) 
 
Prior to STD, it was only possible to direct dial a phone number in the Southend and Hadleigh telephone 
exchange areas. Any other area, including Rayleigh, London, etc., calls could only be made through the 
telephone operator at the local exchange. To dial from London to parts Kent and further afield the call went 
through two different operators. 
Not all phone numbers had five-digit numbers; friends who lived in Rayleigh had just two-digit numbers, for 
example ‘Rayleigh 94’. London phone number started with three letters, representing the local telephone 
exchange, followed by four numbers. My father’s office number was AVE 1363 (Avenue being the exchange). 
My office number was ROY 2214 (Royal the exchange). 
To make a phone call abroad, the phone number of the recipient would be obtained through International 
Directory Enquiries and the call booked through the International Telephone Exchange. The operator at the 
International Telephone Exchange would take the details and give an approximate time when the connection 
would be made. They would then call back when the line had been connected. This could take an hour or 
more. When requested, the operator at the International Exchange would phone back after the call had ended 
to confirm the cost. This was known as ADC (advise duration of call). Malcolm Bullock 
 
As an aside to Malcolm’s fascinating piece, in the mid-60s my then-girlfriend, who was a fluent French-
speaker, was an operator at the International Telephone Exchange, which was housed in a building in Upper 
Thames Street in the City of London. I recall her telling me that during training, operators were instructed on 
how to distinguish between the individual sounds of the different denomination coinage as they were fed into 
the coin-box when the caller was making a call from a telephone kiosk. And there would be quite a few pennies 
to clatter into the coin-box to pay for a lengthy foreign call! Jim Sanctuary  
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
ZEPPELIN RAIDS OVER SOUTHEND 

  
In the early hours of Monday 10th May 1915 over 100 bombs were dropped above the area of Southend by 
Zeppelin LZ 38 (see photo below).  The first bomb was dropped near the prison ship “Royal Edward”, moored 

alongside the pier. The pier was the 
intended target. The airship travelled in a 
westerly direction dropping some bombs in 
the water and many incendiary bombs on 
the town.  
It travelled towards Leigh, over the 
Coleman’s Estate and on to Canvey Island, 
Thundersley and Benfleet. Attacked by 
heavy anti-aircraft fire and although hit, 
the Zeppelin returned towards Southend, 

flying at about 9,000 feet. It dropped more incendiary 
bombs, some near Leigh Gasworks and more over Southend 
before heading north. A total of 120 bombs were dropped but 
only two of the four high explosive bombs detonated. A 
report written in 1954 by a local man remembering the raid 
said he heard a loud crash followed by others and saw smoke 
coming from a house. One bomb went right down the WC 
pan in an unfinished house. (Sounds convenient). Fighter-
planes from Westgate, Eastchurch, Felixstowe, Yarmouth 
and Chingford airfields took off in pursuit but were unable 
to find the enemy. Despite the large number of bombs 
dropped, very little damage was done. Only one person was 
killed but a timber yard was destroyed and a shop in Hamlet 
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Court Road had its windows blown out (see bottom photo previous page). Two houses were totally damaged 
and twelve suffered some damage. 
The raid began about 2.40am and by about 3am soldiers were helping the fire brigade, tackling fires in various 
parts of the town. A bomb fell through the roof of 192 York Road causing slight injury. Another explosive 
bomb dropped on a building in Honiton Road. The bomb that fell in front of the Technical School at Cobweb 
Corner (Victoria Circus) failed to detonate and the area was sealed off by the Nation Guard until the 
unexploded bomb was taken away to Shoeburyness. Another incendiary bomb fell on Cromwell Boarding 
House, London Road, setting it on fire (see photo below). At 44 Harcourt Avenue, a fire was put out with 

buckets of water by a police constable and several local 
helpers.       
The official German version of the raid read: ‘One of 
our ships early this morning dropped some bombs on 
the fortified town of Southend at the estuary of the river 
Thames’. The raid was reported in a special edition of 
The Southend Standard and The Southend & Westcliff 
Graphic, but the latter paper gave such a detailed 
report, it contravened strict Government guide lines. 
LZ 38 made the first raid on London on 31st May 1915, 
skirting around Shoeburyness and Southend and 
followed the Thames to London, where it dropped 
nearly 120 bombs. Sadly, seven people were killed. A 

plane took off from Rochford to attack the airship but made a forced landing after its engine failed.  On 7th 
June 1915, LZ 38 was destroyed when the shed in Germany where the airship was housed was bombed.    
Our good friend Ken Crowe has written an interesting book telling the story of South East Essex in the First 
World War entitled Zeppelins over Southend. Malcolm Bullock  
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++   

 
NORTH THAMES GASWORKS - SOUTHEND-ON-SEA 

 
The town’s gasworks began supplying homes and businesses in 1855, from a site bordering Northumberland 
Road, the seafront, Victoria Road and Burnaby Road. The gasholders became a dominant feature of the lower 
town’s skyline for the best part of a century. 
Edwardian holidaymakers liked to sit on the beach opposite where the coal was unloaded from vessels berthed 

alongside the Corporation Pier (see photo), 
believing the mixture of the vapour from the coal-
tar vapour and the sea air would be good for their 
lungs, warding off chest complaints. Small coal-
carrying ships and sailing barges would tie up 
alongside the jetty, which projected into the river 
for about 200 yards, and coal would be unloaded by 
crane onto a hopper. From the coal hopper, small 
trucks would take the coal to the main furnace. Hot 
ashes would be removed from the ovens and be 
brought back by hopper to be tipped into the sea. At 
low tide the ash would be loaded into barges and 
taken away to be jettisoned at sea. Coke, a by-
product of the gas production process, was also 
taken away in barges. 

People could often be seen waiting outside the gasworks with wooden handcarts because when the coke had 
cooled down it could be bought cheaply for domestic use.  
By the 1960s, with the arrival of natural gas, most of the gasworks site had been demolished. Most of the 
original boundary wall on the boundary with Eastern Esplanade was removed. However, a small section was 
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retained under a Preservation Order because during WW2 it became part of a pill box, housing the local Home 
Guard. A small aperture in the wall which served as a gun site and lookout can still be seen.     
In the year 1908, 320 million cubic feet was of gas was sold. The selling price was 3s. 6d per thousand m3 for 
domestic consumption, 3s 2d per m3 for power use, and 3s. 0d per m3 for street lighting! Gas holders were 
also situated in Progress Road, Leigh and Shoeburyness. 
As an aside, in Pleasant Road, Southend, near the North Thames Gasworks site, Southend Rock was made in 
a former Methodist Chapel. Hence the biblical saying “Thou art Southend and upon this church I build my 
rock!” Sorry! Malcolm Bullock 
 

Further to Malcolm’s article, until the early 1930s 
Leigh had its own gasworks (see photo), situated at 
the west end of the High Street, opposite the 
Crooked Billet. Operated by Southend and District 
Gas Company, the actual date the works were 
constructed is uncertain, but the gasworks is shown 
on a map of Leigh dated 1873.  
William Foster was the largest shareholder in the 
gas company. He lived at Pittington House in New 
Road, near Billet Lane, which became the first 
property in Leigh to be piped for gas lighting. 
During the First World War, the gasworks was one 
of the targets of the Zeppelin raid on Southend and 

Leigh in the early hours of Sunday 9th May 1915. Twelve bombs were dropped on the gasworks, but 
fortunately, all missed. Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 
On a light-hearted note, Dorothy Rickard has sent me some items for future editions of Local History 
Link, including some quizzes and fascinating quotations. Here are some amusing newspaper clippings: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


