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Priory Park – World Record Attempt 

Professor Ross J. Wilson, University of Chichester 

 

In the summer of 1939, whilst fears were expressed about a possible war in Europe, Priory 

Park was the scene for a potential world record attempt by the legendary middle-distance 

runner, Sydney Wooderson (1914-2006). 

Wooderson had earned a reputation as being one of the greatest middle-distance runners 

during the 1930s and 1940s. In 1937, he had set the record for the mile in London with a time 

of 4:06 minutes.  

The announcement that he would run at Chichester A.A.C. meeting in Priory Park on August 

12 caused a great deal of excitement. This was heightened with the news that Wooderson 

would make an attempt on the 600yard world record (approx. 540m). This was held at the 

time by D.G.A. Lowe (1902-1981) who ran the distance in 1:10.4. 

Wooderson had written to the organisers of the event with confidence: 

“You may bill this as a world’s record attempt...and as to the runners invited I really 

do not mind. The better they are the better for me.” 

Wooderson’s younger brother was also racing and their mother was also going to be in 

attendance to watch the two compete.  

 

Portsmouth Evening News, Monday 24 July 1939 

The attempt was part of Wooderson’s summer season of preparation for the big athletics 

meetings in Europe where he hoped to run longer distances. The 600yards allowed 

Wooderson to build his strength and speed for which he would acquire the nickname, ‘The 

Mighty Atom’. 

However, injury on the day forced Wooderson’s postponement of the attempt. Although he 

attended the meeting in Priory Park and spoke to the crowd, he was unable to compete. With 

the advent of war in September 1939, the athletics season was cut short and Wooderson’s 
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hopes of breaking the world record were permanently delayed. However, he would go on to 

run the mile in a personal record of 4:04 minutes in one of first competitive meetings after the 

war. 

 

 

Portsmouth Evening News, Monday 14 August 1939 

Whilst the absence of a world record attempt at the 600yards may have disappointed the 

spectators, it is worthwhile noting the size of the crowd. Over 1500 people had come to watch 

the race meeting with many more expected if Wooderson had been competing. Whilst no 

records were broken, it demonstrates the popularity of sporting occasions for Chichester and 

the importance of Priory Park as a venue.   

 


