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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 16 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 16 of Local History Link. Joyce writes about her Mum’s memories of life during 
WW1, and David also writes about his Mum, but in WW2. Marion describes her first parachute jump and 
Tony continues his excellent history series with the invasion of the Vikings. Malcolm explores the life and 
works of railway engineer, Thomas Brassey, who built our local line. 
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 MY MUM 

 
In 1917, my Mum, aged 10, was living happily with her mother and father, an assistant jeweller, and her 8 
years old sister, in Hampstead, London, when my Dad died suddenly of a heart attack. They could not afford 
to stay where they were so, together with their mother, the girls had to go and live with their grandparents at 
Vange (now Basildon), so their mother could go out to work. 
When my Mum lived with her Gran, she had to do odd jobs, like scrubbing and whitening the neighbours’ 
front door steps. She also had to wash up for a lady who held parties in the big house up the road. Every day, 
Gran read the Bible to them and they said prayers. Mum remembers Grandad standing on the roof of the 
garden shed and witnessing a Zeppelin being shot down over Enfield and Gran calling out to him: “Come in, 
you silly old fool!”. 

They had a lot of fruit trees in the garden and 
took the produce from Pitsea to Southend by 
train to give to the injured sailors at Queen 
Mary’s Royal Naval Hospital, housed in The 
Palace Hotel at the top of Pier Hill (see photo 
left). The sailors loved witty Gran and made 
her a bag, and apron with ‘God is love’ 
embroidered on it. 
When Mum was 14 years old, she and another 
girl got a job at Dempsey’s paper shop in 
Leighton Avenue, behind The Grand Hotel in 
Leigh. The old Empire picture house, now a 
car park, was at the back of the garden. The 
shopkeeper was a Belgian and lived with his 
wife, and another lady plus children, that were 

all his! One of the ladies was a very good cook and fed them all very well, a welcome change from Gran’s 
greasy mutton stews. The shopkeeper used to do a lot of swearing, which was new to Mum as Gran never said 
any words like that! 
My Mum had to get up at 5am every day, pump up the tyres on seven bicycles, then go down to Leigh Station 
(now Leigh Sailing Club) to collect the newspapers and take them back to the shop to be marked up for 
delivery. Leigh Hill and a lot of roads in the area were unmade so were often muddy and one day Mum lost a 
long boot in the mud. It was never found.  
This all went on until a neighbour complained that too many people were living in one house, so Mum lodged 
down the road. She hid her wages under the pillow, but one day it was stolen by the son of the house, or 
someone else! Joyce Taylor 
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MY FIRST PARACHUTE JUMP 

 
I started my SRN nursing course at St Marys Hospital, Paddington, in 1960. Some time that year I read an 
article from Australia about the need to find nurses to work in the ‘outback’. The idea was that if someone 

was severely injured or ill on an isolated farm, miles from 
civilisation, a nurse could be parachuted down to give immediate 
first aid until it was possible for medical care to get to the patient 
along the poor roads of the ‘outback’. 
I enrolled on a parachute course at a little airfield in Surrey called 
Fairoaks Aerodrome and started training with a group of about five 
others. Everyone on the course, both the instructors and the other 
learners, were very friendly. For the first few days we had to practice 
doing a roll and we stood on orange boxes to practise this 
manoeuvre. When we had accomplished this exercise, we were 
ready to jump! 
After three days, I was taken up on a small biplane called an Auster. 
There were three of us on the plane – the pilot, an instructor and 
myself. When I was ready, I crouched by the cabin door. The 
instructor said to me: “make sure you keep one hand firmly on the 
ripcord!” and then the trainer pushed me out of the plane. 
I remember there was an enormous noise from the roar of the slip 
stream. For a few seconds, I felt very nervous and disorientated as I 
fell through the sky. I then remembered to count one thousand, two 
thousand, three thousand, and then to pull the ripcord! 
The parachute opened after about four seconds, my descent became 
much slower, and I was able to get some control of the direction 
downward. I remembered my instructor said that I must look out for 

trees and avoid them if possible. Rapidly the earth seemed to rush up towards me and I hit the ground quite 
suddenly. One of the instructors came over to help me get up.  
My first jump was reported in a local newspaper, including a photograph of me in my flying attire, complete 
with parachute. I successfully completed the Ten Jumps required to get my required parachute certificate.  
Sadly, I never went to Australia. A change of plan ….... and instead I got married. But I have often wondered 
what life would have been like “parachuting in the outback”! Marion Bullock 
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TELEPHONE EXCHANGES, RUBBER POCKETS AND WHEN BETTY WENT TO BUTLIN’S, 
BUT IT WAS NO HOLIDAY! 

 
Sue’s article in edition no. 13 of Local History Link recalling her memories of working in the accounts 
department of the GPO brought back a few memories for me.  Not because I ever worked for the GPO, which 
of course was dissolved to become known as the Post Office for the first time in 1969 and from which British 
Telecoms was also created when postal and communications services split in 1980, but for two other reasons. 
Firstly, my wife, Sandra, upon leaving Westcliff High School for Girls in 1970, worked as a secretary in 

London. As a junior, her duties covered a wide range of 
tasks from taking shorthand dictation, to typing, and 
when needed manning the office telephone exchange.  
She has often told me the tales of using one of those 
now very old-fashioned ‘dolls-eye’ switchboards (see 
photo) with wires being plugged from one place to 
another and as you plugged into the extension required, 
a ‘dolls-eye’ turned down with the extension number 
showing. Remember those?  We had one in my first 
office when I worked in the City. She also told me about 
her cousin who worked in the main Southend telephone 
exchange I guess using similar but more complex and 
larger equipment; her cousin’s mum, that is Sandra’s 

aunt, also applied for a job in the main exchange, but was turned down because she was too short!  I presume 
you needed to be a certain height to reach and plug in wires to the uppermost parts of the exchange.  
The second reason it brought back memories is because my mother also worked for the GPO, also for a time 
in their accounts department, so I wonder if her and Sue’s paths ever crossed. My mum retired from the then 
BT around the mid-eighties.  I remember my mother used to have the task of visiting subscribers who were in 
debt to the GPO and it was her job to visit their homes, assess their ability to pay, and decide whether or not 
to apply to the Courts for outstanding monies. I remember I was always a little concerned for her safety as 
often those in debt were not the most savoury of people, but she explained she always had a driver/security 
man who drove her round the different properties and remained close by in case of any issues. 
My mother moved to Leigh from Chelmsford just after WWII and married a local Westcliff man (my paternal 
grandparents living in Hainault Avenue).  We lived and I grew up in the Kent Elms area, my first opportunity 
for some pocket money came through an earlier job my mum had in Airborne Industries located not far from 
home on what is now the Airborne Industrial Estate, named as such because of the earlier occupier.  They 
made various items mainly for military use and, for pocket money, mum used to bring home lots of cut out 
rubber sections and myself and my siblings would sit around the dining room table sticking them together to 
make small pockets to hold batteries.  These pockets were later glued to the sides of inflatable life rafts, and 
in an emergency the batteries powered small lights to help the life rafts be seen at sea.  Our dining room was 
often full of the various rubber pieces and the smell of glue pervaded everything, but as kids, even though we 
were paid next to nothing (if I recall one old penny per unit), the excitement on ‘pay day’ was something to 
look forward to. 
I also took a four-week school holiday job as a teenager at Airborne Industries ‒ my first taste of real work ‒ 
and this was when I discovered how hard life in a factory could be.  Not sure how I managed to survive the 
four weeks, which comprised of mostly tying rubber ‘balloons’ to sheets of hardboard; the hardboard and 
balloon had a large hole on one side and the completed item was used to soften the landing of military vehicles 
being dropped by parachute.  As the vehicle dropped the balloons filled with air to create a cushion upon 
landing.  My hands from constant tying of string took a long time to recover at the end of my four-week stint.  
I clearly remember the joy of the arrival of the collection lorry when we would spend the next hour or so 
loading the lorry which was a real blessing as a break from the tedium and boredom of tying string. 
It might also be of interest for members to know a little about my mum’s role in WWII.  As a teenager, my 
mum, Betty White, signed up for the war effort by joining the WRNS (see photo). She was immediately sent 
to Rochester for basic training, after which she journeyed to Brightlingsea, and was eventually posted to HMS 
Scotia at Butlin’s Holiday Camp, Heads of Ayr, Scotland. 
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Betty was originally stationed in a distribution office, but was sent north to 
Scotland as a ‘coder’.  Her job was to decipher secret codes, so it was an 
exacting and detailed occupation for a 17 years-old. Butlins was a training 
establishment then, and as well as Wrens there were also sailors and people 
of different nationalities, including people from Holland and the Far East. 
Betty does not remember going into Ayr that often and says: “It wasn’t 
always possible; the transport was not that good”. Once in a while, however, 
Betty and some friends did make the trip, though there was always 
entertainment in the camp itself. 
What Betty, now 94, remembers vividly was the night Victory in Japan was 
announced.  “VJ was announced around midnight.” she recalls. “I’ve 
memories of waking up and loudspeakers announcing ‘the war is over’, ‘the 
war is over’.  I remember pulling on a dressing gown and going out in my 
nightclothes.” 
The following day there was a resident band playing music.  In the afternoon 

transport was laid on and Betty and some of her friends went to Ayr for the day. She remembers returning to 
the camp around midnight, on foot because they couldn’t get any transport at that time of night.  Betty and her 
friends had to walk back to camp in the darkness, but war was over and they were happy. David White 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

THE COMING OF THE VIKINGS 
 

The word ‘Viking’ conjures up a 
picture of wild warriors coming 
across the sea in their longboats to 
attack the inhabitants of Britain, 
pillaging and murdering. They 
came from the region which is now 
Denmark, Norway and Sweden. 
The image left shows a schematic 
drawing of a Viking longboat. 
The reason for the invasions and 
mass attacks was due to 
overpopulation of their homeland, 
a lack of good farmland, and also 
political strife at home. They had 
developed great improvements in 

sea-going technology and their longboats were able to sail long distances, across the Atlantic as far as 
Greenland and Newfound, and to the east coast of America. They not only invaded Britain and Western 
Europe, but also attacked eastwards as far as Russia. 
The word ‘Viking’ is from the old Norse language and means ‘people of the creeks’. The first attack was in 
AD 793 when they raided the monastery of Lindisfarne. The Vikings were pagans and had no respect for a 
Christian monastery. The raids were initially in the North and were centred around the city of York. 
There was much fighting and many battles between England’s Saxon populations and the Vikings, but 
eventually a treaty was signed between Alfred the Great, the Saxon King, and Guthrum, the Danish King. This 
was the Treaty of Wedmore in AD 884. Britain was divided in half: the western half of the country remained 
under Saxon control whilst the eastern half was under the control of the Vikings (Danish). 
People who had been living in what is now south east Essex had been part of the Kingdom of the East Saxons 
since its beginning in AD 527, and were now part of the Danelaw, the area of England where the laws of the 
Danes held sway and dominated the laws of the Anglo-Saxons. The Kingdom of the East Saxons was formerly 
dissolved in AD 825. People living in the area of south east Essex were now part of the Danish Kingdom of 
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East Anglia and subjects of the King of Denmark. Unfortunately, very few artefacts have been discovered of 
the Viking’s time in Britain.  
Even though treaties had been signed, including the Treaty of Wedmore, there were still many battles between 
the Saxons and the Danes (Vikings). One battle was at Benfleet in AD 894. A force of Vikings had left their 
base at Shoebury under the control of their leader Haesten and secretly made their way through the deserted 
creeks and waterways of the Essex marshes to reach Benfleet. This was an isolated area and Haestan was able 
to land his force there and build an armed camp. From this camp his ships could suddenly emerge to attack 
Saxon shipping travelling up the Thames to London. 

Eventually, after losing many merchant 
ships, the Saxons realised that there was a 
Danish camp hidden amongst the secluded 
creeks at Benfleet. The Saxon army, under 
the control of Edward the Eldest, son of 
Alfred the Great, secretly attacked the 
Viking encampment. Fortunately for the 
Saxons, the Danish leader Haesten and some 
of his Viking troops were away from the 
camp on a foraging mission. The result was 
a complete victory for the Saxons. 
The present church of St Mary’s (see photo 
left) in the centre of Benfleet is on the site of 
a previous church built on the encampment 
site. Many of the Viking boats anchored in 
Benfleet creek were set alight and destroyed 
and their charred remains were found when 

Benfleet railway station was built. The remnants of the Danish force retreated through Leigh to the Viking 
camp at Shoebury. 
(The name Benfleet comes from the Saxon name beam fleote which means tree stream. It does not mean burnt 
creek as some have suggested!) 
The Battle of Ashingdon, fought in 1016, was a decisive battle in the struggle between the Saxons and the 
Danes and was the final battle between the two sides. The Danish army under King Canute was camped on 
what is now called Canewdon Hill. The Saxon army under the leadership of Edmund Ironside, King of 
Wessex, had been shadowing King Canute and his army. Edmund took up positions on nearby high ground 

known as Ashingdon Hill (see photo left) and 
led his army towards Canute’s soldiers 
positioned on Canewdon Hill. 
During the attack, Edmund was betrayed. 
Eadric, Earl of Mercia, together with his men, 
suddenly left the battlefield and as a result of 
this treachery Edmund was unable to 
continue and was defeated. The result was 
that Canute became King of all Britain and he 
built a church on the battle site which still 
exists in part today. 
A treaty was signed and the defeated Edmund 
was allowed to keep the Kingdom of Wessex. 
The battle marks the final success of the 
Danish in Britain. 

But it was short-lived victory and the Saxons returned under King Harold. However, there then followed the 
Battle of Hastings, the invasion by William the Conqueror and the Normans in 1066.  
It should not be forgotten that the Normans were, in fact, really ’Vikings’ who, in the 12th century under their 
leader Rollo, landed in Northern France. They were allowed by the French king to settle there in what is now 
Normandy. The French called them North Men or Normans, but they were in fact ‘Vikings’. Tony Bullock 
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THOMAS BRASSEY: ‘THE GREATEST RAILWAY BUILDER IN THE WORLD’ 
 

Thomas Brassey was an English civil engineer who was responsible 
for building many of the world’s railways in the 19th century. In 
Britain, together with his partners, Sir Morton Peto and Edward Betts, 
he built the London, Tilbury and Southend Railway, which reached 
Southend by 1856. 
Thomas Brassey was born on 7th November 1805 at Buerton, Cheshire. 
He married in 1831 and they had five children, including Thomas, the 
First Earl Brassey, Governor of Victoria, Australia, Henry, an MP, and 
Albert, also an MP. The image left shows Brassey aged 45 in 1850. 
For some of his constructions Brassey was the sole contractor, but he 
usually worked with other partner contractors, including Peto and 
Betts. By 1847, Brassey had built one third of the railways in the UK, 
and by the time of his death in 1870 he had built one in every twenty 
miles of the world’s railways. He also built structures associated with 
railways, including bridges, viaducts, stations, tunnels, etc. His railway 
projects included the lines from Colchester to Ipswich, and Epping to 
Ongar. Between 1833 and 1870 he built three tunnels, in England, 
Switzerland and France, and in 1845 he built a railway cutting at 
Manningtree. 

In London, some of his non-railway projects included the Victoria Docks in 1851, The Metropolitan Mid-
Level Sewer in 1861, and The Victoria Embankment in 1886. 

In the 1850s, the old Southend Pier was 
sold to David Waddington for £17,000. He 
had some association with the Eastern 
Counties Railway Company, who had 
plans to build a railway to Southend. He 
later sold the pier to Sir Morton Peto, who 
sold it on to Thomas Brassey. Thus, the pier 
and railway were controlled by the same 
company who were responsible for the lay-
out of the Clifftown Estate. (The image 
shows an engraving of the Estate in the 
1860s.) Just before the expiry of the lease 
in 1875, Messrs, Brassey, Peto and Betts 

offered it to the Local Board for £12,000. The net pier annual income at the time was £550 and a counter-offer 
of £10,000 was finally accepted. 
Incidentally, in 1881, the state of the cliffs was in a bad way, the top layer of soil was slipping over the London 
Clay, and frost and rain had caused the loss of large sections. As it fell it blocked the Esplanade and there were 
fears for the safety of Clifftown Parade. In 1878, Henry Brassey, Thomas’ son, offered to hand over the Cliffs 
to the town together with £500. 
Although the residents of Clifftown wanted to accept the offer, the Local Board was undecided and so the 
project was dropped. However, in 1881 the Board resolved to accept ownership of the Cliffs, but this was not 
completed until 1885. Thomas Brassey died in 1870. Malcolm Bullock 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 
ONE HUNDRED YEARS AGO ‒ In 1920, the war memorial designed by the architect, Sir Edwin Lutyens, 
was erected at Clifftown Parade. An obelisk of Portland stone, it stands on a high plinth decorated with a laurel 
wreath and inscriptions dedicated to those who gave their lives in The Great War and The Second World War. 
The structure is Grade II* listed by Historic England, one of only 136 to be listed out of the 4,000 memorials 
in England. Jim Sanctuary 


