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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 20 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 20 of Local History Link. We feature some nostalgic recollections from Gloria, Jack 
and Sue, and Tony reminds us of Leigh’s significance in the Anglo-Dutch wars. 
Please keep sending your articles, photos, etc., by email to Jim at jsanctuary28@gmail.com or post to 28 
Darlinghurst Grove, Leigh-on-Sea, SS9 3LG. We all love reading them and look forward to hearing from 
more of you.  
As usual, keep safe, keep well and keep alert! Tony, Tricia and Jim 

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

 
REMEMBERING MY LIFE IN SHOEBURY 

 
A few weeks ago, I wrote about growing up in a baker’s shop in Shoebury during WW2 and after; anybody 
who is interested might like to now read my ramblings of life in Shoebury during that time. 
As I mentioned before, I was born in a house at the end of Shoebury High Street ‒ no blue plaque for me as 
the house has been pulled down so that Blackgate Road could be widened for easier access to the High Street. 
I moved to Everett’s, the baker’s shop, when I was a few month’s old; my first memory was when I was 
crawling and a large frog came through the French doors and wanted to be my friend. I missed my chance; I 
should have kissed it and perhaps I would have been a princess now! 

Just before the start of WW2 I must have been taken to the 
beach by my grandmother (see photo left). However, I do 
remember the beach being blocked off to the public with 
barbed wire, and then the wire being cut and removed after the 
war. I had chickenpox at the time and remember my Dad 
having to pay the doctor for attending to me. My Dad took me 
down to see the beach, walking along with me on the crossbar 
of his bike ‒ what excitement! There had been a brickfield 
adjacent to the beach and the shoreline was covered with bricks 
that had been dropped when the barges that transported them 
were loaded. Bits of seaweed had grown on them and there 
were little crabs living between them. They soon became my 
friends even if I wasn’t their friend! 
By the beach there were also brickfields with malm* banks ‒ 
depressions in the ground where the bricks were stored ‒ and 
exciting places to play, including the ruins of an old brick-built 
house. I couldn’t imagine today’s parents letting their young 
children play with so much danger around, but we did, and 
knew no fear ‒ like walking far out on the mud when I was a 
little older. It was indeed a different world! After the war, we 
had a beach hut when they were available to rent and I used to 
spend all day on the beach. At the end of the day, Mr Kay, who 
ran the beach shop, used to get all the children to collect the 
rubbish and he supervised a bonfire on the sands. 
I remember 1953 when the tide and the floods came up high 
and our beach hut sailed away into the blue, never to be seen 

again! However, new huts were built but not so nice as the originals, which were real, old-fashioned huts. 
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From our shop I used to watch new army recruits coming from the station off the old steam trains, and a few 
days later they were marching past very proud of their new uniforms. Tanks were always coming past; I found 
them fascinating ‒ like a monster, but one day I was standing on the corner outside the shop and a tank came 
down the road opposite, missed the corner, veered across the road and missed me by about a foot! I was too 
scared to leave the house after that; I thought the soldiers were after me and I wouldn’t go outside the shop 
for three months! 
I was sent to school in Southend when I was four and a half years old ‒ red bus JN4747, 3d return fare and 
pink cardboard ticket issued by the conductor. I used to carry my gasmask and meet a friend three stops away. 
There were plenty of horses to be seen in the High Street; I think they went up to the Ranges which started at 
the other end of the High Street, and then on to Foulness. All very secret, but I did have friends who worked 
on the island in later years. 
Inside the Garrison there were many houses and bungalows. The Officers’ Mess, Sergeants’ Mess, YMCA, a 
hospital and the church. When I was older, I joined the church choir and remember that the organist, Mr, Piper, 
was blind. 
My sister had riding lessons in the Garrison after the war and helped with the horses; I expect she was allowed 
to do this as her best friend, Tina, was the Garrison Commander’s daughter and she lived in a beautiful house 
near the seafront. In the summer, I used to go into the Garrison to watch the cricket and listen to the military 
band play on the band-stage. Once a year there was a fête with a ghost train – it was such fun! 
I belonged to the Merrymakers Concert Party and we performed on a little stage at the Garrison fête 
entertaining the audience with our singing and dancing, which seemed very popular! We also performed in 
the local church halls, and at the YMCA on a lovely stage. We performed a pantomime every year and two 
other shows. Mrs. House, who ran the concert party, lived in Friar’s Farmhouse (now demolished) in the High 
Street and my best friend, Pat, was her daughter. The children of Shoebury treated us a ‘stars’ and would form 

a long queue to get the front row seats. 
What fame! Of course, this was before 
television and there were not many things 
the children had to look forward to. A few 
of them used to come to my Dad’s shop at 
the end of the day to see if we had any 
broken or stale cakes ‒ my mother never 
let them go home empty handed. 
The two public houses ‒ the Shoeburyness 
Hotel (see photo left) and the now 
demolished Cambridge Hotel ‒ were 
always packed on Friday and Saturday 
nights, as were the cafes in the evenings 
and during the day. On Saturday and 
Sunday, the soldiers came rolling out of 
the pubs at closing time, singing loudly 
and always woke me up with their singing 
efforts. 

My mind tumbles over itself; the shops and shopkeepers, all the shop windows being blown out when a bomb 
fell on the mudflats, and swimming in the crater it had left! My first banana and tin of peaches ‒ and jelly! 
Perhaps we have almost too much nowadays, so that we don’t appreciate anything ‒ except our family and 
friends, of course. Happy memories of childhood! Gloria Burwell (nee Everett) 
*a mixture of clay and pulverised chalk. 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
THE FLEET’S NOT BACK IN PORT! 

 
Coming to Old Leigh today and looking across the shallow Leigh Creek it is difficult to remember that Leigh 
in the 16th and 17th century was a busy, deep-water port. And perhaps the greatest memory would be in 1652, 
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when the entire English battle fleet of 24 warships put into the Port of Leigh and stayed there for about six 
months for necessary repairs. It was at the very start of the first Anglo-
Dutch war. 
The Dutch and the English had been allies fighting the might of the 
Spanish Empire; the Dutch had even helped the English to defeat the 
Spanish Armada. But now Spain was in decline and losing many of its 
colonies. The Dutch and the English ‒ under Oliver Cromwell ‒ were 
beginning to quarrel and becoming increasingly hostile to each other. 
In May 1652, the Dutch and English Battle Fleets met by chance, near the 
Goodwin Sands. The English Admiral Blake signalled that Oliver 
Cromwell had ordered that all foreign fleets must dip their flags as a salute 
to the English Fleet, but the Dutch Admiral Tromp did not respond! Blake 
then fired a warning shot which injured some of the Dutch sailors. Tromp 
replied with a warning shot! (The image left of Admiral Blake is a 1629 
painting by Henry Perronet Briggs.) 
This led to an intense five-hour sea-battle which only ceased when night 
fell and it became too dark to continue. However, by this time both fleets 
were extensively damaged. Blake`s flagship “The James” had a broken 
mizzen mast and other severe damage. Also 16 sailors had been killed and 
25 wounded. Under cover of darkness, the Dutch fleet made their escape 
to Holland. 
Blake anchored his damaged fleet off Dungeness until dawn when the 

crippled fleet slowly made its way back to the Thames Estuary. Blake would probably have tried to get his 
ships into Chatham or Gravesend for repairs, however, there were strong prevailing winds, presumably south-
westerly, and Blake could not manoeuvre his crippled fleet. Instead he made for the Port of Leigh.  
There must have been great excitement at Leigh when the damaged English ships arrived. After repairs, the 
fleet left Leigh in early 1653 to fight another sea-battle off the Goodwin Sands. This time the English fleet 
was victorious. Tony Bullock 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

LET’S GO SHOPPING IN SOUTHEND 

Even before this period of ‘lockdown’ started, I found that shopping in Southend High Street had started to  
become a rather depressing experience especially when I looked back on how I could have once browsed 
several small department stores and shops at leisure without having 
to open my purse at all if I didn’t want to.  I’m as guilty as many of 
on-line shopping, but nonetheless I thought I’d like to take another 
stroll around just a few of the shops that are gone, but not forgotten, 
(the memories and thoughts are just mine and you may not agree). 

Talza Arcade which opened in 1926 was an important site within 
Southend’s retail history.  It was one of the first arcades of its kind 
and provided shoppers with covered retail shopping.  Walking 
round the lanes you would find small, unique, family shops selling 
everything from fabric, toys, books, shoes, hobbies kit and a variety 
of other things; it certainly had a character all of its own.  I have to 
confess however that I also found that it had a distinctive smell of 
its own too, whether from a combination of the meat in the 
butcher’s shop and pet food I’m not sure, but it certainly took some 
getting used to. This arcade was pulled down in 1965 to make way 
for a new retail development. 
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J L Dixons, known simply as Dixons  

This department store opened in 1913 and it was said that ‘it provided 
everything for every man and woman’ – quite some claim.  It closed 60 
years later in 1973 and was taken over by WH Smith.  Being right at the 
beginning of the High Street and within a very short walking distance of 
the offices in Victoria Avenue, this was one of my favourite shops for a 
lunchtime browse.  I particularly remember buying, amongst other things, 
gloves, bags and two little macs for my young nieces, which my sister 
loved as they were so different from anything in any of the other stores.  
I also remember that they had glass display cases in the High Street (you 
can just about see them in the photo below). I wonder how long they’d 
last now. 

Keddies 

George Keddie started this business in 1892 as a drapery store before it 
was expanded to become a full department store selling everything from 
inexpensive to extravagant goods.  Business boomed in the 1920’s, 

despite competition from Dixons and Brightwells, and in 1934 the main store was rebuilt and expanded with 
frontage that copied Selfridges. It was said that people would come by train from the East End of London just 
to shop in Keddies.  In the 1960’s they bought a disused cinema, The Essoldo, which was behind their store 
and opened Southend’s first supermarket, Supa-
Save. However, it closed in the 70’s due to 
competition from chain supermarkets with the 
department store then being extended over the site.  
The store was extended again when NatWest built 
a new bank. the banking hall being located on the 
first floor and accessed by escalators.  In the 1980’s 
the store was modernised and refitted again in the 
hope of business booming when The Royal’s 
opened in Southend but sadly this proved not to be 
the case, and the store closed in 1996 after 104 
years of trading.  I’m sure that we all have our own 
memories of shopping there. I especially loved just 
walking around the ground floor which was in three 
sections - the Mezzanine precinct, the Warrior Square precinct, and the lower ground. These different levels 

made it seem almost like shops within a shop and you 
could explore them at your leisure. 

Brightwells  

Located at the end of the High Street, John 
Rumbelow Brightwell, a former Alderman of 
Southend who had twice been Mayor, started the 
business as a drapery store in the 19th century.  This 
became a department store, in 1909 trading as J. R. 
Brightwell, and was in direct competition with 
Keddies and Dixons.  The store closed in the early 
1970’s and was replaced by Ketts Electrical in the 
landmark building.   It is now a flats development 
called the Drapery as a nod to Brightwells.  Being 
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more specialised it wasn’t on my list of ‘must visit’ stores so much as the others, but nonetheless was great 
for fabrics and linen. 

Woolworths or “Woolies” 

The British branch of the F.W. Woolworth Company was founded by Frank Woolworth in Liverpool in 1909.  
He made a note in his diary that read “I believe that a good penny and 
sixpence store, run by a live Yankee, would be a sensation here”.  
Despite reservations by the American company the decision to launch 
stores in the UK went ahead, the first store being opened in Liverpool 
on the 5th November 1909 to a performance by a full orchestra, circus 
acts and fireworks. The store was apparently almost stripped bare of 
the 3d and 6d items with large queues outside.  The Southend Branch 
opened in 1913 and lasted to 2008 and most of us will remember Chad 
Valley toys, its own Ladybird clothing range and “pick ‘n’ mix” 
sweets. My friend and I both got jobs as ‘Saturday Girls’ there whilst 
we were still at school; she being put to serve in the ground floor 
cafeteria (where she was ‘chatted-up’ by the passing male day-
trippers!) and me being allocated to different counters firstly to the 
‘garden’ counter where, amongst other things, I had to weigh up 
grass-seed (I got bad nosebleeds so was moved after a  day) then to 
glassware where, because I had to wrap each item separately, it took 
ages to serve just one customer.  I’m not sure who came off worst, but 
we were both glad of the wages. 

Garons 

Garons opened a chain of shops, cinemas, and a banqueting suite at a time when rail travel to the town had 
started to bring in tourists from London.  The first Garon shop was opened in 1885, five years later Henry 
Garon opened a cafe and by 1939 there were 37 shops, 10 restaurants and an hotel.  In 1911 he also opened a 
300-seat café and a 600-seat cinema originally called the New Imperial cinema, later known just as Garons; 
this was demolished in 1963.  In the 1950’s Garons had shops under the railway bridge in the High Street 

consisting of a butchers, a grocers and a fishmongers 
and, at Victoria Circus, a banqueting suite which was 
popular for dinner dances (I believe I remember 
Beverley in our group telling us that she went to a 
large children’s party there) but by 1963, the shops 
under the bridge had been amalgamated to become 
Garons Self-Service Grocery store.  I certainly recall 
going to Garons cinema with my friend when we were 
still at school.  I think that I am right in saying that it 
cost less than other cinemas and that they showed 
movies that had been released some time earlier: I 
vaguely remember that we saw The Dam Busters there 
for her (Richard Todd was her then favourite) and 
Trapeze for me (Burt Lancaster!) although, of course, 

we just might have seen them in one of the other many cinemas in Southend. 

Well, that’s the end of my wander around Southend past (and it still didn’t cost me anything) but there are still 
some shops that I’ve left out; Ravens (delightful and very much missed), R.A. Jones (with its recognisable 
clock outside) and the Co-op Department store in Southchurch Road which, I feel, just must have been the 
inspiration for ‘Are You Being Served!’ Sue Balkwell 
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RECOLLECTION OF MY TIME IN THE ARP 
 
I was based at Air Raid Precautions Post no. 105 as a messenger boy, proudly wearing my black steel helmet 
with a large white capital M on the front of it, as a twelve-year-old boy!    
On the west side of the junction of Prittlewell Chase and Kenilworth Gardens and Southbourne Grove, on the 
tip of the central green, lie the remains of A.R.P. Post no. 105. Also, on the central green of Kenilworth 
Gardens, just south of Merrilies Close, lie the remains of a large public air raid shelter ‒ probably large enough 
to accommodate about 50 or more people. There is similar one on the same central green south of St. Thomas 
Moore School.    
I think the remains are whole because it would have been pointless to remove all the concrete; easier to just 
fill it in and cover it up.  Archaeologists step forward!    
Just north of Eastward Boulevard on the northern edge of Kenilworth Gardens there stood a little thatched 
cottage.  It had a date in the 1690s displayed on the door, but unfortunately, I can’t recall the exact date.  People 
were still living in it, with chickens running around it, until about 1943.  It was demolished to make way for 
the dual carriageway of Kenilworth Gardens. Vandalism! Jack Rickard 
 
I’m sure we’ve all found Jack’s memories of being an ARP messenger boy most interesting. Below is some 
additional information about ARP activities in Southend. Jim Sanctuary 
 

 
 

 


