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Local History Link 
Keeping you in touch during the coronavirus pandemic                    No. 39 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 

Welcome to No. 39 of Local History Link, a bumper edition in which we recall memories and traditions of 
Christmases past. Ten pages ‒ yes, ten pages. So, enjoy! 
We thank all our contributors who enable us to publish an edition each week, but we always need more items, 
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.  
Keep safe, keep well and seasonal best wishes to you all! Tony, Tricia and Jim 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++  

 
‘DECK THE HALLS WITH BOUGHS OF HOLLY …’ 

 
It’s Christmastide, the winter festival when we decorate our 
homes with the shiny leaves and bright red berries of the 
holly tree. Cutting sprigs of holly from the garden or 
woodland has been a Christmas tradition for centuries. For 
Christians, the spiny leaves evoke the crown of thorns, and 
the red berries the blood of Christ. Yet, decorating the home 
with holly has been a ritual going back into the aeons of 
time, and was overlaid with superstition, the plant acting as 
a talisman against witches and hobgoblins entering the 
home, which, in some communities, surprisingly still lingers 

on today. Folklore chronicles that whichever type of holly was brought into the house, spiny-leafed or smooth-
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leafed, determined whether the husband or wife respectively were to rule the household for the coming year. 
Very sexist! And, in Scotland, superstition suggests that if a young woman sleeps with a sprig of holly under 
her pillow, she will see the man she will marry in her dreams. (Today, it’s an iPhone under her pillow!) 
Although we continue to bring holly boughs into our houses, there is still a strongly-held superstition that the 
person wielding the axe will be subject to bad things happening to him or her, including visitations by witches 
and evil spirits! This view is so strongly held that, even today, some foresters think twice before cutting down 
a holly tree. For the same reason, farmers sometimes refuse to cut hedgerow holly trees, leaving them to grow 
to maturity in the belief that a tall, prickly holly tree will deter witches from running along the tops of the 
hedgerows. 
We will, of course, continue to decorate our homes at Christmastide with the cheerful leaves and bright berries 
of holly, but, before you cut down that holly tree in your garden … you might want to think on! Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
HAPPY CHILDHOOD CHRISTMASES 

 
Do you remember the Christmases of your childhood? I was 
born just after the war and my first recollections of 
Christmastime was around the late 1940s. My sister Tricia 
made paper chains from coloured strips of paper bought 
from Woolworth’s in The Broadway and Dad would buy a 
Christmas tree from the greengrocer at the top of our road. 
We didn’t have any fairy lights on the tree until Tricia 
started work, and with great excitement she arrived home 
one evening with a box of Christmas tree lights.   
 If I’d been a good boy (and I think I usually was!), Mum 
would take me to visit Santa Claus, either at Keddies, or 
Dixon’s department store at the top of the High Street. I 
remember that at Dixon’s, Father Christmas sat in a kitschy, 
glittery ‘grotto’ at the end of a little rail track that ran from 
the booth where Mum paid the money for my visit.  Each 
child sat in a little carriage which trundled its merry way 
towards Santa’s ‘grotto’, passing nodding reindeers, 
mechanical elves and fairies on route. I usually visited with 
my cousin and we would sit together in the little carriage, 
but on one occasion (she was older than me and presumably 
didn’t join me because she had figured out that there was no 
such person as Father Christmas!) I sat in the little carriage 
on my own. On that day, the journey to the ‘grotto’ was 
particularly jerky and bumpy – perhaps the wheels needed 
oiling ‒ and suddenly the little carriage came to a grinding 
halt! I seemed to sit there for ages waiting for it to move on 
and wondering whether I’d ever reach Santa’s ‘grotto’ to 

collect my gift. Eventually I thought that it must have broken down and, in a panic, I climbed out! But as soon 
as I hopped out, the little carriage started moving off once again on its shaky journey. I hastily ran after it and 
fortunately managed to jump back in just before it arrived at Santa’s ‘grotto’! And yes, I did receive a gift 
from Santa, which I expect I thought was wonderful ‒ but was probably rather tacky! 
At bedtime a few days before Christmas, Dad would get me to do what he called a ‘dummy run’, placing my 
empty stocking at the end of the bed to ‘test it out’. (I did the same with my children, much to Ann’s 
consternation, because they’d get very excited and then not go to sleep!) Like all kids, on Christmas Eve I’d 
try to stay awake to see Santa, but never achieved my ambition and always dropped off to asleep. In those 
days, when certain items such as sweets were still under Government rationing, an orange and banana in one’s 
stocking was an exotic treat and a much-savoured delight. And as for the pink or white sugar mice with their 
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string tails ... oh, so wonderful! Stocking presents would be small items like toy cars, card games, a diary, 
sweets and crayons ‒ and, of course, the ubiquitous orange! 

 I remember one Christmas when my main present from 
Mum and Dad was a Dinky Toys Car Transporter which 
cost 17/6. How they knew that’s what I wanted I’ll never 
know, although I might have mentioned it to Santa Claus 
when I visited him in his ‘grotto’ at Dixon’s! I also 
remember that one Christmas morning, Tricia presented me 
with a bible! 
We lived in Woodfield Park Drive and had a very large 
family – many aunts, uncles, cousins, etc. I remember one 

Christmas Day my poor Mum catered for 26! When she was about to put the turkey in the oven, she realised 
that it hadn’t been gutted! Fortunately, our next-door neighbour kept chickens and he kindly removed the 
offending innards for her. 
It was a Christmas at Woodfield Park Drive that I realised there wasn’t a Father Christmas! It was customary 
that after dinner, Christmas presents would be handed out by Father Christmas. One particular Christmas my 
cousin Rodney and his family were spending the day with us and I had noticed he was wearing rather scruffy 
suede shoes when he arrived. After Christmas dinner, there was a knock at the front 
door. It was Father Christmas with his sack of presents! He sat down in our front 
room (which Mum always called the lounge) and was handing out the gifts when I 
suddenly noticed his shoes. They were suede and very scruffy!  
Sometimes we spent very exciting Christmases at an aunt and uncle’s house, 
Bramble Hall, at Dawes Heath. We’d play games ‒ bingo, ‘pin the tail on the 
donkey’, Escalado horse racing game, Charades, etc. ‒ and my uncle, who was a 
keen amateur cine photographer and enthusiastic ornithologist, would show films 
of birds and wild life. These, I recall, were pretty boring, but he also showed films 
of the family taken during the year, which was more interesting. So that Mum and 
Dad could stay for the evening, I would be laid down to sleep in one of the 
bedrooms and when it was time to go home, Dad would carry me to the car, trying 
not to wake me. But to this day I can still remember the smell of the cold night air 
as we drove home. Such happy times! Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

                                                           CHRISTMAS MEMORIES FROM THE PAST 
 

When I worked in London in the 1950s, the Christmas break 
started with a bit of luck at mid-day on Christmas Eve and we 
returned to work the day after Boxing Day. New Year’s Day was 
a normal working day. If Christmas Day fell on a Thursday it was 
a bonus as we didn’t have to go back to work after Boxing Day as 
it was a Saturday. 
One year I was at a family party on Boxing Day and didn’t get to 
bed until 3.30am the following morning. After three and a half 
hours sleep, I had to get up and go to work!  
New Year’s Day was a normal working day. One year it fell on a 
Saturday and I went with friends to a New Year’s Eve Dance at the 
Kursaal, but as the next day fell on a Sunday, we had to welcome 
in the New Year at 11.45pm, as by midnight the dance had ended 
and we were all on our way home.      
We use to save up all the year for Christmas, unlike today when 
most people live on credit and spend the following year paying off 
their debt! Malcolm Bullock   
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HAVE YOU EVER BEEN KISSED UNDER THE MISTLETOE? 

Christmas, the time when we ‘deck the halls with boughs of holly’ … and, of course, mistletoe! And, if you’re 
lucky (or unlucky, depending on your aspiration), you might get a kiss beneath its cheerful and seasonal white 
berries. This parasitic plant can be seen growing on a wide range of host trees, including poplar, hawthorn and 
ash, and in our gardens mistletoe’s most common host is the apple tree.  
Mistletoe is widely scattered throughout England and Wales, but is rarely seen in eastern and northern England 
and Scotland. Despite growing on trees, mistletoe is rarely found in woodland, preferring host trees that grow 
in open situations so is most common in parks, gardens and orchards. Locally, mistletoe can be seen growing 
on some of the town’s street trees, including a hawthorn in Flemming Avenue, Leigh, see photo. 

Mistletoe takes its food from the host plant, drawing water and nutrients 
while its olive-green leaves photosynthesise. Its clusters of pearlescent 
berries are a favourite food for hungry birds such as thrushes. Most 
mistletoe seeds are spread by birds, through their droppings, regurgitated 
from the crop or wiping their beaks against a twig or branch, where the 
seed germinates and roots into the host tree. The seeds are coated with a 
sticky substance called viscin, which attaches the seed tightly to the stem 
on contact. 
Much folklore is attributed to mistletoe. It is said to avert lightening and 
thunderbolts, ward off witchcraft and sorcery, and cure ulcers and 
epilepsy. And it should never be cut with iron, but always with a blade of 
gold, and never allowed to drop to the ground but must be caught in a 
white cloth as it falls. When cut, it should never be put into a vase but 
must always be suspended. 
Pre-Christian cultures considered the white mistletoe berry to be a symbol 
of fertility for women ….. and cattle! The Romans associated mistletoe 
with peace, love and understanding, hanging it over doorways to protect 

the household. In Norse mythology, the god Loki tricked the blind god Hodur into murdering his own twin 
brother Balder the Beautiful, with an arrow made from mistletoe wood, the only plant to which Balder was 
vulnerable. 
In the Christian church, mistletoe was associated with Christmas, as a decoration beneath which lovers were 
expected to kiss. But in Victorian times, the popularity of this custom became more widespread, with tradition 
dictating that a man had the right to kiss any woman who stood under the mistletoe, and bad luck would befall 
any woman who refused his kisses. After every kiss the man must pick off one berry and when all the berries 
are gone, the magic of the kiss has also gone! So, a warning: beware the mistletoe bough if you don’t want to 
be kissed! Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
 
 

 
A reminder of the dazzling 

decorations and lights celebrating 
Christmas in Southend High Street 

last year. Sadly, due to the 
pandemic, a much-reduced display 

to be enjoyed this Christmas! 
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CHRISTMAS LIST OF FOLKS I KNOW  
 

I have a list of folks I know, all written in a book 
And every year at Christmas time, I go and take a look. 
And that is when I realise that these names are a part 

Not of the book they’re written in, but of my very heart. 
 

For each name stands for someone, whose path touched mine 
And then 

Left such a print of friendship that I want to touch again. 
And while it sounds fantastic, for me to make this claim,  

I really am composed of each remembered name. 
 

So never think my Christmas cards are just a mere routine, 
Of names upon a Christmas List, forgotten in between. 

For when I send a Christmas card that is addressed to you, 
It is because you’re on that list that I am indebted to. 

 
And every year when Christmas comes, I realise anew 

The biggest gift that life can give, is meeting folks like you. 
And may the Spirit of Christmas that for ever and ever endures,  

Leave its richest blessing in the hearts of you and yours. 
 

This poignant poem, written by Helen Steiner Rice in 1949, was sent in by Joyce Taylor. 
 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
CHRISTMAS DECORATIONS IN SOUTHEND HIGH STREET CA. 1910s 
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And now, to keep your brain ticking over while you ‘eat, drink and be merry’, a quiz 
from Sue Balkwell! 

DOES IT ADD UP? 

I’ve shamelessly copied this quiz, sent to me from another club as, as all the answers are in ‘old money’, I 
thought that you might like to try to remember how to add up £sd. (I didn’t get to the right total as I couldn’t 
answer one of the questions). 

 £         s           d 

1) A Stone     
2) A Bicycle 
3) A Bob                                                                                                         
4) A type of singer 
5) A Monkey’s knee 
6) Sun, Moon and Mars 
7) A leather worker 
8) 50% of panties 
9) A kind of pig 
10) A Royal head-dress 
11) Hit repeatedly 
12) Unwell sea creature 

         Total  

Answers in the next edition.  

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

MY MEMORIES OF CHRISTMAS PAST 
 
When I was five years old, my father was away for three years serving in North Africa and we lived with my 
maternal grandparents. 
Christmas 1943 was spent with my mother’s sister and her husband (Billy Verrells, who Jim wrote about in 
the EKCO article) at their house The Thorne in Hertfordshire. My cousins Roy and June were older than me 

and looked after me very well. 
They had a lovely big tree, 
beautifully decorated to my eyes 
having only seen little trees 
adorned with cotton wool for 
snow. Uncle Billy had a cine 
camera and would show us films. 
One time I tripped over the power 
cable and from then on until he 
died whenever I saw him or 
received a letter or card from him, 
he always wrote “mind the cord!” 
I still have the film of my 
Christening taken by Uncle Billy, 
shot in the garden of my paternal 
grandparents, now Jim and Ann’s 
garden. 
Christmas 1944 was also at The 
Thorne. My grandparents were 
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taken by car but my mother and I had to take the train. We were already to leave our house but we went out 
the front for something without taking our luggage and mother shut the door. An uncle who had the spare key 
was a milkman. We lived near Chalkwell Schools and had to walk round all the streets near Grand Drive until 
we found him! 
In the bedroom at The Thorne was an enormous doll’s house. It was my Christmas present from my aunt and 
uncle. I can’t remember how we got it home but I had so much fun with it ‒ until my mother decided I was 
too old for it! Rather like when she decided to get rid of my teddy bear and gave it to the church jumble sale. 
However, my Aunt Madeline (Tony, Malcolm and 
Rosemary’s mother) bought it and returned it to me. 
Jim has also written about past Christmases. We had lots 
of relatives and there were often over twenty people 
sitting down for Christmas dinner, afternoon tea and 
supper ‒ all without fridges or freezers! My cousin 
Rodney, who was two years older than me, was always 
chasing me with a (toy) gun and I would dread what he’d 
do to me if he caught me! 
 When the adults wanted to tell jokes, we would be sent 
out of the room, although I’m sure we wouldn’t have 
understood them! In the 1950s, my Uncle Ted used to 
show the film ‘Reach for the Sky’, starring Kenneth 
Moore, every Christmas. I still have to watch it when it’s 
shown on TV! Tricia Thomas 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

IT’S PANTO TIME!  

When I was a child, one of the 
highlights of Christmas was visiting 
the Palace Theatre to see the annual 
pantomime, with its gender-crossing 
performers ‒ men dressed up as 
women (see photo) and women 
dressed up as men: pantomime dames 
and principal boys! It was always 
very exciting and colourful ‒ and 
funny, although sometimes I didn’t 
understand the jokes, although they 
did seem to amuse my dad!  
Originally pantomimes were acted 
without words, hence the mime in the 
word ‘pantomime’, and the audience 
would be entertained by actors, 
without words or songs. The actors 

were all men and they would perform a well-known story, which could easily be followed by the delighted 
audience. Sounds a bit dull doesn’t it? 
Modern-day pantomime was developed in England, although pantomime is now performed in many countries 
around the world, especially theatres in English-speaking nations. However, no other country has anything 
quite like the British panto, with traditional fairy tale and nursery stories, colourful scenery and props, jokes, 
songs, and, of course, plenty of slapstick comedy. Audience participation is very much encouraged, with calls 
of "He's behind you!", and "Oh, yes it is!" and "Oh, no it isn't!" The audience is always encouraged to hiss the 
villain and "aww" the poor victims, such as the rejected dame, who is usually enamoured with one of the male 
characters. And of course, we mustn’t forget the pantomime horse or cow, two actors in a single costume, one 
as the head and front legs, the other as the body and back legs. What fun! Jim Sanctuary 
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A poster advertising a 
Christmas pantomime 
and entertainment at 
the Palace Theatre 

and the Regal in 1939 

 

 

 
Jack and the 

Beanstalk starring 
Lee Mead, Stacey 

Solomon and Bobby 
Davro at the Cliffs 

Pavilion in 2017 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

THE YULE LOG 
 

I remember as a child those 
freezing days in winter when it was 
so comforting to sit in front of the 
fire and enjoy the welcome warmth 
on my face, thrown out by the 
blazing coals ….. but then to leave 
the room and enter the chilly rest of 
the house! In those days, of course, 
we all wrapped up well, me 
wearing a thick jumper knitted by 
my Mum. By the early 1960s, my 
Dad had central heating installed 
and everything changed. Now the 
whole house was warm ‒ 
bedrooms, kitchen, bathroom, 
everywhere! But before then, on 
Christmas Day when he lit the fire, 

Dad would place a large log on top of the coals ‒ the Yule log. 
The tradition of the Yule log seems to have been lost in the mists of time but some consider the custom of 
burning a log at Christmastime ultimately derives from Germanic Paganism. However, the word Yule is of 
Nordic origin and in Scandinavia it is the name given to the old Winter Solstice. According to English folklore, 
references to burning a Yule log were first mentioned in the 17th century. In those days, fireplaces were much 
larger and could accommodate a good length of tree trunk to be lit on Christmas Eve and last for many days, 
sometimes until Twelfth Night.  
The term Yule log is not the only term used to refer to the custom in England. It was commonly called a Yule 
Clog in the north-east, a Yule Block in the Midlands and West Country, and a Gule Block in Lincolnshire. In 
Cornwall, the term Stock of the Mock was common. 

The ash from the Yule log was said to 
be very good for plants and today we 
know this to be true as burnt wood 
ash contains a lot of potash which is 
important to plant growth. However, 
folklore decreed that if you discard 
the Yule log ash on Christmas Day it 
would bring you bad luck! 
And of course, even today when 
many of us no longer have a fireplace 
where we can burn a traditional Yule 
Log, we enjoy the custom with a 
chocolate cake in the shape of a log, 
decorated with holly berries and 

leaves, perhaps accompanied by a little robin! Jim Sanctuary 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
WARTIME CHRISTMAS 

 
Looking back to wartime Christmases, I remember a cone made into a nest, sprinkled with white paint 
representing snow, and a little bird sitting on it. Also, decorating the Christmas tree was a fairy, and candles 
clipped onto the branches which were never lit because of the risk of fire, and also because they were 
irreplaceable.  



10 
 

During the war I lived in Mansfield and so did both my sets of grandparents. My mother’s sister and two 
brothers were also living in the area. My father was an only child so we always stayed with his parents I think, 
and visited the others. I not sure how we travelled because our car was sitting in the garage without any wheels. 
My father was the only man missing from the Christmas celebrations; as he had a pilot’s licence before war 
broke out, he had joined the RAF and was sent to Loughborough for further training and then posted to Canada 
to train others to become pilots. Sadly, we didn’t see him for quite a few years. 
I was the eldest of the grandchildren. By the time September 1939 came round, I had a brother and three male 
cousins, and another on the way. And two years later, three more boys arrived! Their fathers all had good 

reasons for not going to war so I was surrounded by little 
boys! It took until post war before I had a female cousin, 
and she has spent her married life in Australia! 
My only connection with Essex ‒ until I moved here in time 
for Christmas in 1959 ‒ was our evacuee who was an art 
teacher from Southend Technical College. Her name was 
Winifred Durbin, known very quickly and forever as 
Durbie. She was a great success and when after the war I 
got another brother, she became his godmother. I think she 
missed our Christmas celebrations, going to stay with her 
sister. 
All my family were very hospitable. We had lots of happy 
times and fortunately didn’t very often end up in the air raid 
shelter. We played lots of games at Christmas. I don’t 

remember having a Christmas stocking ‒ there probably wasn’t any fruit or chocolates to go into it. However, 
I do remember one Christmas receiving a clothes basket with a doll in it that had eyes that opened and closed! 
Anne Swinburne 
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 

And finally, how Christmases have changed! On the left 1905, on the right 2020. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


