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The official opening of Priory Park as a place of recreation took place on 15th May 1851. A 

large celebration in the park was held for the event. Present for this grand party were the 

city’s Mayor, James Gates, and the guest of honour, the Duke of Richmond 

The opening was a significant event in the history of the city. The Priory Park Society had 

established access to Priory Park by organising subscriptions to cover the rent from the Duke 

of Richmond. However, only those able to pay these fees were free to enjoy the environment 

and activities organised within the park. 

To mark the opening of Priory Park to subscribers, a game of cricket was organised for the 

young men of the city, which set the tone for many more such games over the years. At 3 

o’clock, a dinner was served in the new refreshment room in the park by Mr Inkson of the 

Wheat Sheaf, the public house in North Street. Indeed, Mr Inkson was appointed official 

caterer to the subscribers of the park, and apparently provided an ‘excellent repast’ for nearly 

one hundred gentlemen. The celebrations of the day seemed to some observer to be in stark 

contrast to the historic surroundings: 

“If the old monks who long ago trod these grounds, and whose bones lie mouldering 

under some parts of its surface, could have looked up from the nether world upon the 

scene which then decorated their former haunts, they would have wondered greatly 

what could be the meaning of it.” 

Musical entertainment was provided the band of the 69th Infantry, which were stationed at 

Chichester Barracks in 1851. A German brass band also played some very lively well-known 

tunes and the Cathedral tower bells rang out proudly over the city.  All the local shops closed 

at 4pm so that the afternoon and evening activities could take place.  The park became a 

scene of gaiety with thousands of visitors with lots of amusements provided for the 

young.  The park was celebrated as a place that evening for what it might bring to the city: 

“The day, in good earnest, deserves to be commemorated in the annals of old 

Chichester as having been the first to put to a rational and healthful purpose, as it 

regards the minds and bodies of the citizens, the spacious grounds of the Old Priory 

Park, Chichester.” 

The opening day was reported as an event of such animation that had seldom been witnessed 

within the ancient city walls before. 
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