
The History of Harleston Recreation Grounds and The Memorial Pavilion 

During the 19th Century, the Wilderness Meadows had doubled up as the Town’s playground 

being the venue for Agricultural Shows, Galas, Gymkhanas, Parades, Religious Services, and the 

Cricket Club.  In the early 20th Century, they 

were owned by the Taylors of Starston Hall; four 

of the five sons from Starston Hall served in 

WW1, Capt. Lewis Enfield Taylor and 2nd Lt 

Ronald Francis Taylor, a keen batsman did not 

return from the war.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ronald Francis Taylor in uniform and in the crease. 

1888 – 1915 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barely a year after his son’s death, Ronald’s 

mother Anna died leaving her husband Alfred 

and three other sons to survive the war. Two 

sons had distinguished military careers and in 



honour of his sons’ sacrifices and marking Ronald’s love of cricket, Alfred Taylor offered the town 

the Wilderness Meadows, where his sons had played so many matches, to the Town as a lasting 

Memorial to his son. 

In a decision that was later condemned as a short-

sighted wasted opportunity this offer was rejected by the 

then Town Council who were concerned about the 

responsibility of maintaining and upkeeping the 

Meadows, instead the Meadows continued to be hired on 

a regular basis by organisations such as the Cricket Club 

and on an ad hoc basis by other organisations as and 

when required. 

By 1928, things had changed, and the Town Council 

decided they would take over the hire of the entire 

Meadows, doing so from 11th October 1928.  Whilst 

mention was made of existing buildings on the site being 

in poor repair, frustratingly details were not given as to 

what those buildings were but in 1942, when they were 

pressed into service as a storage depot for salvaged 

paper they were described as stables, indeed during the 

war the old Manual Fire Pump, was also stored in the 

stables. Later evidence hints them to be at least partially 

brick built, not just glorified wooden sheds 

Diss Express  

2 Nov 1928 

 

, Ronald’s brother Arthur 

Loombe Taylor, who had by 

then taken over Captaincy of 

the Harleston Cricket Club 

from his father, would have 

been fully aware of the 

Council’s previous rejection of 

his father’s offer of the land but 

never mind, a Committee of 

Eight was formed by the 

Council whose then (as yet 

unconfirmed proposal) that the 

town employ a groundsman for 

the three enclosures that 

comprised the Meadows 

meant the Cricket Club would 

no longer need to employ their 

own groundsman.  Of course 

the big difference at this stage 

was that if the Coucil had taken advantage of the offere of the mourning father of former Cricketer 



Ronald, the Council would have been in ownership of the Meadows, not having to hire them from 

the Taylors. 

Alfred Taylor died the following year to many warm and heartfelt tributes to this local stalwart of 

Magistrates Court, Church, Horticulture, and sporting endeavours in the Diss, Starston and 

Harleston area. 

From its inception controversy dogged the new Recreation Grounds and it was decided in 1929 

that an annual Carnival would be organised to help raise funds to off-set the cost of maintaining 

the grounds, presumably this in response to local complaints.  The local licensing authority (which 

over lapped somewhat with the Parish Council) made it very clear they expected the good folks of 

Harleston and District to turn up and spend their money at the Carnival, not in the local pubs and 

refused license extensions accordingly whilst heavily hinting the benefit of running a beer tent on 

the Recreation Grounds. 

  

Advertising the inaugural Harleston Carnival, fundraising for 

the Wilderness Meadows Recreation Grounds. 

The Council invested a fair amount of money in 

their new project, Carnival proceeds being added 

to by local fundraising events such as Whist 

Drives and Dances. Two more tennis courts were 

added to the three already existing in the 

Meadows. Football was a permanent fixture 

alongside the Cricket Club on the Meadows, and 

in late 1929 a brand-new Bowling Green was built, this in spite of both The Magpie and The Swan 

having renowned established Bowling Greens already strongly supported. Loombe Taylor, 

appropriatly won the first game played on the new Green. Netball and Badminton were also added 

to the repertoire of pasttimes available on the Grounds. 
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The Carnival continued to be a great success, 

a piece praising the 1930 Carnival details how 

‘In April 1928, a public meeting voted for 

procuring meadows for recreation 

grounds . . .  a year after the public 

meeting the grounds were opened.  

They provide facilities for various sports 

and pastimes, and for playing grounds 

for children.  In the future it is hoped to 

make fuller provision for enjoyment for 

young and old with the laying out of 

flower gardens, the erection of shelters 

etc’   

 

Doubtless much muttering was heard about the need to hire the grounds rather than the town 

being in ownership of them although in 1937 a hefty £110 was added to the coffers of the 

Recreation Committee as a one of gift from the about to be disbanded Waveney Valley 

Association who had held their last Annual Agricultural Show on the Wilderness in 1928, before 

the Carnival replaced the Show. 

As per normal the dust settled and the Recreation Grounds became an established part of 

Harleston life as did the Annual Carnival, along with various other fund-raising events designed to 

prevent the grounds to remain a “benefit to the town without calling on the rates”. Not being 

subsidised by the council was a bit of a recurrent theme through the late 30’s although the town 

seemed quite happy that the council paid for the hiring the river frontage and storing the bathing 

hut used by the Swimming Club! 

The quote above came from an article about what may have been a slightly uncomfortable Cricket 

Club Dinner for Mr A Loombe Taylor, President of the Harleston Cricket Club at which thumping 

great hints about the possibility of Taylor offering the fields were made which Taylor sort of 

swerved whilst mentioning in passing planning applications! Hmmm.  
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What the participants at this dinner did not 

know was that they were on the eve of World 

War 2, a mere quarter of a century after the 

start of a conflict which took the lives of two 

of the sons of Starston Hall and in honour of 

one of whom Alfred Taylor first made a 

rejected offer to gift the meadows to the 

Town.  

In late February 1939, after 10 years when 

the Recreation Grounds had been solely 

supported by donations, a momentous but 

unanimous decision was made at the Council 

Meeting in George Hall to purchase the 

Meadows from Mr A Loombe Taylor who was 

asking the sum of £1,100 for the three 

meadows which were then being hired at a 

cost to the Committee of £45 p.a. Although 

additional extra costs would take this up to £1700, with £825 of the cost of the purchase cost being 

met by other bodies and with a balance £154 in the kitty this left a matter of £750 to be found. By 

June 1939, the Council were able to announce that in fact with the grants given (including £1000 

from the National Playing Fields Association) and funds that had already been raised, they were 

now able to totally meet the cost of the fields and, presumably, unless the war intervened, they 

became the property of the Town and continued to be available for the use of the town throughout 

the war although in 1940 a number of feathers were ruffled when the Committee, independently of 

the Council permitted Sports on Sunday afternoons! 

With the war the focus of fundraising shifted to Wings for Victory, the ATS, the Red Cross and a 

myriad of charities linked to the war, but the Recreation Grounds remained a focus of town activity. 

Not only did local bases send out teams to play against the lads and older chaps left in town but 

entire Military Tournaments took Place on the grounds whilst in 1944 ‘coloured troops’ played a 

Baseball match, doubtless to the amusement/bemusement of the Town. 

Building permission had always been a bone of contention on the grounds (refusal may have 

finally tipped the balance in persuading Taylor to sell the lands that his father had been ready to 

give away 2 decades earlier).  Whilst, in 1942, 

permission was given for a 36ft x 18ft pre-fab hut to 

be erected for the members of the NFS billeted to 

the town to sleep in, (possibly as the old manual fire 

pump was being stored in stable on the grounds) 

this wound up being built at the back of the Swan, 

however a spigot gun base was installed – 

presumably with associated buildings.  
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Sadly, as the town waited with bated breath for the 

declaration of Victory in Europe some damage was 

caused to the old stables on the Recreation 

Grounds. Come the end of the war and the residents 

of Harleston were keen to get life back to normal and 

also for those who they had lost in the war to have a 

lasting memorial in the town in their own right as well 

as a plaque added to the WW1 memorial raised in 

Broad Street. 
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On the 25th of June, following advice from a local 

British Legion Officer it was decided that the town 

would not spend money on an ephemeral Welcome 

Home Event but a permanent ‘Parish War Memorial 

Pavilion to be erected on the grounds in recognition 

of the great sacrifices made by Service men and 

women of the district’. 

 

The 

good people of Harleston lost no time in organising 

all sorts of fundraising activities from Ploughing 

Matches to Whist Drives as well as, of course, 

Fetes and Flower shows. 
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The Cricket club also lost no time in 

honouring the 5 players whom they had lost, 

Mr Loombe Taylor as captain keeping the link back to the man whose death had triggered the 

inception of the Recreation Grounds. 
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Of course, there was not unanimous support for 

the Pavilion, Harleston would not be Harleston 

without a certain degree of chuntering about 

innovation, sometimes I suspect as a matter of 

principal rather than due to deeply held beliefs but 

that is another matter. Accordingly, a year after everyone had been very excited about the 

prospect of the Memorial Pavilion a heated debate ensued in which it became apparent that of the 

£6,000 required to build the Pavilion only £1,163 had been raised towards the cost of it and a few 

expressed the opinion that the Hall was too large, the project too ambitious and of course, that old 

favourite, it would be a burden on the town.  However, after a heated two-hour debate, it was 

agreed to press on with the scheme 

looking for alternative sources of 

funding.  The debate also revealed 

that plans to replace the existing 

stabling with a small Pavilion had 

existed before the war so rather 

fortunately Drains and a water 

supply were already conveniently in 

place at the entrance to the grounds.  
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A separate committee was formed to 

focus on the Pavilion, meanwhile 

£140 was raised for the addition to 

the Broad Street Memorial. 

The good folks of Harleston 

continued to fund raise for the 

pavilion but, and this is when 

matters get complicated, meanwhile 

the British Legion who had merrily 

been meeting at various pubs 

around the town, decided that they 

would also like a building on the 

Recreation Grounds. This was 

planned to go at the top of the Lane 

past the Maltings, somewhat to the 

North of the current Sports Centre, 

was to replace the ‘cart shed’ that 

stood there and the Legion was 

ready to pay £5 pa for the use of the 

land. 

At this point everything kicked off 

once more about the legality of 

‘building on a Recreation Ground’ and the fact that alcohol would be consumed in the Legion hut 



but sanity kicked in and it was decided that the Legion could use any of the materials from the 

demolished cart shed / stables and they could crack on – the matter of the Memorial Pavilion was 

dragged in as well but more as a Red Herring and the Legion were allowed to build their meeting 

place. 
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I rather suspect this did not come to fruition and may have been an attempt to kickstart the 

Pavilion project back into life as the next year the Legion were meeting at the Corn Hall and 

discussing how far fund-raising hat got to build a hut behind the Cap!  As it happened, fate came 

along to adjust the plans for War Memorial Pavilion.  Originally designed to include a large Hall, 

with the announcement that ASHES was to be built in 1955/56 and that this would itself include a 

large Hall / Concert Room / Auditorium, the Pavilion was to be markedly scaled back in size, 

enabling the project to go ahead sooner than had been envisaged and in October 1949 it was 

announced that the building of the Pavilion was to proceed in a modified form and with a meeting 

room rather than a Hall per se. 
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