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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 26 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 26 of Local History Link. Jim begins the first of a series of articles about our 
neighbourhood towns starting with Basildon, and also writes about his Uncle Billy and his connection with 
ECKO, and Southend’s Electric Stairway. Anne remembers a holiday to Iceland, Tricia writes about Saturday 
jobs, Tony recalls Leigh’s importance as a port, and Allan writes about his childhood. 
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 

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

 
OUR NEIGHHOOD TOWNS: BASILDON  

 
Ten miles west of Southend-on-Sea, Basildon is one of the eight ‘new towns’ created in south-east England 
after the passing of the New Towns Act of 1946. Once a quiet, country village, building work commenced in 
the early 1950s and over the next decade a modern new town emerged, absorbing the villages of Pitsea, Vange, 
Laindon (also known as Langdon Clay), and the original village of Basildon. But the new town has an earlier, 
fascinating history. 
Traces of early occupation of the area have been discovered, including a Bronze Age settlement. A Bronze 
Age axe was found at Vange. Broken tiles excavated in the same area suggest that there was a Roman tile 
works there. Evidence has also been found of Saxon and Viking activity in the area. In the past, Basildon has 
sometimes been spelt Basseldon, the name being of Saxon origin and meaning ‘Beorhtel’s hill’.  
The Black Death of 1388, combined with the change from agriculture to sheep farming, brought about a 
general decline in the population of Essex villages, and that is perhaps why the hamlet of Basildon never 

seemed to grow. 
In 1740, the English antiquary, 
Nathaniel Salmon (1675-1742), wrote 
that Basildon was once a town and 
claimed that the foundations of early 
buildings had been ploughed up in a 
field called ‘Town Field’. Some 
human bones were dug up in the 
parsonage garden. The map left shows 
the area in 1798 when Laindon was 
known as Langdon Clay. 
The new town centre marks the 
approximate site of a meeting place 
known as Barstable Hundred Moot, 
near the site of Barstable Hall, 
demolished in the 19th century after 
being allowed to become a ‘forlorn 

weather-beaten edifice’. The Hall was sometimes referred to as Hotwater Hall as manor courts were held 
there. It was said that if you were summoned to Barstable Hall you knew you were in trouble! Near Barstable 
Hall stood the farmhouse, Middle Hall, shown on Chapman and Andre’s map of 1777. It was demolished 
around 1900, but its name lives on in a nature reserve called Middle Hall. Great Chalvedon Hall, on Tyefields, 
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Pitsea, is a Grade II listed early 16th century timber-framed and plastered manor house, and is now a public 
house. It is said to have a secret room or priest’s hole in the roof.  
Pitsea Hall (see photo right) was mentioned in 
the Doomsday Book, but the current house 
dates from the 1600s. Close to the railway line, 
it is Grade II listed and since the 1950s has been 
renamed Cromwell Hall following the 
discovery of a Roundhead military helmet 
when the moat was drained. Vange Hall, was 
situated on the present site of Basildon Golf 
Club. Now demolished, it is said that two 
hidden rooms were discovered in the roof in 
1886.  
Basildon has a number of interesting old pubs, 
including The Five Bells at the bottom of the 
hill below the hospital. Its frontage is weather-
boarded and it is said to date from the 1700s. 
To the left of the building, the single-story section was originally a forge. The Barge at Vange recalls the large 
timber trade that once operated in the area and the inn was frequented by the bargemen. Barges navigated 
along the creeks to a wharf for unloading, but in the 1920s, due to the drying up of the creeks, the timber 
business transferred to the docks in London. 
Up until the late 1800s, water could only be obtained from wells and ponds. Records show that Vange people 
had to walk long distances carrying pails on yokes to buy water at 1d a pail from nearby farms. 
In 1881, the population of Basildon was only 157, of Laindon 320, of Pitsea 203, and of Vange 158 ‒ not 
much over 1,000 souls for the whole area now covered by the new town. It now has a population of nearly 
110,000! Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

AN ICELANDIC HOLIDAY 
 
In early 1991 The Southend Yellow Advertiser gave details of a 5-day holiday in Iceland. We booked and 
arrived in Reykjavík on a cold snowy day in April. All the flags were at half-mast, shops closed and hotel 
serving only sandwiches - it was Good Friday! 
A pony trek was arranged through snow and ice. The Icelandic horses are a unique breed, about 13/14 hands. 
Apart from walk, trot, canter and gallop they have an extra gait. Our feet touched the water when we crossed 
streams, very cold, and icicles formed from their jaws when they leant forward to drink. 

We took a small plane flight to the Westman Islands, off the 
southernmost part of Iceland. On Heimaey where the last 
eruption was in January 1973 and lasted until July the same 
year, we saw roofs of houses protruding above the volcanic 
dust and the ground was still warm. The newest island, 
Surtsey, (see photo) was formed after a volcanic eruption in 
1963, which lasted until 1965. The first plant life appeared in 
1965, mostly vascular plants, lichen and mosses, and sea gulls 
arrived in 1970. The island covers about a square mile. 
You are able to see where the two tectonic plates, Eurasian and 
North American, divide Iceland into two parts, widening a few 

centimetres each year. Natural hot water from past volcanic eruptions supply most of the island with cheap 
hot water and heating. Some of the main roads even have ‘under floor heating’! 
Fishing is the main resource; whaling was banned some years ago. Bauxite is imported from Australia and 
cheaply processed into aluminium. Unemployment is low, and school children during holidays help tidy parks 
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and collect elderly puffins who no longer swim or fly. They are smoked in sheep dung and taste like anchovies. 
Sorry, I did not mean to try one! 
Outdoor swimming pools are open throughout the year, very warm water, but freezing climbing out. The great 
geysers are an amazing sight, but I think they may add Fairy Liquid to encourage them to perform for tourists! 
There is no shortage of fresh fruit and vegetables, huge glass houses heated very cheaply, supply most of your 
‘5 a day’. 
I can understand why so many secondary schools visit Iceland on geography field trips, it is a really fascinating 
place. Anne Rickard 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

THE LOST PORT OF LEIGH 
 
The possibility of a deep-water port at Leigh must have existed since geological times. It may be that Roman 
galleys or other early sailing ships called at Leigh, but we have no details. Leigh was developed as a port in 
the 1400s and 1500s when there was a great increase in shipping. In 1485 Vasco da Gama showed it was 
possible to sail round the Cape of Good Hope and voyage to India and South-East Asia, and a few years later, 
in 1492, Columbus sailed to America. The world was rapidly opening up for shipping and trade. 
The massive increase in shipping led to the need for many new ports and Leigh was in a very good position 
being close to London and at the mouth of the Thames, and with ample deep water. Also, it was in a prime 
position to trade across the Channel to Europe. It was estimated that the port of Leigh could have room for 
200 ships and it is said that if an ocean liner the size of the Queen Mary had existed in those times, it could 
have berthed at Leigh! 
Leigh grew rapidly in size, with many fine houses and port facilities, and the town became famous for its 
shipbuilding. In the 16th century Britain was at war with Spain, ending in the defeat of the Spanish Armada, 
and in the 17th century Britain was involved in three wars with the Dutch. Leigh played an important part, 
especially in the wars against the Dutch. 
It is difficult to know when the viability of the Port of Leigh ended, but it was during the latter part of the 17th 

century. Certainly, there were extensive mud slides, probably over several 
years, when large quantities of clay were discharged from the Cliffs at Leigh 
and Chalkwell and spread out along the foreshore, gradually filling up the deep-
water port. It must have been a slow process and the gradual loss of function of 
the Port of Leigh probably occurred over many years. 
 There seems to be very little written evidence of the loss of the port. Shipping 
businesses left the port and maritime families such as the Haddocks moved 
away. The fine houses were left empty and gradually deteriorated and were 
demolished. The image left is of Admiral Nicholas Haddock (1686 – 1746) 
who was born in the family home at Leigh. He had a distinguished career in the 
Royal Navy and was the first to board the Spanish galleons at the Siege of Vigo 
Bay in 1702. 
John Wesley the famous preacher visited Leigh several times between 1748 

and 1756. He wrote after one of his visits: “Here was once a deep open harbour. But the sands have long since 
blocked it up and reduced a once flourishing town, to a small ruinous village”. The words of John Wesley 
fully describe the sad fate of the once-great Port of Leigh. Tony Bullock 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

SATURDAY JOBS AND OTHER TOPICS 
 
I did not have a Saturday job ‒ in the 50s not many teenagers did. Woolworths was about the only employer 
offering Saturday jobs. 
However, I made sure that my children had a Saturday job! We lived just off the Leigh Road then. My eldest 
son, Kevin, went to work at Laurie Gage’s Bookshop just opposite the Grand. Laurie was a great character; 
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he ran the Scout Troop at Our Lady of Lourdes although belonging to Wesley Methodist Church. He took the 
boys to camp. Kevin very much enjoyed working with Laurie in the shop and with the Scouts until he went to 
University. 
My daughter, Susan, joined Mr Braybrook on Saturday mornings. He ran the shoe repairers on the Leigh 
Road. In those days shoe repairers were always busy, but nowadays I don’t think we wear out our shoes so 
much and there are less shoe repairers. When Susan left to work in London, my second son, Ian, took over her 
Saturday job and he formed a long friendship with Ted Braybrook. 
My third son, Jonathan, was determined to get a Saturday job and found it at Brewers’ grocery store at the 
corner of our road. He was still 13 when he started there. He learnt such a lot there about the retail trade that 
he started work in the Burton Group soon after leaving school and has never looked back. 
Before the war we lived in a house in Lord Robert’s Avenue rented from ‘Builder Brewer’. After the war we 
moved to Woodfield Park Drive and every Monday morning my Dad would drop an order in to Brewers on 
his way to Chalkwell station. A couple of hours later the goods would arrive at our house. When we went into 
the shop there were chairs to sit on. Mr Rush would cut the bacon on the big machine; imagine now how 
dangerous that would be. My Mother would ask if there were any eggs under the counter, usually cracked but 
that didn’t matter in times of rationing. The post office counter was in the corner of the shop.  
When we lived in Woodfield Road, on Saturday’s they used to roast the coffee and we had the lovely smell 
wafting in our garden. Now it is a Co-op store. 
Nearby was Rolph’s, the greengrocer. When their son came back from the war, they put streamers across the 
road. On the corner of Beach Avenue was the newsagent. 
Across the road was Barclays Bank, the sweet shop/barbers, a cafe where on a Sunday as a treat I was sent to 
buy ice cream to go with our pudding. As we didn’t have a fridge I had to run up after I’d eaten my roast. 
I think that’s enough for now although I could go on and on, but more later. I’m sure Kay will also come up 
with the names of some more local shops, and my son, Jonathan, has many memories of the local shops in the 
70s and 80s. Tricia Thomas 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

BORN IN ILFORD … BUT CHRISTENED IN LEIGH-ON-SEA? 

I was born in Highwood Gardens, Gants Hill, 
Ilford in June 1934 in the house my father 
had had built at the beginning of that 
year.  My parents had become great friends 
with a Mr & Mrs Smith (I regret I never knew 
their Christian names) who lived in Uttons 
Avenue, Leigh-on-Sea.  I remember being 
told Mr Smith was a local fisherman.   In the 
early 1930s my father had a new Morris 
Cowley and would take my mother and my 
three sisters on holiday to the 
Smiths.  Attached is a photograph of my 
three sisters in 1932 taken in Uttons Avenue 
which you will see was a grass road!  There 
was a big age gap ‒ 10 years ‒ between my 
youngest sister and myself and I have often 
wondered whether I was conceived on one of 
the holidays, but I will never know! 
Mr & Mrs Smith were regular members of 

the congregation at the Fishermen's Chapel, now the Methodist Church in New Road.   I was christened there, 
and Mrs Smith was my godmother.  War, of course, was declared in 1939 and my parents lost touch with the 
Smith family which was a great pity.  
Maybe this is why I have always felt so at home in Leigh-on-Sea! Allan Richards 
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UNCLE BILLY AND EKCO 
 

My uncle (and Tricia’s) was William (Billy) 
Streatfield Verrels, see sketch right, and was Eric 
Cole’s partner in the early days of EKCO Radio 
Ltd. Born in 1893, he was a schoolteacher and had 
married my mother’s sister, Ivy. A casualty in 
World War One, he was a semi-invalid, having had 
a lung removed due to tuberculosis, possibly the 
resulting complication of being gassed during the 
war. Uncle Billy had a keen interest in the wireless, 
which at the time was a recent invention, thanks to 
the work of Guglielmo Marconi at his works in 
Chelmsford. The first regular broadcasts had 
commenced in 1922, transmitted from Marconi’s 
studio at Great Baddow, and Uncle Billy was an 
enthusiastic listener to the early programmes. 
At that time, Eric Cole was building experimental 
wireless sets in the garden shed behind his house in 
Beedell Avenue, Westcliff, and sold them to the 
general public from his shop at 505 London Road. 
In 1924, Uncle Billy, who lived close by in 
Cotswold Road, wrote to a local newspaper of his 
dependence on his radio set for entertainment and 
of the inconvenience and expense of getting 
batteries recharged. When he visited Eric’s shop to 

purchase a freshly charged battery, he mentioned to Eric his frustration at the accumulator often letting him 
down in the middle of an interesting programme. Eric realised that this was the author of the letter published 
in the newspaper when Uncle Billy suggested to him that the radio sets would sell more successfully if they 
worked off the domestic electricity supply. He encouraged Eric to invent a piece of apparatus that would 
enable this significant enhancement, and that evening Eric started work on developing a piece of equipment 
to overcome the problem. He called the new apparatus a Battery Eliminator and Uncle Billy persuaded him to 
advertise the innovative device in radio journals. Sales rapidly increased, with the result that in 1926, in spite 
of his ill-health, Uncle Billy agreed to go into partnership with Eric, using Eric Kirkham Cole’s initials as a 
trade mark and becoming EKCO.  
Uncle Billy became Chairman and MD of EKCO, with responsibility for sales and marketing ‒ probably 

investing his demob money in the venture ‒ while Eric 
remained on the technical side of the business. In 1927 they 
opened their first factory at 1135 London Road, Leigh, now 
Machine Mart, but the business quickly outgrew the 
premises and in 1930 production was moved to a much 
larger, purpose-built factory at Priory Crescent. 
EKCO became pioneers in radio technology and in 1932 
brought out the first domestic radio set that had the names 
of the stations printed on the wavelength dial. Two years 
later EKCO introduced the first car radio. While EKCO’s 
competitors built their radios in wooden cases, EKCO 
developed a case made from moulded Bakelite, at the time 
an innovative material being used for many popular 
domestic items. Their iconic, round-cased Bakelite radio 

sets sold in the hundreds of thousands and the business boomed (see photo above).  
At the outbreak of the Second World War, to aid the war effort EKCO became involved in many top-secret 
developments for the Government, including the production of the new radar system and aircraft radios. As 
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Southend was at high risk of invasion much of the production was moved to various locations around the UK, 
although the Bakelite moulding machines remained at Priory Crescent as they were too heavy to move. The 
factory was re-equipped to manufacture wiring looms for aircraft. 
Uncle Billy retired from the company at the end of WW2, in 1945, and died in 1976. Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

EARLY POSTCARDS OF OUR TOWN 

 
This is an early photograph of the Electric Stairway which operated between Western Parade and Clifton 
Terrace and was the forerunner of today’s escalator. Constructed in 1901 by an American engineer, Jesse W. 
Reno, it proved to be noisy and unreliable, not helped by its exposed position on the side of the cliff. It 
comprised slatted wooden steps attached to a looped chain powered by a diesel engine. When launched, the 

‘escalator’ had no cover and was open 
to the elements, but this was quickly 
remedied and users were protected by a 
pitched roof. However, it proved to be 
unpopular as customers had to stand up 
and found the ride to be very rickety. It 
also frequently broke down and 
required considerable maintenance. A 
replacement was urgently required.  
The current lift was constructed by 
Waygood and Company in 1912, and 
operates on the counterweight 
principle, powered by an electric 
motor, with an enclosed cabin. Over 
the years it has undergone many 

refurbishment programmes and modernisation. The photo above is dated 1939. Jim Sanctuary 


