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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 23 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 23 of Local History Link. Although we have ‘local’ in our title, this week we visit 
the USA! We also take a steamer trip to Clacton, investigate The Great Plague in Essex, discuss more saucy 
postcards, enjoy a Rossi’s ice cream, but avoid the local oysters! 
We need more contributions from you to ensure we can publish an edition each week, so 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 

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

 
ESSEX AND THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

 
‘Essex Started America’ was the title of a booklet presented as a Christmas gift by the County Welfare 
Committee to American service personnel stationed in Essex during the Second World War. This startling 
title demonstrated to the reader that Essex’s influence was greater than most other British counties in the 
beginnings of Colonial America.  

The map, issued 
in the USA in 
1920 to mark 
the tercentenary 
of the landing of 
the Pilgrim 
Fathers, shows 
place names in 
the British Isles 
that appear in 
New England. 
Nine ‒ the 
greatest number 
in any one 
county ‒ are all 
in Essex. 
Suffolk comes 
next with five. 
In total, there 
are 115 English 
place names in 
New England.  
But apart from 
New England, 
almost every 
state has a place 
name that 

originated in Essex. For example, Washington D.C. has a Brentwood Village, North Brentwood, Brentwood 
Road and Brentwood Parkway. And Arkansas, California, Georgia, Maryland, New Hampshire, New York, 
Missouri, Tennessee and Vermont each have a Brentwood. Maldon appears in seven states, Danbury in six, 
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Waltham in five, Epping and Dedham in four, Colchester and Wethersfield in three, Braintree, Harwich 
Romford and Toppesfield in two. Springfield, now a civic parish of the Borough of Chelmsford, is amongst 
the commonest place names in the USA. And, by the way, the State of Virginia has an Epping Forest! 
Some place names differ in spelling from the original English name. For example, Billerica, a town in 
Massachusetts, was named after Billericay, the US spelling being the original form of the name. 
Of the first three counties named by the early colonists one was named Essex. And since those early days, the 
name has been repeated thirty-one times, from Washington in the north-west to California in the south. There 
are five counties in the USA named Essex and twenty-four towns with the place name Essex.  
Many places in America have chosen surnames for their towns. From Dedham in Essex went the first Dwight, 
whose name can be found in four US states. John Eliot from Nazeing has a town in Maine bearing his surname. 
The first Sherman set out from Dedham and his surname has been given to numerous counties, towns and 
villages, as well as mountains and an airfield! 
But, of course, there are many more. So perhaps it is now less surprising that the Christmas gift booklet was 
entitled ‘Essex Started America’! Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
ROSSI ICE CREAM 

 
One summer I managed to get a job 
working in the Rossi ice cream 
factory (see photo).  A couple of my 
school pals were already working 
there and through them I heard 
Rossi wanted more casual labour to 
see them through their busy summer 
holiday period.  This suited me fine 
as I needed to earn a few pounds to 
see me through the school holidays 
and so applied and was accepted.  I 
must have been around 16/17 years 
old so this would have been in the 
late 1960s. 
My role was in the lolly-making 
department working alongside one 
of my pals which all sounds very 
grand but is was simply a large 
room with a big piece of machinery 
taking up most of the space leaving 

narrow corridors on each side of the equipment.  There was an area for storage of raw materials and other 
equipment at one end and a large freezer at the opposite end. The lolly-making machine comprised a long 
wide conveyor that took the lolly moulds through a brine solution which of course made it easier and quicker 
to freeze the lolly mixture. 
The metal mould held around twenty lollies and slowly took the empty mould through a filling process, then 
into the brine before emerging at the far end for a couple of us lads to lug them out, remove the lollies, put 
into paper coverings and place in a storage container before loading into the huge walk-in freezer for final 
freezing and storage.  These metal moulds were about the size of the old plastic milk crates that the milkman 
would have on his cart but made of metal and quite heavy with sharp edges so a bit of care was needed. 
The man in charge was a short Italian, with a limited English vocabulary, who often yelled at us for one thing 
or another which was not surprising as we would be forever taking the mickey out of him either by dint of his 
Italian background or his height.  I well recall one day when we must have done or said something to upset 
him and he was somewhat annoyed, gesticulating and yelling at us in Italian.  Next thing we knew he had 
flung one of the moulds at us, we just dodged it but the deep gouge in the wall showed what might have 
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happened.  Anyway, he ran round the machine towards us still yelling, the only escape was to get into the 
freezer, not that we were dressed to be in the cold for long.  Of course, he locked us in and what seemed like 
an age later, with us shivering he eventually let us out.  I guess it kept us well behaved for a couple days but 
we would have soon gone back to ribbing him about one thing or another.  Nowadays you’d never get away 
with such things but it was all part of life for us then. 
One of our pals was working in the ice cream packing section.  One lunchtime we went to collect him for our 
break and took the liberty of asking for some ice cream to enjoy. We were given some in a large container 
about the size of a bucket but complained that it was filled nowhere near enough and wanted more.  To our 
surprise the guy in charge filled the container saying if that comes back with any left then we need never ask 
for any again. 
Having had our fill of ice cream there was loads left, but determined to empty the container we decided to 
flush what remained down the loo.  Now if you have ever tried to flush ice cream in any quantity down a toilet 
let me tell you it is not easy.  It kept floating back up and simply would not disappear! 
I enjoyed my time at Rossi and we had a lot of laughs over the summer holiday.  The factory premises were 
immediately behind the Rossi shop that still exists along Marine Parade at the junction with Pier Hill, located 
between there and St John the Baptist church and accessed from Lucy Road. They have more recently 
relocated. David White 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
A PADDLE STEAMER TRIP TO CLACTON IN 1946 

 
Reading Tricia`s article on her paddle steamer trip to Clacton in 1956 and her Butlins holiday brought back 
happy memories for me. 
During the war, my father had driven a car called a Standard Flying 10, driving to London on frequent trips 
each week to arrange medical supplies for the ships in the docks. But now, in 1946, the poor old car was worn 
out and needed replacing. A quick visit to a friend at Chalkwell Motor Company in London Road, Westcliff, 

told him that he would have to wait three or four years for a 
new car. 
He began to study the Exchange and Mart magazine where he 
found an advertisement which sounded interesting ‒ a car for 
sale in Clacton: a deluxe Wolseley saloon, hardly used! ‘New 
in 1938 and hardly used!’ ‒ what could be better? It had been 
laid up on four piles of bricks in the garage for the duration of 
the war. (Wolseley’s advert for the model is shown left.) 
After a few phone calls to the owner, my father decided that 
the most practical way to get to Clacton was by the 
paddle steamer ‘Medway Queen’ departing from Southend 
Pier, especially as the train services and bus services were 
quite unreliable in 1946. 
I went with my father and on arriving at Clacton Pier we made 
our way on foot to the car owner`s house about one mile from 
the pier. My father quickly agreed to buy the car and was not 
worried that it had not been used for about six years. The 
owner said he would arrange to get the car off the piles of 
bricks during the next week, so my father and I returned to 
Southend on the ‘Medway Queen’. 
The following week we went back to Clacton to collect the 
car. This time it had been taken off the brick piles and was 
ready to drive. My father and I then returned home to 

Leigh, proudly in our new car! 
We probably would not have been able to purchase the car without being able to travel on the ‘Medway 
Queen’. Tony Bullock 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF ‘MEDWAY QUEEN’ 
 

‘Medway Queen’ had a long and illustrious career, especially during the Second World War. A side-wheel 
paddle steamer, she was built in 1924 by Ailsa Shipbuilding Co., Troon, Scotland, for the New Medway Steam 

Packet Company based at Rochester, 
Kent. She steamed on routes from 
Strood and Chatham, to Sheerness, 
Herne Bay and Margate in Kent, and 
to Clacton and Southend. In 1936, the 
New Medway company was taken over 
by the General Steam Navigation 
Company, but New Medway kept its 
name, identity and livery of black hull, 
white promenade deck sides and cream 
funnel emblazoned with the company 
badge. ‘Medway Queen’ was converted 
to oil-fired steaming in 1937. 
At the start of the Second World War, 

pleasure steamers were requisitioned by the Government, including ‘Medway Queen’. Her first task was 
evacuating children from Gravesend to East Anglia. She was then refitted as a minesweeper and spent the war 
patrolling the Straits of Dover and English Channel, and the UK East Coast where she was based at Edinburgh. 
At the evacuation of Dunkirk, between 6 May and 4 June 1940 she made seven trips and brought back over 
7,000 troops, earning the title The Heroine of Dunkirk. 
After the war ‘Medway Queen’ returned to civilian passenger service and made her last sailing in 1963. 
Scheduled to be scrapped in Belgium, when the ship-breakers realised that she was The Heroine of Dunkirk, 
they declined the work. A British newspaper successfully campaigned to save her and she was sold to become 
a nightclub, moored at a marina on the Isle of Wight. Sadly, her condition deteriorated, but she was rescued 
by enthusiasts who formed the Medway Queen Preservation Society and the vessel is currently undergoing 
repairs. Hopefully, ‘Medway Queen’ will be returned to her former glory, and once again carry out Thames 
pleasure cruises for the enjoyment of all! Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
  

ESSEX AND THE GREAT PLAGUE 
 

During the course of the Covid-19 
pandemic we have frequently been 
reminded of The Great Plague of the 
17th century. Although this period in 
history was important for many 
outstanding discoveries, including 
those by Galileo, Kepler and 
Newton, and Shakespeare was 
writing his celebrated plays and 
Francis Bacon penning his essays, 
there was a great deal of misery in the 
country. These were times of civil 
war and persecution. Food was often 

scarce and expensive, and in towns the wooden houses were overcrowded, with the inhabitants living amid 
filth and disease. Sanitation was primitive and the streets were running with detritus, including human and 
animal waste. This all provided the exact conditions for rats to rapidly multiply and bubonic  plagues to get a 
hold. 
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It is therefore not surprising that plagues spread very quickly once they had got a hold in the population, often 
arriving on ships from disease-ridden parts of the world to ports around the country, including the seaports of 
Essex. And as a port, it is unlikely that Leigh escaped The Great Plague, although there is little about this in 
historical records. Before The Great Plague, there had been many episodes during the 17th century when 
plague was rife ‒ but never an outbreak so terrible as in 1665 and 1666. 
Although the plague was centred on London, it quickly spread to neighbouring counties, including Essex, 
striking down populations across the county. People saw their relatives and friends struck down and villages 
were left practically empty with people dying in their thousands. It is recorded that during the years 1665 and 
1666, 4,731 people died in Colchester alone. No-one dared approach a person suffering from the plague and 
therefore many unfortunate victims were left to die in solitude. 
The loss of life, coupled with the failure of crops, resulted in a serious famine in Essex, adding to the suffering 
being experienced by the populace. With thousands starving, the hoarding of corn was severely punished. 
Braintree was particularly badly affected by The Great Plague, with over a third of the population of nearly 
two thousand perishing. Whole families succumbed to the disease and the town presented a scene of utter 
desolation and neglect. Long grass and weeds grew in the streets and were left to spread freely. Local people 
depended on the generosity of people living in neighbouring villages and towns for food, which was left in 
open spaces for the plague victims to collect. Travellers avoided visiting the town. It is recorded that many 
townsfolk left Braintree in fear of catching the plague, and others lived like hermits in their homes, frightened 
of going out onto the streets. (Does this remind you of recent experiences?)  
The Great Fire of London in 1666 destroyed not just a large part of the city but also the plague germs, bringing 
welcome relief to the people of Essex. The Great Plague killed an estimated 100,000 people ‒ almost a quarter 
of the population of London ‒ in 18 months. Although this was the last major outbreak of bubonic plague in 
England, lasting immunity only came about when housing and sanitary conditions were improved. Jim 
Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

EAT AN OYSTER? WHATEVER NEXT! 
 

In 1906, Southend Town Council were defendants in an action bought by the occupier of oyster nursery beds 
in Hadleigh Ray. It was alleged that sewage from Southend was carried upstream into the Ray and polluted 
his oyster stock, which was mostly obtained from America, France and Portugal.  
The defendant was awarded £1,500, with costs, in the Court of King’s Bench, and an injunction was granted. 
However, when the case was taken to Court of Appeal, a compromise was reached, but even so, the Council 
had to pay damages and costs. 
Litigation cost the town nearly £10,000 and as a result, a new sewage scheme was introduced that ensured the 
sewage was treated before discharge. The proposal received parliamentary consent in 1909. Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
MASTER OF THE DOUBLE ENTENDRE 

 
I refer to Sue’s article “Wish you were here” in edition number 22.  Like Sue I collect “saucy” postcards and 
have a couple of copies of the one she used in her article.  Why two copies?  I really don’t know other than 
maybe a second one came in a bulk purchase at some time in the past.  Or perhaps more likely, I see a card 
for sale, purchase it and have no idea that I already own a copy; I say this because I have a few duplicates in 
my collection; I must find time to properly categorise them and prevent such things! 
Donald McGill, the artist of that particular card is a favourite of mine.  He was and remains, “the King of the 
saucy postcard”; not only because of his artistic skills but also his power of social observation.  He lived most 
of his life in the Blackheath area of London and at 5 Bennett Park you will find a blue plaque commemorating 
McGill.  
There are many admirers and collectors of his postcards.  One more famous individual that admired his work 
was Michael Winner, the film director.  Michael Winner said of his love of McGill: “I like McGill’s work 
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because I’m extremely juvenile (it’s one of my few qualities).  It typifies an age when political correctness, 
thank goodness, did not exist.  There’s nothing more tedious than political correctness.  It’s the triumph of the 
smug over the normal people of the world.  Why shouldn’t we laugh at fat people?” He probably wouldn’t get 
away with saying that today! 
Michael Winner loved McGill’s work so much that he bought some 200 McGill originals – the world’s largest 
collection.  They show a history of Great Britain from around 1900 to 1962. 
McGill himself divided his postcards into three categories – mild, medium and strong.  It won’t surprise you 
to hear the “strong” ones sold best!  He was the master of the double entendre and has both received high 
acclaim and, as noted in Sue’s article, much scandal; having been prosecuted in 1957 for obscenity.  Today 
we wouldn’t think twice about his images and see then simply as amusing and delightful; how times have 
changed. 
Although I have some cards that were never posted, I do try to collect cards that have been posted, the reason 
being that a used postcard adds a little bit more, such as when and where it was posted as well as what people 
had to say to one another.  As Sue says, most are quite mundane often simply referring to the weather or a 
visit to the beach today, a few are a bit more intriguing such as one I have, sent in 1941 to a Mr Earle Boswell 
that says ‘Hi Gaspipe, how’s electric.  How about a date sometime?  Don’t tell anyone but I will meet you on 
Wed. between Tues. and Thurs. at 7:00 between 6:00 and 8:00.  Please don’t forget.  Be looking for you 
through rose coloured glasses.  “Not me” - just - “Your Wendy”’ 
Don’t you just want to know more?  Did Wendy and Gaspipe get to meet?  Where did they meet and what did 
they get up to?  Did the relationship explode into something special or maybe there was no spark! This 
particular card is not a McGill but from the Bamforth collection, another big name in saucy postcards. More 
about them another time, but for now here are a couple of cards from my collection. David White 
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