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Priory Park: a love affair with sport 

Robert Pitchford, BA (Hons) History Student 

 

Priory Park’s love of sport began even before it was officially recognised as a public park. 

During the latter half of the nineteenth century, sport played a prominent role in the 

promotion of the park, both at local, national and, in some instances, international levels. The 

sports played were numerous, including Cricket, Bowls and Tennis. Priory Park always 

showed a pioneering sporting instinct which help place Chichester in the national conscious.  

 

The Nottinghamshire Guardian reports a ‘First Class’ cricket match being played between 

The Eleven of England v. Sixteen of Sussex as early as 1852. Such matches seemed to 

become a popular annual event, The Morning Post of London reports on the same match a 

year later, saying that ‘…there was a large gathering of spectators.’. The popularity of sport 

in the park is illustrated by large match attendances reported frequently throughout this 

period. 

 

The highlight of Priory Park’s domestic cricket was to occur in July 1885 during the Priory 

Park v. West of Scotland fixture. During the two days of the match, J. S. Carrick, of the 

visiting team, amassed a record breaking 419 not out. This being against a bowling attack 

including Sussex and England bowler James Lillywhite. 

 

Birmingham Daily Post, Wednesday 15 July 1885 

 

Carrick’s score beat the previous highest of 415 not out in a Cambridge intercollegiate match 

made by W.V. Roe in 1881. While this record was short lived, being beaten by the Middlesex 

amateur A. E. Stoddart the following season, it helped placed Priory Park in the national 

spotlight. 
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National recognition for Priory Park became international awareness in both 1882 and 1886. 

Both these years saw the touring Australian cricket team play on the Park. While both 

matches where not against either the Park team or Sussex, large attendances where reported. 

1882 saw a United Eleven against an Australian team. The United Eleven included W. G. 

Grace, who opened the innings with his brother E.M. Grace. The Australian’s fielded Charles 

Bannerman, the first man to make a Test century five years previously, in this instance he 

made 88 being bowled by W. G. Grace himself: 

 

 

The Belfast News-Letter, Wednesday 28 June 1882 

 

Such national and international fixtures gave Priory Park press coverage throughout the 

British Isles. Matches were reported in newspapers including the Belfast News Letter; the 

Aberdeen Weekly Journal and the Western Mail, which was circulated in Cardiff. 

 

It is not only cricket which has provided Priory Park with its sporting reputation. Chichester 

Bowling Club is the oldest established club in Sussex and was founded in the Park around 

1881. Again, there are Australian connections. In 1899, international matches where begun as 

Baily’s Magazine of Sports and Pastimes reported ‘…a team of Australian bowling men’ 

were present and teams from both the U.K. and the Antipodes began annual bowling tours on 

the South Coast of England. 
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From 1890 to the beginning of the twentieth century, Priory Park also hosted the Chichester 

Open Tennis Tournament. Yet again, the Park found itself at the forefront of sport. The first 

Lawn Tennis club had only been established in Leamington Spa in 1872, with the sport’s 

rules having been codified only a few years later. 

 

The Morning Post of September 1899 reports of the Chichester Open Tennis Tournament that 

‘There was a capital attendance at Priory Park, Chichester…’. Such local support would 

undoubtedly allow the tournament to attract big name competitors. These included players 

such as D. G. Grainger, a Wimbledon semi-finalist in 1894.  

 

Priory Park’s sporting legacy has continued to the present day. While first-class cricket may 

no longer be played on the Park, the last ‘First Class’ match having occurred in 1950, it still 

has a vibrant Hockey and Bowls club serving the local community. Undoubtedly, Priory Park 

will continue its love of sport and will always be pioneering. 


