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Priory Park – A First World War Memorial 

Professor Ross J. Wilson, University of Chichester 

 

The first memorial to the First World War in Chichester was donated to citizens whilst the 

war was still being fought: Priory Park. Whilst Cicestrians in France and Flanders were 

fighting to hold the line, Priory Park was given to the city by the Duke of Richmond and 

Gordon. Priory Park is the city’s original and the largest war memorial but it could also have 

been the site of another memorial to the war. Rather than a monument of stone, many within 

the city after the war wanted a memorial that could be used not just looked upon. The 

Guildhall within the Park was selected as a site that could be a museum, a meeting place or a 

reading room. 

 

 

Priory Park Memorial Tablet 

Whilst the Park had been leased by the Priory Park Society since the nineteenth century, their 

declining revenues during wartime meant they were no longer able to meet the rent so the 

donation of the grounds to the city was the best solution. The Park’s committee was 

organised in September 1918 and it was decided that the site would be a place for recreation 

for the entire city. 

 

Remembering the war 

With the end of the war in November 1918, the way in which it should be remembered by the 

city became the object of considerable debate. Across the country, villages, towns and cities 

were constructing memorials to the war dead and the City Council began to discuss how the 

sacrifice of local citizens would be marked. 
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To bring a greater focus on the topic, on February 11, 1919, a large public meeting was held 

in the Assembly Rooms to discuss how the city should mark the service and sacrifice of 

Cicestrians. Presided over by Mayor Garland, who opened the meeting to suggestions, but 

who led with an opening statement that a memorial could remember the dead and provide for 

the next generation. In this manner, Garland put forward a proposal that the Guildhall in 

Priory Park could be renovated and turned into a public reading room. The Mayor also 

initiated a War Memorial Committee which supported Mayor Garland’s proposal.  

This meeting attempted to establish the details of what form the war memorial should take as 

it was unanimously agreed to ‘perpetuate the memories of those who had fallen in the war’. 

There was also a strong expression that the memorial should be in keeping with the 

architectural heritage of the city. The potential types of memorials discussed were: 

A further endowment of St. Mary’s Almshouses or an expansion of the site; public 

baths; a gymnasium; a memorial public hall; enlargement of the Assembly Rooms; 

the erection of a monument in the city; the erection of a monument in Priory Park; a 

memorial bandstand in a park within the city; the provision of a nursing home 

attached to the hospital; the building of memorial homes for soldiers or their 

dependents; and a club for ex-servicemen and women. 

The debate continued throughout 1919 but a new focus on commemoration in the city was 

brought in November 1919 with the national two minutes of silence and the tremendous 

public response to the Cenotaph in Whitehall. This temporary structure, designed by Sir 

Edwin Lutyens (1869-1944), drew huge crowds in London and proved so popular that it was 

decided to build it as a permanent memorial. By January 1920, Cicestrians were demanding 

that the previous schemes be abandoned and that Chichester commemorate the part taken by 

the city on the war through a practical and symbolic form: 

We earnestly exhort the citizens to realise the psychological moment and do their best 

to devise ways and means of obtaining a cenotaph and a memorial hall well-fitted to 

be handed down to posterity as a monument of Chichester’s gratitude, serving also to 

advance the welfare of present and future generations of citizens. 

(Chichester Observer, January 7, 1920) 

Whilst the memorial hall was not universally agreed upon, the proposal of converting the 

Guildhall premises in Priory Park began to be the target of public outrage. Indeed, over six 

hundred signatures were obtained for a formal protest to the War Memorial Committee 

against the creation of a reading room. The objections were stated as: 

a) The unsuitability of the scheme as a popular and permanent memorial… 

b) The inaccessibility of the Guildhall… 

c) The cost of upkeep (which would fall on the ratepayers)… 

d) The desire for a simple memorial… 

(Chichester Observer, January 28, 1920) 

As a solution, a memorial in Eastgate Square was forwarded which would be cited near the 

water-pump in that area. The scale of this public demand was overwhelming and a meeting 

held in February 1920 in the Assembly Rooms was described as ‘packed’ as the issue of the 

memorial was debated. The meeting was so enthusiastically attended that observers remarked 
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that the Assembly Rooms had been so rarely well-attended by such a wide representation of 

all classes in the city.  

At this meeting, the War Memorial Committee reiterated their design to have the Guildhall 

renovated for £3,000 and unveiled plans for the site to be turned into a museum with the 

names of the dead on panels around the building. However, the majority in the meeting 

voiced their opposition and demanded that the expense and impractical nature of the 

Committee’s proposal rendered it unsuitable. 

Instead, a cenotaph in Eastgate Square was proposed. The design of a cenotaph was favoured 

as it enabled ‘all creeds’ who went over the top to be remembered rather than it being a 

purely Christian sacrifice. Similarly, the site in Eastgate was suggested as it was thought that 

a memorial in the Cathedral grounds would appear to favour one denomination over others in 

a city which had a variety of Christian practices. What was to be remembered was the 

collective effort. A cost of £1,000 was forwarded with work to begin immediately. Whilst the 

representatives of the Cathedral and local councillors succeeded in asserting that the 

memorial should have a Christian character rather than being a cenotaph, all other aspects of 

the public proposal were accepted. Chichester was to have its war memorial in Eastgate 

Square. 

Whilst Priory Park is the city’s first war memorial, it could also have been the site of 

another means of commemorating the First World War. 

 

The Guildhall, Priory Park 

 


