
1 
 

Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 27 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 27 of Local History Link. Tricia writes about the history of Leigh Library and Carole 
Mulroney on the Leigh Society. We also have contributions from Sue, Tony, Julie and Jim. 
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 

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

 
LEIGH RECTORY 

 
Leigh Rectory was built in 1838 by Reverend Robert Eden for his wife, five children, governess, footman, 
coachman, cook, housemaid, lady's maid, nurse and kitchen maid. They went on to have at least four more 
children. Eden was already a rich man from a titled family but he also inherited a large sum of money from a 
parishioner in his previous parish of Messing. He commissioned the building in 1837 when he became Rector 
of the Parish of Leigh and it stands on the site of an earlier rectory building. 
The new rectory and gardens covered six acres (see map above) and the original building was considerably 
larger that today’s library, being about four times the size and spreading out over what is now Broadway West 
to Rectory Grove as far as the old Post Office building. The entrance drive was at the top of Lymington 
Avenue. 
The Reverend Eden caused much controversy when he closed a number of well-used public lanes, including 
Chess Lane, which ran across the cliff top overlooking the old Leigh village and was a much-used byway by 
local people. However, he ‘graciously’ granted Leigh’s residents right of way to the north of the new building, 



2 
 

but with a high, ugly wall blocking the beautiful view of the estuary. He also closed many of the age-old lanes 
that ran from the fishing village to the cliff top. 

The Rectory was a very grand 
building (see photo left). A large 
domestic area occupied the 
ground floor and upstairs were 
five bedrooms, with a further 
four bedrooms on the top floor. 
Yet there was only one 
bathroom! 
The present porch was formerly 
on the east side where the side 
entrance is now. It was 
dismantled brick by brick when 
the building was purchased by 
the Council in 1926 and rebuilt 
on the north side. Today’s 
entrance lobby was originally the 
rectory larder! The inside was 

opened up and the domestic buildings pulled down.  
On October 9th 1928 the new library was officially opened with 8,500 books. The Library Gardens opened to 
the public in 1930. Tricia Thomas 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
THE LEIGH SOCIETY AND LEIGH HERITAGE CENTRE 

By Carole Mulroney 
 
The Leigh Society and Leigh Heritage Centre are not a family history or indeed a history society but started 
life as a conservation and amenity society.  We decided early on that Leigh needed a museum and it was clear 
from the outset that the interest in Leigh local history was great and worldwide so answering that interest has 
become one of our main roles. 
Our motto is  ‘An eye to the future and an ear to the past in the heart of Leigh’ and our aims include the 
promotion of high standards of planning and architecture in the Leigh Conservation Areas (we are consulted 
on all planning applications in these areas) and to secure the preservation of features of historic and public 
interest, and of course to provide and maintain a museum in the Old Leigh for the advancement of the 
education of the public in relation to  the history of the town of Leigh-on-Sea. 
The Society carried out major fund raising in the late 1990s and obtained a Lottery Grant to restore Plumbs 
Cottage which today forms part of our exhibit as a Victorian fisherman’s cottage. 
Leigh has been a fishing community for over 1000 years and our ancient mariners were expert seamen, 
captains, admirals, and some became brethren of the Guild of Trinity House.  William Camden (1551 -1623) 
the Elizabethan historian described Leigh as ‘a proper fine little towne and verie full of stout and adventurous 
sailers’. 
Leigh has played its part in the defence against the Spanish Armada, in the Dutch Wars and of course in the 
Great War by sending its ‘little ships’ to Dunkirk with tragic consequences. 
Major events these may be, but behind them all are the ordinary people of Leigh who through the centuries 
have plied their trades and made the town what it was and what the Leigh Society and the Heritage Centre 
strive to preserve. 
The character was summed up eloquently by a 19th century Methodist Minister of Leigh who said:“The 
fishermen I came into contact with at Leigh were old men with no scholarship. They told me of their thoughts; 
the things they said within themselves as they sailed with the stars and with the wild waters about and beneath 
them. For sheer poetry I have never heard more beautiful things than fell from the lips of those unlettered 
men”. I can’t say better than that! 
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Over many years researching my own Leigh family (which is linked to all the fishing families) I have amassed 
a 24k+ database of people who even in a small way have a connection to Leigh and I help wherever I can with 
other researchers who are interested in Leigh. I can be contacted at carole.mulroney@btinternet.com 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

 WHY DO WE SAY THAT? 
 
As we all know many of the expressions that are in common use today have their origins in the past but having 
only ever struggled through two Shakespeare plays, Macbeth and Othello (for GCE’s), I hadn’t realised how 
many phrases were coined by him.  I only discovered this when, on a day excursion to Stratford-upon-Avon, 
we visited some of the places associated with his life and times and over the course of the day met guides who 
were able to enlighten us about a few; some examples from some 130 (I think?) that he introduced are: 
‘Be all and end all, Macbeth, Hot-blooded, The Merry Wives of Windsor, Fancy Free, Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, Sorry sight, Macbeth, Fair Play, The 
Tempest’. 
In saying this however he was not averse to 
occasionally borrowing a good line and therefore 
some phrases that have been attributed to him 
were actually popularised by, rather than coined, 
by him, one being ‘The apple of my eye’ which, 
so I read,  first appears in a work attributed to 
King Aelfred (the Great) of Wessex AD 885 but 
which was later used by Shakespeare in A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream in 1600. 
One expression that I knew, but never really 
thought about, was ‘Can’t see the Wood for the 
Tree’s, until, when walking around Bath, the 
guide pointed to the Royal Terrace, designed by 
the architect John Wood, and said that when 

Wood went to view the houses a large tree obscured his view and he declared “You can’t see the wood for the 
trees”.  However, although this made a good story, which the tourists enjoyed, I’m not sure that it’s entirely 
true. 
Recently some of us have been reminded that some expressions actually originate from the bible, one being  
‘At the eleventh hour’, coming from a parable about workers who worked from the 11th hour of a working 
day being paid the same as those who had worked the full 12 hour shift, and another from a different parable 
‘Hiding your light under a bushel’ (bowl): plenty in the media these days who won’t know about that one! 
Many others arise out of different types of 
work; ‘Strike while the iron is hot’ from a 
blacksmiths forge when he has to shape the 
iron while it is hot and ‘Bakers dozen’ 
(i.e.13), from medieval times when bakers 
gave an extra loaf to avoid being severely 
punished for selling short weight. There 
are plenty emanating from the Navy of 
course: ‘Turn a blind eye’ from the time 
when Nelson held a telescope to his glass 
eye in order to say quite honestly that he 
hadn’t seen a signal during the battle of 
Copenhagen and ‘Tell it to the Marines’ 
which is a scornful response to an unbelievable story.  Although sounding like an American phrase this 
actually originated in our Royal Marines, formed in 1664, when recruits were considered ‘green’ and unlike 
the old, hardened sailors and were thought naïve enough to believe tales the older sailors wouldn’t.  
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I find it all fascinating and there are so many expressions in use that I sometimes wonder if, during the course 
of a day, I have said anything original at all.   
Although the phrases mentioned so far are from the past nonetheless there are still plenty of others entering 
the language now: ‘Baby Boomers’ for those born from 1946 to mid-1960’s, and ‘Back seat driver’ which 
emerged in the USA in the early 20th century as motoring became widespread, being just a couple. Two which 
I particularly detest, which probably may not yet come under the title ‘phrases’, and I hope never will, are the 
overused supposedly sarcastic ‘No pressure’ when a tiny bit of pressure is present and  ‘Game of two halves’  
for a sudden change of circumstances, which came from a football commentator (who else!) in the 1990’. Sue 
Balkwell 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

LEIGH AND TRINITY HOUSE 
 
The development of Leigh as a busy port in the 15th century led to the need for pilots to guide the incoming 
ships across the shifting banks of the Thames Estuary. The outer limit of the Port of London is marked today 
by the Crowstone. Leigh is just within the Port of London boundary. 
In the fifteenth century a guild of pilots was formed at Leigh. it was called “The Guild of St. Clements” after 
the parish church at Leigh. There was a similar Guild at the little fishing village of Deptford further up the 
Thames.   (Deptford is now of course the vast, sprawling suburb of London. It was arranged that Leigh pilots 
would service the inward bound ships to London and Deptford would service the out-going ships. 
Henry the Eighth, from his nearby palace at Greenwich, became interested. In 514, he decided to join the two 
guilds together by Royal Charter. The new Guild was to be called ‘The Guild of the Most Glorious and Blessed 

Trinity and St Clements’. Henry apparently got great 
pleasure from organising the new Guild and he continued to 
take a great interest in the Guild in spite of the many other 
incidents which characterised his reign! 
The duty of the Guild was the maintenance of all navigation 
work on the Thames including supplying pilots, laying of 
buoys, and removing any dangers at sea such as wrecks. 
Over the next 200-250 years, the seamen of Leigh played a 
very active part. 
There are many “brasses” in St Clements Church at Leigh 
celebrating the Leigh men who have been active in ‘The 
Trinity’. For example, the Salmon family of Leigh had two 
‘Masters of Trinity’, one in the 15th century and one in the 
16th century. The photo left is the memorial to Robert 
Salmon, Master of Trinity House, who died in 1641. A 
Richard Chester of Leigh was Master of Trinity in the 16th 
century and a William Goodland of Leigh was Master in the 
17th Century. There are many brasses commemorating the 
mariners of Leigh. Sadly, with the demise of Leigh as a 
port in the 17th century, the intimate connection with Trinity 
was lost. 
Trinity House is now a large organisation and has a fine 
headquarters building at Trinity Square in the City of 
London. It is still a charity, concerned with the maintenance 

of navigational marks and providing an efficient pilotage service. 
In St. Clement’s Church at Leigh, there is a memorial which reads ‘To the Glory of God and in memory of 
their brethren of “bygone” days who for a long period carried on the work of their Guild. This tablet has been 
placed by the Elder Brethren of the Corporation of Trinity House London in the year of Our Lord 1906’. Tony 
Bullock 
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THE GOOD OLD DAYS 
 

Through my younger years, from around age 2 to age 7, I lived for the most part in Old Leigh.  I first lived in 
Invicta House along the London Road, Hadleigh, but we had to relocate from here after a bomb had badly 
damaged the next-door property demolishing it to the ground, whilst we got away with just broken windows.  
We moved to no. 37 New Road, Old Leigh.  My mum chose that property because my grandmother lived at 
no. 36, on the corner with Billet Lane, and could look after us children whilst mum went to work at Johnson 
Sons and Jago’s boatyard; my dad was away for seven years serving with the Essex Regiment, three of those 
years were spend as a prisoner of war, I believe in Hamburg.  A Miss Wood lived at no. 38 and next to her 
was the Methodist Church which remains today even though the houses have since been demolished.  The 
houses were owned by the Osborne family who also owned the Crooked Billet at that time, and my mum paid 
7/6d a week to rent. 
Our house was located opposite the railway crossing (long gone now), and on the sea side of the railway as 
you went across the crossing, the Crooked Billet was on your left and I recall a bombed house on the right.  In 
front of you as you went across and on a strip of land alongside the Crooked Billet was a series of concrete 
sandcastles which I remember the soldiers using from time to time as part of their shooting practice, hiding 
behind the structures and shooting towards whatever target they had down the High Street.  There was always 
a man in a small hut alongside the level crossing and it was his job to open and close the gates when needed. 
I remember during the war seeing the barrage balloons overhead and lines of barbed wire everywhere.  I also 
remember how we loved when the American soldiers came along because they would hand us chocolate bars 
and sweets. This was all when I was around 4 years old. 
I also recall seeing Spitfires fighting overhead.  Sometimes we would be allowed to visit the Johnson Sons 
and Jago tea-room along with my mum.  The tea-room was a small boat moored alongside their yard and mum 
would lead us across the narrow gangplank into what seemed like the ‘black hole of Calcutta’ ‒ a dark, dimly-
lit place where the adults would chat over a cup of tea whilst us little ones scampered around playing. 
We used to go swimming when the tide was in, walking along a small ledge to access the water.  After the 
war was over the adults held a huge street party for all the local children and my dad, having returned from 

duty, along with my 
mum cut the 
celebration cake 
provided.  The VE 
day celebrations 
were organised by a 
local group known as 
Lady Gladesand held 
on Billet Wharf (see 
Photo). My 
grandmother was a 
member and they 
would meet in the 
upstairs room of the 
Crooked Billet.   
Sometimes as a treat 
we would be taken 
out from Leigh beach 
on a boat ride ‒ no 
such things as life 
belts in those days ‒ 

but we always managed to get home safely.  Also, on the beach occasionally we saw a man who fascinated 
me by folding tissue paper into ever smaller pieces and then tearing sections off before opening back up to 
reveal a beautiful table cloth.  There was also a man on those hotter busy days who would guess your weight; 
if he guessed correctly you paid him 1d but if he was wrong, you’d get to keep your money, He was nearly 
always right with his guess. 
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In the summer the Carnival Queen would visit Old Leigh and always go and eat cockles at Osborne’s just 
opposite the Crooked Billet, the same place it has been for ever, but I don’t think the modern Carnival Queens 
ever visit and of course the hut has been replaced. 
There was an older man that was a regular along New Road with his horse and cart selling fruit and vegetables 
door-to-door.  We called him Old Saul and his horse’s name was Peggy.  Peggy only had one tooth which 
made us kids laugh.  Saul used to disappear into a customer’s home and be in there for ages – we had no idea 
what he was up to – but whilst away it would give us plenty of time to pinch an apple or a pear and enjoy 
eating it hidden around the corner. 
We had a corner shop known called Kenny’s on the corner of  Uttons Avenue and New Road that sold sweets 
and cigarettes among many things.  I’d go in for 2 ozs of sugar babies and the shop keeper would carefully 
weigh out the sweets on her scales and if a little bit under she’d cut one sugar baby in half popping one half 
in the bag and the other back in her sweet jar. 
My Auntie would call into our home every week for a natter with mum.  It wasn’t unusual for me to be sent 
along to Kenny’s for just two Woodbines, she’d take two cigarettes out of a pack making a note on her pad 
for mum to come in at the end of the week when dad had been paid to settle up. 
In my later life and after dancing for a career in many exotic locations around the world, including the Moulin 
Rouge, I ended up working in the world of fashion and it was Miss Wood who taught me how to do smocking, 
a skill I have kept to this very day. 
What a simple life we had as children; my maiden name was Goldsworthy – you might recall them as local 
builders - but I’ll save that story for another day. Julie Baker 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

JOHN BENNEWITH, FOULNESS’S BARE-KNUCKLE FIGHTER 
 

One of Foulness’s most celebrated characters of the 1800s was John Bennewith, a champion bare-knuckle 
fighter whose mother Amelia was the landlady of the George and Dragon Inn. John’s colossal strength enabled 
him to overpower the majority of his opponents and he became known as ‘The Foulness Champion’. 
He first came to prominence in the 1810s winning fights against other islanders, including ‘The Giant’, 
‘Bullock’s Bones’, and ‘The Infant’. On witnessing John’s fights, local men had a great fear of him, but also 
a great respect for this powerful man. He sometimes won a fight beating his opponents with one hand, 
including a man called Rippingale, who fought John at Burchell’s meadow in Wakering. In the same way, he 
beat Philip Morris in Hadleigh House meadow, and afterwards a bargeman named Minter at the same place. 
However, the fight that gained most publicity for John took place in 1816 at Rettendon against an opponent 
called Joseph Hudson. 
‘The Foulness Champion was backed by two influential island farmers and arrived at Rettendon in a poste-
chaise accompanied by another bare-knuckle fighter called ‘Golden Prentice’. It is said that the fight was 
witnessed by over 2,000 spectators, many from Foulness. Although John knocked Hudson down at the end of 
the first round, he was hit with a heavy punch under his chin and crashed to the ground, knocked insensible 
and coming round just as Hudson was declared the winner. On regaining consciousness, John looked around 
saying: “Where is he? Where is he?” However, the victorious fighter dismissed his opponent with the 
pronouncement that the Foulness fighter was only fit to crow on his own dunghill! 
He also lost his next fight, held at Creeksea, against the Suffolk champion called Garrod. John was knocked 
down seventeen times, very nearly killed, and his head was as swollen as a football! Thankfully for John, he 
won his next fight, against a professional named Leggatt who was employed repairing Southminster Church. 
John had a great age advantage over his opponent: he was twenty-nine, Leggatt was forty-four. Although 
knocked down several times, this seemed to spur John on and gaining inner strength, he struck Leggatt so hard 
that his opponent’s ribs were fractured. It is said that the victorious fighter celebrated at the King’s Head at 
Southminster, where he danced a hornpipe! 
Sadly, however, John then fell into bad company and left the island for a time, adopting lawless habits. But 
he soon realised the error of his ways and returned to Foulness a reformed man.  
What finally became of John Bennewith is not recorded, but it is said that he spent much time in prayer in the 
parish church, and to helping those in need. Jim Sanctuary 


