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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 22 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 22 of Local History Link. Another eclectic assortment of articles: Tricia’s holiday 
memories, Billericay Nuclear War Bunker, encounters with Royalty, postcards and Tupperware! 
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. And as usual, keep safe, keep well and keep alert! Tony, Tricia 
and Jim 

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

 
HAPPY HOLIDAY MEMORIES 

 
Having had holidays cancelled this year brought back 
memories of early holidays in years past. 
I remember our first holiday after the war, in 1946. My 
father, mother, my grandmother and just 9 years old 
Tricia went to Eastbourne. An uncle lent my Dad his car 
so we made our way via the Tilbury ferry. That’s me in 
the driving seat! We arrived at the Queens Hotel very 
excited. We passed places marked ‘unexploded bomb ‒ 
do not enter’ This was quite commonplace after the war. 
My grandmother came with us as my mother was 
expecting my brother, Jim, and she would be resting so 
Nanny looked after me. Having the car was lovely, we 
went to Beachy Head and spent many hours on the beach. 

The postcard below shows Eastbourne beach in the late 1940s. 
Four years later we returned, this time on the train and with Jim in tow. Again, we enjoyed ourselves until my 
dear little brother sat on a tin spade and had to go to hospital to have stitches (in his bottom)! Even then the 
first thing he noticed was that the nurses wore black stockings.  
I remember going to a show in the Winter Gardens and being cut in half by the conjuror. Why did my Dad let 
his 13-year-old daughter go up on the stage for that?  

Eastbourne is still a favourite place to holiday 
and I have been there countless times, always 
feeling at home. Nobody ever imagined going 
on a plane to another country for a holiday in 
those days.  
In 1956 I went with a friend to Butlins in 
Clacton and we sailed on an Eagle Steamers 
boat from the end of the pier to Clacton Pier. 
We felt we were going abroad. The first night 
my ‘friend’ met her future husband and I hardly 
saw her until it was time to go home, but 
everyone was very friendly and I palled up with 
other people.  
That was a lovely holiday, the first without my 

parents keeping an eye on me! By the way, my friend’s marriage did not last. One thing I can never remember 
is it raining on holidays. It’s strange how you only remember the good things. Tricia Thomas 
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BILLERICAY’S COLD WAR SECRET: GREAT BURSTEAD’S ROC BUNKER 
  

Beneath the fields that line the northern edge 
of Church Street, within sight of Great 
Burstead Church, lies buried 14 feet below 
ground, a secret  few people living near-by 
knew about it, and yet it was a vital part of 
the defence of this country ‒ an underground 
bunker (see diagram) that is still there today. 
60 years ago, there was a fear gripping the 
whole western world, the Cold War had 
begun; that period of East-West mistrust and 
suspicion that dominated international 
relations from the end of WWII, until the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, and 
which led to a real and palpable fear of an 
attack on this country by nuclear weapons. 
As part of the defence systems of the UK, a 

complex system of more than 1,560 United Kingdom Warning and Monitoring Organisation 
(UKWMO) underground warning and monitoring stations were constructed across the country between the 
mid 1950’s and the early 1960’s, until the stations were abandoned in 1991. The posts were usually manned 
by Royal Observer Corps (ROC) volunteers. 
The monitoring stations were built to a standard design consisting of a 14-foot-deep access shaft, a toilet and 
store, and a monitoring room. Construction of the original 1,563 posts was overseen by the Air Ministry Works 
Department and the ROC and undertaken by local contractors. A hole approximately 9 feet deep was 

excavated. Within this hole a structure was cast using re-
enforced concrete with a floor about twelve inches thick, 
walls about seven inches thick and a roof about eight 
inches thick. The whole structure was then bitumen 
‘tanked’ for waterproofing. Soil was compacted over the 
structure to form a mound leaving the access shaft, 
doubling as an air shaft, protruding above ground. 
At the opposite end of the building there was a further 
air shaft. Two metal pipes, one 5 inches in diameter and 
one 1 inch in diameter protruded from the roof and above 
the four-foot mound to be used with operational 
instruments. The air vents were covered by downward-
sloping louvres above ground and sliding metal shutters 
below ground to control air flow during contamination 
by radioactive fallout. 
The ROC posts were primarily staffed by local 
volunteers (see photo left) who would conduct regular 
training drills, and be on standby in the event of a nuclear 
threat. In the event of a detected incoming nuclear attack, 
the air attack warning siren would be sounded at the 
nearest police station. The ROC post would also warn 
the local public of an impending nuclear blast by letting 
off flares. 
Each post consisted of a buried telephone line linked 

directly to the local control centre, a radio set, and the following monitoring equipment:  
Bomb Power Indicator or BPI, a dial (see photo below) that would register when the pressure wave from a 
nuclear explosion passed over the post. When related to the distance of the explosion from the post this 
pressure would indicate the power of the explosion. 
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The Ground Zero Indicator or GZI consisted of four 
horizontally mounted cardinal compass point pinhole 
cameras within a metal drum, each ‘camera’ contained 
a sheet of photosensitive paper on which were printed 
horizontal and vertical calibration lines. The flash from 
any nuclear detonation would produce a mark on one or 
two of the papers within the drum. The position of the 
mark enabled the bearing and height of the burst to be 
estimated. With triangulation between neighbouring 
posts these readings would give an accurate height and 
position. The altitude of the explosion was important 
because a ground or near ground burst would produce 
radioactive fallout, whereas an air burst would produce 
only short distance and short-lived initial radiation (but 
no fallout). 
Sixty seconds after any reading on the BPI an observer 
(rather bravely) exited the post and changed the GZI 
cassettes. The exposed papers were returned 
underground for assessment. The pre-exposed papers had a graticule grid exposed on the papers that showed 
degrees of bearing. The fireball from any nuclear burst within range would have burned a mark on the paper. 
The spot size and bearing would be reported to the group control together with an indication that the spot is 
touching or clear of the horizon, essential for indicating an air or ground burst. Information from the post and 
its neighbouring posts (South Woodham Ferrers and Vange) was co-ordinated at Colchester Regional Control 
Bunker. 
The Great Burstead ROC post was constructed beneath the field north of Church Street close to the junction 
of two footpaths in August 1963, and was closed in September 1991. Very few people locally knew of its 
existence, but it would be interesting to hear from any of the volunteers. 
With the end of the cold war, the ROC was cutback in 1991, and finally disbanded in 1995. From Billericay 
Community Archive, author David Bally 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

‘WISH YOU WERE HERE’ 
 
One my least favourite things about holidays, especially foreign holidays, used to be going shopping almost 
before I’d arrived, to buy postcards of beauty spots that I’d not yet seen to send home to family, friends and 
workmates.  Worse still was having to sit down and find something to write on them; always bland such, as 
weather good, even if it was pouring with rain, (anyone else guilty of that?), nice hotel etc., although one 
phrase I never used was ‘Wish you were here’.   
Having worked at BT, when it was still the GPO, and learned about Rowland Hill and his Penny Post I had 
assumed that maybe this was the birth of the postcard but then found (on-line of course) that even as early as 
1777 an engraver in France had published a sheet of cards with a greeting on them which could be sent through 
the post.  However, this idea was not well received because it meant that the servants could read the messages 

(what on earth did they want to write?).  
By the 1890’s photographs had started to be used on postcards which 
gradually increased their popularity and the start of the 20th century was 
the beginning of the golden age for postcards, so much so that on the 21st 
August 1899 one British newspaper, the Standard, wrote “The illustrated 
postcard craze, like the influenza, has spread to these islands from the 
Continent, where it has been raging with considerable severity”.   
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By 1902 the design changed so that both the address and a message could be added to the reverse and by the 
Edwardian era, with so many daily collections and deliveries, especially in large cities, (remember when even 
we had morning and afternoon deliveries), the post-card obsession reached its peak.  
By the 1930’s seaside towns were selling saucy postcards featuring, as we’ve all seen, large ladies, ‘hen-
pecked husbands’, vicars, flirty young ladies and small boys, all with slightly suggestive remarks: by this time 
16 million cards a year were being sold.  In the 1950’s the Conservative Government made a stand against 
what they considered to be this obscenity and in 1954 Donald McGill, a 
prolific designer of these cards (who had started out as a naval 
draughtsman) was heavily fined during what was a show trial. I’ve added 
one of the cards used at his trial and hope this doesn’t offend anyone.  This 
level of censorship had eased off by the late 1950’s and the market 
bounced back until the 1970’s when it saw a natural decline.  
I have once again just rummaged through a box that I got from my 
maternal grandmother many years ago and have found a few postcards 
from the early 1900’s with views of Tollesbury, where all the family lived, 
(which explains my sudden interest in postcards).  Granny was the 
youngest of 15 children (only one sister having died during infancy), and 
had hoarded photos of her parents, aunts, most of her siblings, nieces and 
nephews etc. as well as two pages of notes torn from the front of the family 
bible, ‘In Loving Memory’ cards, with their sad little verses, (all of which 
made starting her family tree comparatively easy), as well as these 
postcards.  
This is just one of those in the box. The two little girls in white standing 

with the adults (about 1909) are my 
mother’s sisters (who were 20 and 18 
years older than her) which is obviously 
why granny kept this one.  Others, 
which had been sent through the post 
give a fascinating snapshot of the 
period: one to granny reading “… you 
will think me a good friend in not 
writing before but better late than 
never”.  Not much room for much else 
after that apology but she also squeezed 
in a note about the photo “This showing 
you where your mother used to live but 
only seeing the gate.”!  

Somehow after that a WhatsApp message, even one with a photo, doesn’t hold quite the same appeal. Sue 
Balkwell 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

AND NOW FOR SOME ROYAL MEMORIES! 
 

First, Tony’s encounter with Prince Philip: 
 
It was in 1955 that I started my pre-clinical medical course at Kings College in the Strand. One afternoon I 
was in a histology class with about twelve other students when the Anatomy Professor said that a famous 
person was being shown around the college. Not long after, the door opened and the Professor introduced 
Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, to our class.  
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For some unknown reason he came across the room to me where I was using my microscope. Why he chose 
me rather than any of the other students, I have no idea!  “What can you see down there?” he said. I explained 
what I was looking at and he said “Can I have a look?”. After a good look down the microscope, he said “I 
can`t see a damned thing!” Over the next 3 or 4 minutes I explained what I could see and Prince Philip became 
increasingly interested. Sadly, at this stage the Professor came over and explained to Philip that the tour must 
go on, so Prince Philip and his party left.  
My impression of Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh was of a very pleasant young man who was greatly 
interested in everything around him. Tony Bullock 
 
And now for Anne’s meeting with the Duchess of Kent (with a lovely photo!): 
 
On a sunny day in late September 1980, HRH The Duchess of Kent officially opened Kingsdown School for 
handicapped children in Snakes Lane, Eastwood. She is such a gracious lady and the children loved her.  
One wheelchair-bound six years old girl presented her with a bunch of flowers and the Duchess immediately 
removed a carnation from bouquet and gave it to Lucy to keep as a memento. 
I was lucky enough to be presented to her and will always remember her smile (see photo below). Anne 
Rickard 
 

 

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

Have any more of you met a member of The Royal Family ‒ or a well-known celebrity, film star, 
politician of note (excluding our local MP, of course, who we’ve all probably had the joy of meeting)? 
If so, please send Jim an email or drop him a line. 
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TIME TO PARTY! 
 

In my teens and early 20’s an invitation to a party meant that Saturday night was ‘sorted’, and it was time for 
a good evening out.  However, by the time I was a newlywed the phrase ‘party’ had another meaning as well, 
as this was the time of home-selling. 
For me it all began with Tupperware!  When the first written invitation to a ‘Tupperware Party’ arrived, I 

wasn’t quite sure what to expect so went along mostly out 
of curiosity.  The hostess (a close friend) offered tea or 
coffee and cakes before the goods, which were spread all 
round the room, were demonstrated; I’m sure that most 
of us remember that we had to ‘burp’ the Tupperware 
container (this was the cue for laughter) by sealing, then 
lifting the corner of the lid to let the air out, before sealing 
it again.   
This soft sell was almost always followed by a raffle 
(usually no-one was brave enough to decline buying 
tickets) then the much firmer sell “Now ladies who wants 
to hold the next party?”. At this point I never looked 
anyone in the eye but I could guarantee that one friend or 
another would always agree and so it continued……  yet 
another invitation. I can’t actually remember but I think 
that the hostess, and certainly the salesperson, earned 
either goods or commission not only on the number of 
sales but also on these future bookings. (Maybe some of 
you would remember, especially if you hosted a party).  
In the beginning I felt that I had to continue to go to these 

‘parties’ so as not to offend my friends but when I had a cupboard full of Tupperware, I had to call a halt 
(some of my many containers are still in use even today). 
After that came the make-up ‘parties’: the brand I particularly remember being ‘Oriflame’ (will I ever forget).  
I went along with a friend and whilst back then we both had quite dark brown hair (I know, even I have a job 
believing that now!) her skin tone was quite different from mine, which always was pale and freckled.  
However, the agent must have decided either that ‘one colour suits all’, or she had run out of other colours 
and we were both sold a fairly liquid, mid-tan, rather shiny foundation that would “give you a glow” (well, 
she didn’t lie there!).  Although my friend could just about get away with it, it was certainly not a good look 
on me at all so that was my first and last time.   
I admit to being somewhat relieved when this particular ‘party-season’ came to an end. Sue Balkwell 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 
WHAT HAPPENED IN SOUTHEND-ON-SEA ON THE DAY YOU RECEIVE THIS EDITION OF 

LOCAL HISTORY LINK 
 

August 24th 1890 ‒ The first electric trains ran on 
Southend Pier. The photograph shows the 
inaugural run with the magnificent Pavilion in the 
background. In 1949 the rolling stock was 
replaced with new trains similar in design to the 
London Underground stock. Thirty-seven years 
later, two diesel-powered trains were introduced, 
but have now reached the end of their life. Next 
year two environmentally-friendly, battery-
powered trains will be introduced in heritage 
green and cream livery. Jim Sanctuary 


