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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 15 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 15 of Local History Link. We start with some wonderful recollections of life on 
Canvey Island by Ruth, followed by The Dark Ages in Tony’s history series, and a tasty recipe from Julia. 
Send articles, photos, etc., by email to Jim at jsanctuary28@gmail.com or post to 28 Darlinghurst Grove, 
Leigh-on-Sea, SS9 3LG. Keep safe, keep well and keep alert! Tony, Tricia and Jim 

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

 
MEMORIES OF CANVEY ISLAND 

 
13 March 2020: We were in Australia, our daughter lives there, she was urging us to get a flight home quickly 
as Australia was about to close their borders. Our son was contacting us from Southend to tell us that as soon 
as we got home, we had to stay indoors and not go out! I told him I would go out for a walk at 5am, to which 
he replied: “The police will stop you!” Have your children been bossing you about?  
We were geared up for Social Distancing whilst in Australia and recognised this was inevitable for those of 
us of 70 and over. It seemed we needed to have a plan to stay sane. The first was to go for a walk along the 
seafront at 5am whilst it was quiet and the second was to teach myself to use all aspects of Zoom. We still go 
out at 5am, it's fabulous and I'm a real Zoomer! On Radio 4 there is a programme called 'All in the Mind' 
which fascinates me, they were looking at ways to make lockdown easier. One of the suggestions was to do 
something different on a weekend so that the week had a structure, we decided to adopt it. I would choose 
where on Saturday and Peter would choose Sunday. Last Saturday my choice was to go for a walk on Canvey 
Island. 
I moved to Leigh when I was 11 and made friends with Chris, a girl at school who lived on Canvey Island. 
We had some lovely times there, tea at her house, adventures by the sea, with her Dad at Chapman Sands 
sailing club. I have fond memories of Canvey.  
Whilst walking along the sea wall last Saturday we saw these lovely murals representing the history of Canvey. 
I took photographs of many of them and the brilliant Sue Balkwell put them in a montage which I thought I 
would share with you (at the end of his article on page 4). 
To obtain some history I decided to interview Linda Keeling who is in our U3A and was living there at the 
time of the floods, and also my school friend Chris who lived there. She has a brilliant memory and was able 
to identify the pictures. Ruth Lancashire 

Linda Keeling 
Linda and Jill Britton's grandparents were Londoners, they had their honeymoon in Southend, and loved 
Canvey Island. They bought a holiday home there and their Mum and brothers and sisters escaped London for 
their six-week summer holiday on Canvey, having a great time getting brown as berries. Their mother said 
there was just a ferry across before the bridge was built. When their grandparents retired, they lived in their 
Dutch-style house near Canvey Point all the time.  
Their parents also moved there and Linda was born in Rochford Hospital. Their house was by the Winter 
Gardens path surrounded by farm land. On the day before Linda's fifth birthday, in February 1953, she went 
to visit her grandparents. Her Grandma gave her a little blue handbag which she loved. It displayed the words 
'A present from Canvey Island '. She was the last person to see her grandparents alive. 
Linda's eldest sister woke up the next morning and called out to her Mum 'there's a canoe on the farm'. The 
floods had come and the family, living on higher ground, were told to put on their wellies and walked off the 
Island. The children were taken in to Shipwrights School, given sweets and drinks and a meal. They liked it! 
Presents arrived for them, they had never felt so indulged. Then the family were taken in by a couple connected 
to a church in Leigh, for about 3 months. 
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Her parents and aunts looked through lists of names of people who had been rescued, they searched homes 
where Canvey residents were being taken in, and however much they trawled the Island there was no sign of 
their grandparents. They were found two to three months later and their home showed that the flood waters 
had come up to the ceiling. Their grandparent’s dog, Rover, survived, they found him in Battersea Dogs Home. 
He had floated on a wardrobe and his paw prints were sodden into the wood. Linda's mother no longer wanted 
to live on Canvey Island and they moved to Leigh. Lucky for us, Linda and Jill are lovely, beautiful sisters 
and we have the pleasure of their company in our U3A!  

Memories of Canvey Island (CI) by Christine Highmore (Ruth's school friend) 

Origins 
The reclamation started in 1600s. Work was supervised by Dutch man named Cornelius Vermuyden. Today 
a school is named after him and many of the roads on CI have Dutch names. The land was used for sheep 
farming. Wool was very valuable and much trading took place in that area. Some areas and roads have names 
ending in ‘wick’ meaning trading settlement, for example, Furtherwick School and Furtherwick Road. 
Dutch Cottages were built by workers who went from Holland to CI to help with land reclamation. They were 
little round buildings with conical, thatched roofs. Only two are left. One is on the road leading from Benfleet 
Station, across the swing bridge and to the other end of the Island. Anyone travelling on or off the Island 
would pass it so everyone knew what it was. It has been renovated and is now a museum. 

Sea Wall 
In early 1950s I lived in London. We used to visit a family friend who lived on the Island. I remember the sea 
wall as being a fairly low, grassy mound with a path along the top. After the floods in 1953 the wall was 
strengthened and made higher. Since the 1970s it has been improved and with the advent of the Thames 
Barrier, it was made even higher and stronger. I remember lots of dykes and creeks on the mainland side of 
the Island when I lived there. These were also to prevent flooding. 

Floods 
I still lived in London in 1953. However, I remember the floods. My parents were very concerned when they 
saw the reports in the newspapers. Our family friend stood at a window and watched the water creep up her 
garden. It was a miracle when the water stopped at her door and she and her house were saved. I remember 
my mother telling me that story. 
My friend Lesley lived with her grandmother in a big, two-storey house near the seafront. The other homes in 
their small cul-de-sac were bungalows. All the residents moved into the upstairs of Nanna Manthorpe’s house. 
Lesley told me how she went with her uncle in his canoe along Furtherwick Road. I think he must have been 
going to check on his shop along that road. 
59 people lost their lives in the flood, many from hyperthermia while waiting to be rescued from their rooftops. 
People on the mainland helped with the rescue operation. The father of one of my friends who lived on Marine 
Parade in Leigh volunteered. Veronica still remembers the panic and chaos during those awful days. 
I moved to CI with my parents and sister in 1958. My father became the science and maths teacher at 
Furtherwick Road School which was the only secondary school on the Island at the time. We moved into a 
school house which was actually a bungalow. It had been almost submerged during the flood. During the 
winter when the heating was on, the flood water seeped out of the walls. The furniture had to be moved away 
from the walls and we were all ill with flu, colds and bronchitis. As soon as they could, my parents bought a 
newly-built bungalow in Gwendalen Avenue and we moved. (Ruth, that’s where the photo of you with 
Christine Fairey and Lesley was taken.) My parents were very disappointed with this bungalow because it was 
very badly built. There were a lot of ‘cowboy builders’ around at that time. Later we moved to a house at 25 
Barbara Avenue which was properly built. We were all very happy there. 
 My sister was horse mad so she got herself a weekend job at Billy Wells’ Stables. One day she brought one 
of his horses to our house and tried to get it through the front gate to prove we could keep a horse in our 
garden. Needless to say, Billy got his horse back! I don’t know if the stables still exist. 

Labworth Café 
Built in 1932. Designed by Ove Arup who also worked on the Sydney Opera House design. Called Labworth, 
because it stands on land which was once Labworth Farm. In 1930s CI had a roaring tourist trade. This ended 
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when cheap holiday packages abroad became popular. We used to sit in the shelter at the front of the café to 
get changed for swimming in the sea. By then it was very run down and I think the café was closed. I think 
the plan was to have it demolished. However, it was saved in the 1970s. It was reconstructed and now has a 
café on the ground floor and a restaurant upstairs. The shelter at the front is no longer there. The building is 
now Grade Two listed. 

The Monico 
Had a ballroom at one time. It was also an amusement centre with a helter-skelter outside and an amusement 
arcade inside. My friends and I used to go there when we were 13 and 14years old. Our parents disapproved 
but we thought it was very daring to go on the helter-skelter and spend our pocket money on the slot machines. 
As we got older the novelty wore off. We used to cycle all over the Island. Everywhere was flat and there 
wasn’t much traffic. The big housing estates had yet to be developed so there were plenty of open spaces. It 
was like having the countryside by the sea. 

Lourdes 
I think CI was given this name because it was famed for its therapeutic mud. There were sandy beaches but 
when the tide went out there was a huge expanse of mud which was supposed to be wonderful for rheumatism. 
People used to travel from London to ‘take the cure’. They would dig holes in which to wallow until they were 
covered in mud from head to foot. When the tide came back in, they could wash it all off. This was a common 
sight in the 1960s. I don’t know if people still do it. 
 Far out from the shore there used to be a row of saplings which marked where there was a deep channel which 
enabled ships to travel up the Thames to London. There were warning signs all along the sea wall telling 
people not to walk out beyond the saplings because of the very dangerous, sudden, steep drop and strong 
currents. Life guards used to patrol the beach shouting the warning through their megaphones. However, some 
people took no notice and every year at least one person was drowned. We used to get a cold feeling when we 
saw the rescue helicopter fly over our house. 

Oysterfleet Lighthouse 
I don’t remember the lighthouse but I remember the bell on the Chapman Sands Buoy ringing at night. It was 
a very comforting sound when I was drifting off to sleep. I’m not sure if it’ still there. 

Pubs 
The bus from Benfleet passes ‘The King Canute’ in Canvey Village. It’s very old and used to be called ‘The 
Red Cow’. Its name was changed after the 1953 floods. It was built on higher ground so it was saved from 
being flooded. Some of the rescue operations were coordinated from there. Sadly, I think it’s no longer a pub. 
‘The Lobster Smack’ is situated right next to the sea wall at Hole Haven. It’s thought that this setting was used 
by Charles Dickens in ‘Great Expectations’. It was rumoured to be a place where smuggling was rife. Wool 
was a very valuable commodity as far back as the 12th century so it’s quite possible. 
‘The Admiral Jellicoe’ was a pub at the other end of the Island in the Leigh Beck area. I remember it because 
it was near the post office where I worked as a telegram girl on Saturdays. I was 12yrs old!  I think the pub 
has been demolished and I wouldn't be surprised if the shops have gone too, to make way for yet another 
housing development. On the painting of the pub there is a board advertising Dr. Feelgood a rock band which 
became famous in the 1970s. The leader of the band, Wilko Johnson, lived on Canvey Island in the same road 
as my friend Lesley’s husband. His father still lives on Canvey and runs a pub-cum-hotel somewhere along 
the seafront. He featured in a TV documentary a few years ago in which he made a huge effort to welcome a 
new Jewish community which was moving from Stamford Hill to CI. 

My life on the Island 
I loved living there because I had so much freedom. I used to sail with my Dad and he built me a canoe. I 
cycled, swam and played tennis with my friends in the summer. My parents were involved with the community 
and we belonged to the sailing clubs. The last time I went back there it had changed so much that I didn’t 
recognise it and I got lost! There are so many building developments it will sink before long! The only 
downside when I lived there was the journey to school in Westcliff. The picture of the bus reminded me of 
that. However, in my late teens, I spent most of my free time in Leigh and Westcliff so the bus was very useful 
then. 
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THE DARK AGES IN SOUTH-EAST ESSEX 
 

The Romans had controlled Britain as a colony for about 400 years and finally left in 410 AD. Under Roman 
rule, Britain had been well organised and prosperous. The Romans socialised with the top five per cent of 
Roman-Britons, but had little contact with the average citizen. 
When the Romans left there was a very rapid breakdown of all social and civil organisation. There were many 
problems, such as food shortages and petty crimes. For a family living at these times it must have been very 
worrying. There are no full records of these times and for this reason they are called The Dark Ages.  
At the same time there was an invasion on the south-east coast of Britain. The newcomers were the Saxons, 
Jutes and Angles, from Germany, Denmark and Holland. On the Essex coast the invaders were Saxons from 
North Germany.  
One possible reason for this widespread invasion was as a result of climate change. At this time, there was a 
period of increased earth temperature e.g. there were vineyards in the North of England! Also, there was some 
melting of the polar ice-cap leading to severe flooding in some areas, such as the North German Plain. This 
led to land shortage and hence the migration from the Continent to drier land in Britain!  
The invading Saxons initially developed small, fortified settlements on the coast, but later, as they became 
stronger, they gradually moved inland. They took more and more land from the Romano-Britons. 
In time, the Saxon chiefs took over the control of all the areas, including south eastern Essex. The population 
was then about 20% Saxon and 80 % Romano-Britons, but the Saxons were in charge. Gradually the Saxons 
and Romano-Britons spoke a common language derived from German (Saxon) and Romano-Britain (Latin) 
which developed into the English language we speak today.  
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In around 500 AD, Christian missionaries came from Kent to convert both Saxons and Romano-Britons to 
Christianity. The new religion helped to bind the two races together.  
Saxon place names were increasingly used in this area after about 500 AD. Wakering and Barling are two of 
the earliest Saxon names. Prittlewell was the first Saxon village of south-east Essex.  

The fine church of St Mary’s at Prittlewell is of great 
interest. A Saxon arch in the chancel wall of the 
church is thought to be a survival of a chapel 
believed to have been built by Christian missionaries 
from Kent in around 610 AD. This ancient arch 
indicates the site of the early Saxon village of 
Prittlewell.  
Pride of place of all the Saxon remains in the area is, 
of course, the Tomb of the Prittlewell Prince, (see 
reconstruction left) also known as the King of Bling. 
It is thought to be the tomb of Prince Sæxa, the 
brother of King Sæberht and is a good example of an 
early Christian burial. Also discovered in the area is 
an early Saxon cemetery dating from around 600 
AD.   
It has been suggested that the Saxon village of 

Prittlewell was established in about 610 AD at or near the first landing of the Saxon immigrants who founded 
the kingdom of the East Saxons in the early 6th century. Tony Bullock 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

JULIA RICHARDS’ DAMP GINGERBREAD RECIPE 
 

I have made this Delia Smith cake several times whilst passing time in the kitchen!  It lasts for some days and 
is delicious. Not fattening of course! 
 
INGREDIENTS                          
 
350 g golden syrup 
125 g block of butter 
250 g plain flour sifted 
½ level tsp salt 
1 ¾ level tsps bicarb of soda 
1 level tbsp ground ginger 
½ level tsp mixed spice 
1 large egg 
275 ml milk 
 
METHOD 
 
Prepare an oblong tin 20cm x 26cm x 4m deep or 
similar, well buttered and with a liner. 
Weigh out syrup into small saucepan. (I weigh a 
saucepan on the scales and weigh syrup into it.) 
Add butter to the saucepan and melt the two together 
over low heat. 
Measure dry ingredients into a bowl, then gradually 
pour in syrup mixture, mixing thoroughly. 
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Beat egg and milk together in separate basin then add bit by bit, again mixing thoroughly. 
Batter will seem very liquid at this stage, so don’t worry! 
Pour into prepared tin and bake near centre of oven at 180°C (or 160°C in fan oven) for about 50 minutes 
until centre is springy. 
Cool in the tin for 5 minutes before turning onto wire tray to cool.  When cold cut into squares and store in 
airtight tin. 

ENJOY! 
 

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

ANSWERS TO SUE’S FLOWER QUIZ IN ISSUE NO. 14 OF LOCAL HISTORY LINK 

1) Carnation 
2) Iris 
3) Cowslip 
4) Forget-me-not 
5) Sweet William 
6) Black-eyed Susan 
7) Tulips 
8) Dandelion or tiger lily 
9) Rose 
10) Wallflower 
11) Flocks 
12) Shrinking violet 
13) Jasmine 
14) Y (Why) arrow = Yarrow 
15) Lily 

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

 
GONE, BUT NOT FORGOTTEN: REMEMBERING SOUTHEND’S LOST BUILDING 

 

 


