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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus emergency                  No. 31 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Welcome to edition No. 31 of Local History Link. Anne recalls her time in the Guides. David completes his 
history of the Kursaal and also writes about St. Bernard’s Convent. Duncan remembers his first day at work 
and Sue recalls the history of the engagement ring. Finally, Malcolm writes about his adventures at sea. 
We thank all our contributors who enable us to 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 and keep well! Tony, Tricia and Jim 

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

 
ST. MICHAEL’S GUIDE COMPANY 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the summer of 1950, 2nd Westcliff Girl Guide Company, based at St. Michael’s Church, Leigh Road, left 
for Camp in Kent. We hired a large removal van and complete with tents, ration books etc., all piled in - no 
seat belts then.  
We stayed on a farm in Yalding, about 6 miles from Maidstone. The owner was an Air Vice Marshall but we 
called him Biffy. In the photograph, he is driving the tractor to take us to Church. 
There was a disused canal nearby and we swam between the lock-gates. We helped with hay making and wood 
was collected to make fires for cooking and the camp fires in the evening, when we sang songs and drank 
cocoa. After ‘torches out’ we sometimes had a midnight feast, eating raw jelly as a treat! 
Some years ago, I returned to St. Michael’s Church for an anniversary of the Guide Company. The present 
guides were interested to learn how we ran a guide camp just after WW2. Anne Rickard 



2 
 

BY THE DOME IT’S KNOWN – PART TWO 

 
Following on from my article on the Kursaal in the last issue of Local History Link, I continue with events 
after it had reopened at Easter 1947 subsequent to its closure to the public during WW2. 
The Kursaal enjoyed its heyday during the post-war years and at this time covered the greatest extent of land.  
It had needed a lot of repair work following many years of neglect and alteration to make it fit for war purposes.  
The figure-of-eight roller coaster was taken down and the timber used to repair the scenic railway which was 
the more popular ride. At this time, they had hothouses to grow the many floral decorations used in the 
ballroom and an ice cream factory producing some 2,000 gallons a day. 
In 1947, Goering’s bullet-proof car went on display to be seen by over 3,000 visitors.  By 1949, there were 
plans to change the former cinema into an indoor swimming pool, the idea being that this would be for local 
residents to enjoy, and used by schools and for galas rather than for use by tourists.  However, this planned 
work never took place. 
In 1951, the staff of the Kursaal built a full-sized replica of a late 19th century American Transcontinental 
locomotive, and the famous Kursaal Flyer, perhaps the most remembered of all carnival floats, was born.  The 
replica could drive on roads because underneath the bodywork was a three-tonne lorry, the only bit of steam 
power being in its fairground organ. 
Numerous bands played in the Kursaal Ballroom, including Ken Mackintosh, Ted Heath and his Orchestra 
and in the late fifties, Johnny Dankworth with Cleo Lane.  Towards the end of the fifties, and with younger 
audiences, more modern skiffle and pop groups started to appear.  The dance craze of jiving and jitterbugging 
had to be banned to prevent structural damage from the constant jumping up and down.  Later in 1962, with 
the arrival of the twist combined with stiletto heels, the ballroom floor had to be replaced due to the damage 

caused. (It was sold to St. Clement’s Hall, Leigh. JS) 
The Kursaal provided such spacious facilities that it 
was used to house numerous prestigious events 
including exhibitions, trade events and for a while back 
to its former use as a circus.  It was also used for sports 
such as boxing, wrestling, badminton and indoor golf 
and cricket. 
The outside attractions had remained in place and 
Tornado Smith (see photo left), perhaps the most 
famous of Wall of Death riders until he retired in 1965, 
joined up with Yvonne Stagg and others to keep the 
thrills going.  Yvonne eventually bought the rights after 

Tornado retired and she remained there until the grounds closed in 1973. 
Other rides in the grounds included the Whirlpools (large rotating drums that you sat in), Airsport (small 
aircraft that went round and up and down), Caterpillar ride (a firm favourite with the boys since as the canopy 
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pulled back, it was guaranteed to blow the girls skirts above their heads! See photo below.), Dive Bomber, 
Tip ‘em Out of Bed, and Ghost train. 
In 1964, Southend Borough Council were celebrating their Golden Jubilee and a number of events were 

organised throughout the Borough.  All schoolkids were given the day 
off school and the chance to visit the Kursaal, when every ride was one 
penny (1d).  The place was understandably packed.  Did you manage to 
get along?  Do you remember that day?  If so, share your memories with 
us. 
By 1970, visitor numbers were clearly starting to drop, the scenic 
railway had stood empty for three seasons when a fire all but fully 
destroyed it, leading to its final demolition in 1973.  It was that year 
when it was decided to close the fairground and sell off the land for 
housing.  By January 1974, all the fairground operators had been given 
notice to quit and in 1977 planning permission had been approved for a 
residential development over the majority of the old gardens and 
fairground. 
The main Kursaal buildings including the entrance and its magnificent 
dome have remained in use until this year when recent events along with 
anyway dwindling numbers caused the remaining buildings to close 
completely.  The dome and the Kursaal buildings were given Grade II 
listing in 1994.  It will be interesting to see what happens next in the 

illustrious and varied life of the Kursaal. David White 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
MY FIRST DAY’S WORK AT THE FAMILY FIRM OF W. J. COOPER AND SONS - 1961 

 
Having arrived at the Howards Chase builder’s yard at 7:50am, Uncle Fred said to me “Load up the hand cart 
with decorating materials and anything else needed and take it down to Whitegate Road.” He went on to 

declare “I know your Mother 
sent you to Clark’s College and 
you think you are above all this 
but this is what we do. OK? And 
don’t reply to me in your accent 
you little ….!!!!” All I said was, 
“Do you think one should push 
or pull the cart Uncle?” 
So, taking the hand cart with 
paint kettles hanging underneath, 
the tools above together with 
steps, ladders and my bike on 
top, I went down North Road 
into West Street and turned right 
into Victoria Avenue.  This took 
me past my school where all my 
friends were. This was my first 

lesson in humility, going past Clark’s College trying to be three-foot-tall but at the same time trying to look 
superior (difficult).  I ran with my collar up with the consequence of losing control of the cart and rammed 
into the kerb, thus dislodging my bike, ladders and various items of decorating equipment. 
Naturally I arrived a little late at Whitegate Road where Uncle Fred had already got there on what I believe 
was called his ‘Popper Bike’.  “Where have you been?” “What have you been doing all morning?” To the men 
he said, “God and he’s my nephew.”  “Clark’s College!”  “What does he know about building?” [Well nothing 
Uncle Fred. I took history, geography, religious knowledge. Things like that.] 
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“Duncan, everyone has been waiting for you, you have cost me a fortune in lost time.” [If I am that important 
can I have a pay rise I thought.  No, well maybe best not to ask just yet!] “He costs me £3 per week” he said, 
“Not another penny till the day I die!” Not a good first day. Duncan Cooper 
(Clark’s College was a private school at 59 Victoria Avenue, Southend. See photo above. JS) 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
ENGAGED …… 

 
Walking along the sea front at the end of September we saw a rather touching scene. The young man had 

obviously gone to so much trouble to make 
his proposal a very special event, red roses, 
heart balloons, fireworks, and a love letter 
in the sand and, as he was already putting 
the ring on her finger, she must have 
accepted his proposal (after all that effort 
how could she not!).  
However, noticing that she was wearing 
the ring on her right hand, instead of on the 
left as we would, I became curious as to the 
history of engagement rings. 
Surprisingly, I found that the tradition 
went back to the ancient Egyptians, who 
believed that circles were symbols of 
eternity and wedded couples exchanged 
rings made out of braided reeds.  These 
were worn on the left-hand ring finger 

which, according to legend, had a vein connected directly to the heart: sadly, this rather charming imagery has 
been shattered as modern-day understanding is that all fingers have veins connected to the heart.  Going 
forward to the 2nd century B.C. I read that the ancient Romans are believed to have started the tradition of 
betrothal rings in lieu of giving the bride money but this wasn’t so much about love as ownership: one, Pliny 
the Elder, giving his bride a gold ring to wear at the betrothal ceremony and then an iron ring to wear at home 
signifying her binding legal agreement to his ownership of her (so her ring was not so much a love token as a 
shackle). 
Diamonds apparently didn’t appear on engagement rings until 
centuries later: one of the first recorded occasions being 1477 when 
Archduke Maximillian of Austria proposed to Mary of Burgundy 

with a ring featuring long narrow 
diamonds mounted in the shape of an 
‘M’.  However, seemingly this didn’t 
start a trend and it wasn’t until 
diamonds were mined in South 
Africa by the DeBeers Mining 
Company that they grew in 
popularity.  After the Great 
Depression ended a clever ad 
campaign with the slogan ‘A diamond is forever’ encouraged men to spend 
two months’ salary on the stone and by 1940 engagement rings had become 

the leading line of jewellery in most department stores.   
                                                                               
While in the 1953 film ‘Gentlemen Prefer Blondes’, Marilyn Munroe sang 
that ‘Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend’, and nine times married Zsa Zsa 

Gabor said that she never hated a man enough to give him his diamonds back, it has been reported that in 

Elizabeth Taylor with her ‘blingy’, but 
very real, diamond ring 
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recent years there has been a shift back to coloured stones once again: certainly fairly recently Princess 
Eugenie chose a rather stunning  pink sapphire. 
Although searching various websites I didn’t really find a definitive answer as to why women in some 
countries wear rings on the right hand and some on the left. It just seems to be down to customs and traditions.   
Despite comments that as it was not my birthstone, the opal ring I had chosen would be unlucky, I was 
nonetheless floating on air when we went to London to buy it and kept glancing down at my left hand for 
weeks afterwards: Alan still has the receipt - I have assured him though that it’s a bit late for a refund now. 
Sue Balkwell 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
ST. BERNARD’S CONVENT 

 
In issue no 29, Sue made mention of her school, St Bernard’s, and I was reminded that I have six postcards 
showing St Bernard’s Convent in my collection. Apart from those cards, plus knowing where it is located and 
the fact that two young ladies from the Convent attended lessons at my school alongside me to study A levels, 
I knew precious little about St Bernard’s.   
I thought I would do a little bit of research; I guess I could have asked Sue but then the information learned 
would not have stayed with me as well as if I did the hard work.  Surprisingly, a simple Google search revealed 
very little about the origins and history of the Convent but I did discover a book had been written to celebrate 
the Convent’s centenary in 2010.  I could purchase a second-hand copy for around £40 or for a lesser sum of 
£20 from a seller in the USA but postage would be added bringing the total to just under £42, I wanted to 
know something but I wasn’t keen to spend such a sum!  Then I discovered Waterstones had it for sale at 
£12.99, but no copies currently available.  So, I went onto the School’s website and found a link to a section 
on history.  It told you very little but made reference to the book and said copies still available and to ring the 
school. 
A couple of hours later I was the proud owner of a brand-new copy of “A Child of St Bernard’s is Known 
Everywhere” for the princely sum of £6.99 – well £7.00 as the receptionist told me to bring the exact money 
and I only had £7 in cash. 

So, what I have 
gleaned so far (apart 
from its most famous 
pupil being Dame 
Helen Mirren, third 
from left middle row, 
who attended the 
school in the early 
60s), is that the 
sisters of Notre Dame 
(a German order) 
purchased the ‘Hotel 
Mitre’ on the corner 
of Milton Road and 
Canewdon Street for 
£1,000 on 2nd June 
1875.  They renamed 
it St Mary’s Convent 
and it was to be a 
convent, orphanage 
and a school called St 

Anne’s.  This run into difficulties by 1909 and they were unable to meet the demands placed on them.  
Reluctantly it was transferred to St Bernard’s Slough, with the Bernadine Sisters arriving, I presume from 
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Slough, on 4th September 1910 to take over the school.  It was not until July 1911 that the name was changed 
to “St Bernard’s Convent and High School for Young Ladies and Little Boys”. 

It was in 1912 that Sister Marie Mildred arrived intending 
to stay only a fortnight but remained in post until her death 
on 6th August 1977 so I am guessing Sue would have been 
well acquainted with Sister Marie. 
I discovered that St Bernard’s was hit with a Zeppelin 
bomb on 10th May 1915, apparently hitting the roof of the 
maid’s dormitory but it slid off and exploded in the street, 
no one was hurt.  See photo left. 
The book contains numerous anecdotes and memories of 
school life from various past pupils and a fascinating 
insight into the school and education through the 20th 
century.  If you’d like a copy, I can sell you my copy for 
just £30 - no seriously if anyone wishes to read the book 
let me know and you are welcome to borrow. David White 

In the 60s when in my teens, I went out with two St. Bernard’s girls … but not at the same time! Did any of 
you attend St. Bernard’s? If so, what memories do you have? JS 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
ADVENTURES AT SEA 

 
On a Saturday in early September 1958 I went for a sailing weekend with three friends. We set off from Leigh 
at 7 am under sail on a calm sea with a slight westerly wind, bound for the Isle of Sheppey. When we were 
just off Southend Pier, we saw a small fishing boat belonging to North Thames Gas Board’s fishing club 
anchored near or on the fairway. It had been hit by a large ship, s.s. Arka, which was slowing proceeding down 
river in ballast with its propeller half out of the water. The fishing boat was being dragged along the side of 
the ship and into the propeller, and was upended and sank immediately. This all happened in the space of a 
few seconds. We tried to get our outboard motor to start but it wouldn’t fire up. We attracted the attention of 
a nearby motorboat and told them what we had witnessed. They immediately altered course and went straight 
to the scene of the incident. A speedboat and another boat also went to the scene. We finally managed to get 
our outboard motor to start and also went towards the incident site. 
We were later told that the fishing boat had three men on board; two had jumped into the water, but the third 
man couldn’t swim. Fortunately, they were all picked up by the crew of the motorboat. One of the men, who 
had been wearing seaboots, later said that if he had gone into the water, the boots would have filled up with 
water and he would have sunk like a stone. As the fishing boat upended, he had stepped off the boat and clung 
to the Arka’s rudder, just missing the propeller which was still rotating. We finally reached the Arka as she 
dropped anchor and were able to return some of her lifebelts that the crew had thrown into the water. The tide 
was running very fast, and with our outboard motor at full speed we were just able to keep level with the 
anchored ship. We also picked up the fishing boat’s rudder and tiller. 
The previous day it had rained very heavily and parts of Essex had been badly flooded, including Wickford 
and Chelmsford. Perhaps this rain had caused more water than usual to flow out on the tide. 
As the incident was now under control, we continued on our trip to the Isle of Sheppey where we had a most 
enjoyable time. 
A month later I once again went sailing, this time with my friends, Michael and Frank, and my cousins, Tricia 
and Jim. To make sure Jim didn’t fall overboard, we kept him safe by tying him onto the end of the topping 
line! 
The wind was a slight westerly and we sailed across the Thames to Egypt Bay or St. Mary’s Bay, where we 
discovered a lot of driftwood washed up on the beach. On the return journey we saw a lot more driftwood 
floating in the water and decided to pick some up. We jibed the boat and I laid on the foredeck to fish some 
of the wood from the water. I managed to gather some lengths between 3’ and 9’, which Frank used to repair 
his garden fence! Malcolm Bullock 


