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1. Introduction

In 1927 the Carnegie UK Trust 
allocated £200,000 – the 
equivalent of around £10 
million today – to support 
the creation, protection and 
improvement of playing fields 
across the UK. This is one of the 
largest funding programmes 
in the Trust’s 100-year history. 
Through an innovative 

partnership with the National 
Playing Fields Association 
(NPFA), local authorities and 
local community groups, 
these grants enabled the 
development of more than 900 
playing field sites between 1927 
and 1935. The playing fields 
covered approximately 8,000 
acres of land and helped to 
establish 1,000 football pitches, 
1,000 tennis courts, 600 cricket 
pitches and 100 hockey pitches. 

The announcement in The Times yesterday of the grant of 
£200,000 made by the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust to the 
National Playing Fields Association gives me so much pleasure…... 
I am sure the movement to establish playing fields will be of great 
benefit to the people, and it makes me very happy to know the Trust 
is associating itself with this fine movement.
Louise Carnegie, 1927
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One of the conditions of 
the Trust’s grants was that 
the funded sites were to be 
retained as playing fields in 
perpetuity. However, there is no 
comprehensive record today 
of the precise locations of the 
Carnegie playing field sites; 
their current usage; or of the 
legal protections now attached 
to them. 

In 2014 the Trust embarked 
on a revived, 21st century 
partnership with Fields in Trust 
(the present-day operating 
name of the NPFA) to develop 
a new pilot project which would 
examine how the original 
Carnegie playing field sites can 
be located and protected. This 
report sets out the findings 
from our pilot project.



The first objective of the pilot 
project was to establish a much 
stronger understanding of 
the operation of the original 
playing fields grant programme 
in the 1920s and 1930s. 

The Carnegie programme was 
part of a wider, national playing 
fields movement at that time, 
which had support from the 
Royal family (the NPFA was 
founded in 1925 by King George 
V). Through this movement, land 
was identified by local authorities 
or gifted by wealthy families to 
be vested in either the NPFA or in 
local authorities and retained as 
playing fields in perpetuity. 

The funds provided by the 
Carnegie UK Trust in 1927 
contributed significantly to this 
wider playing field campaign 
and helped to ensure its success. 
The Trust gave a large, single 
donation of £200,000, spread 
over four years. This money 
was allocated through a series 
of individual grants, each of 
which covered a proportion 
of the total cost of acquiring 
and/or equipping a suitable 
playing field. The Trust’s playing 
field fund was supplemented 
by a ‘National Fund’ from 
public donations, administered 
by NPFA. This meant that 
no playing field project was 
funded solely by the Trust, as 
the local community which 
benefitted from the grant also 
raised money to put towards 
the scheme, giving a greater 
sense of local ownership. The 
NPFA set up local branches and 

2. The Original Carnegie  
Playing Fields Grant Programme
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worked with local authorities 
and communities to promote 
and advise on the creation of 
playing fields. 

A comprehensive review of 
the archives of both the NPFA 

and the Carnegie UK Trust 
provides a wealth of valuable 
information about how the 
Carnegie grant programme 
operated and was governed. 
This is set out in Box 1 and 
Chart 1, below:

Box 1: The Carnegie UK Trust Playing Field Programme 1927-1935

A ‘Joint Allocation of Grants Committee’ was formed in 1927 
to oversee the awarding of the Carnegie UK Trust playing fields 
funding, with representation from CUKT and the NPFA. The 
committee met four or five times each year, considering 30 to 50 
applications for new playing field schemes at each meeting. The 
first meeting of the Joint Committee took place in Newcastle in 
1928 with the final meeting in London in October 1935. During that 
time, the Committee examined approximately 1,300 applications, 
and made more than 900 grants. One of the key conditions 
attached to the grants was that the land was to be ‘permanently 
preserved’ and maintained for public benefit and recreation. 
The Joint Grants Committee followed a stringent process and 
requested full information on: the title of the land, whether it was 
dedicated in perpetuity as a playing field, accurate costs of the 
scheme and full information showing the proposed lay-out. The 
minutes of committee meetings show that Conveyances and 
Deeds were reviewed as part of the grant application process, with 
documentation then returned to the applicant. In some cases local 
authorities entered into a Declaration of Trust. 
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Chart 1: How the Carnegie  
Playing Fields grant scheme was managed

LOCAL COMMUNITIES:
Grant beneficiaries

CARNEGIE UK TRUST  
(CUKT), PLAYING FIELD  

SUB-COMMITTEE: Grant funder

NATIONAL PLAYING FIELDS 
ASSOCIATION (NPFA): 

Grant fund administrator

ALLOCATION OF GRANTS 
JOINT COMMITTEE  

NPFA and CUKT

ASSESSMENT OF 
GRANT APPLICATIONS

COUNTY 
PLAYING FIELD 
ASSOCIATIONS

GRANTS AWARDED TO  
LOCAL AUTHORITIES & 
CHARITABLE TRUSTS:  

Grant recipients

NPFA, GROUNDS 
AND LAY-OUT 
COMMITTEE
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The Trust’s intervention to support playing fields was well received and 
viewed as a success by the NPFA, the Trust and local communities:

Reports received at the end of the year indicate conclusively that 
the playing fields movement which has developed since the policy 
began is now recognised as having contributed very largely to 
the physical and social well-being of the communities which use 
them. By their splendid encouragement of the movement the 
Carnegie Trustees have the satisfaction of knowing that hundreds 
of schemes have been initiated and carried through to solve the 
problem of many hundreds of thousands of young people who 
hitherto have had ‘nowhere to play’
NPFA Conference of County Representatives, May 1933

The playing field has become a village institution. It is a source of 
satisfaction to the village people to know that at last….we are in 
possession of a field where people of all ages can go and enjoy 
themselves.
Report to the Trust from village of Hathersage in North Derbyshire

The grant policy so far as the Trustees are concerned has come to 
an end, and it was possible, in spite of an exceptionally long list 
of applications, to make grants on the established scale in every 
approved case. It has been a most interesting and instructive 
example of co-operative pioneer effort.
Lt-Col. Mitchell, Secretary of the Carnegie UK Trust, NPFA Playing Fields 
Journal, January 1936



Despite the robust process that 
was in place in the 1920s and 
1930s for allocating grants to 
support the creation of playing 
fields, there was unfortunately 
no single, comprehensive record 
kept of the exact location and 
legal status of these playing 
field sites. This is likely due to 
the dispersed nature of the 
grants programme, where local 
authorities and community 
groups across the UK were 
responsible for identifying 
playing field sites and then 

maintaining these once the 
grants had been made. It 
is therefore not known how 
the Carnegie playing fields 
are being used today; or 
whether the legal protections 
associated with the playing 
fields have been modernised 
and strengthened to ensure 
the sites continue to be used 
for recreation purposes, as 
stipulated in the original grant 
agreements.

Fields in Trust continues to 
have a central role today in 
protecting and improving 
outdoor recreational spaces 
throughout the UK. It currently 
protects in perpetuity nearly 
3,000 playing field sites 
across the UK using a ‘Deed 
of Dedication’, a specifically 
designed, modern legal 
instrument approved by the 

3. The 2014 Pilot Project
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Charity Commission; it offers 
funding for the improvement 
and enhancement of protected 
playing fields; and it provides a 
suite of resources and support 
for local communities to help 
them maximise the benefit of 
their local playing field. The 
organisation continues to have 
the support of the Royal family, 
with the Duke of Cambridge as 
its President.

However, playing fields in 
the UK remain under threat 
with the number of planning 
applications to develop on 

playing field sites doubling 
between 1999 and 2009. 
Recognising both this issue and 
the significance of the original 
Carnegie grant programme 
in this context – if all 900 
sites established through the 
original CUKT grants were to be 
identified and supported this 
would increase the number of 
sites working with Fields in Trust 
by nearly a third – the Carnegie 
UK Trust and Fields in Trust 
established a new partnership 
project in 2014 to reconnect 
with original Carnegie playing 
fields programme. 
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The aim of the pilot project 
was to explore whether 
original playing field sites 
could be identified and the 
legal protections associated 
with these sites improved. 
To achieve these objectives 
the project aimed to locate a 
sample of around 15 Carnegie 
playing fields across three 
local authority areas; assess 
how these sites are currently 

being used; review the legal 
protections associated with the 
sites; and take steps to improve 
these protections if necessary. 
London, Middlesex, Surrey and 
Kent were the areas selected 
for participation in the pilot 
project.



A wide range of historical 
documentation was reviewed 
to explore the history of 
the Carnegie playing fields 
programme in the four local 
areas selected for the pilot.  
This included:

•	 NPFA archive records 
•	 Carnegie UK Trust archive 

records
•	 National Archives, England
•	 National Archives, Scotland 
•	 NPFA Annual Reports 1925 

to 1935

•	 NPFA Playing Field Journals 
1925 to 1935

•	 Paper records of grant reviews 
•	 County Playing Fields archive 

records
•	 Title documents and legal 

paperwork 
•	 Site visits and follow up 

desktop research from 
information obtained

From this research it was identified 
that 107 Carnegie UK Trust and 
NPFA grants were awarded in 
London, Middlesex, Surrey and 
Kent to acquire and lay-out 
playing fields. These grants, and 
other relevant information from 
the historical documents, are 
listed in Appendix 1. 

Using this information, the 
precise locations of 14 Carnegie 
playing field sites have been 
identified from the long list of 

4. Finding the  
Carnegie Playing Fields
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107 grants. This was relatively 
straightforward in those cases 
where the historical documents 
gave a specific site name, but 
much more challenging when 

the documentation listed only 
a general area or place. The 14 
Carnegie playing field sites for 
which exact locations have now 
been identified are as follows:

CARNEGIE PLAYING FIELD LOCATION

1 Boston Manor London

2 Cheriton Recreation Ground Kent

3 Cowden Recreation Ground Kent

4 Ditton (New Road) Recreation Ground Kent

5 Foundling Hospital Site (Corams Fields) London

6 Grange Meadow Surrey

7 Hindhead Playing Fields Surrey

8 Lightwater Playing Field Surrey

9 Motspur Park  
(Sir Joseph Hood Memorial Playing Fields)

London

10 Old Highway Recreation Ground Hertfordshire

11 South Park Sports Fields Surrey

12 Waring Park London

13 Willow Tree Playground, Dartford  
Recreation Ground

Kent

14 Wimbledon Common  
(Richardson Evans Memorial Playing Field)

London
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Site visits have been 
undertaken to each of these 
playing fields and detailed site 
profiles completed. The profiles, 
which are included in Appendix 
2, provide the following 
information for each site:

•	 Location
•	 Landowner
•	 Size
•	 History of the site at the 

time of the original Carnegie 
grant

•	 Protection status
•	 Facilities and activities
•	 Mapping information

The site profiles capture a 
generally very positive picture 
of the historic Carnegie 
playing fields, with each site 
still existing as a playing field, 
offering a good range of 
recreational opportunities for 
the local community. 



5. Protection of the  
Carnegie Playing Fields

The starting point for improving 
the legal protection associated 
with each of the 14 Carnegie 
playing field sites that the 
project has located was to 
assess the current ownership 
of these sites and the legal 
protection already in place. 
Through this exercise the 14 
sites can be categorised in 
three distinct groups:

a) Land vested in NPFA:  
Site already protected

For six of the 14 playing fields, 
the research found that the site 
is actually vested in the NPFA 
to hold in trust and ensure the 
permanent protection of the 
site as a playing field. NPFA 
often acts as a custodian and 
in some cases is named as 
the proprietor on the freehold 

title. However, although these 
playing fields are legally 
protected, in some cases it 
may still be prudent to bring 
the documentation up to 
modern day standards. The 
pilot project has therefore 
been highly valuable as it had 
not previously been known 
that these sites had received 
Carnegie grants. Fields in Trust 
is now undertaking further 
work to verify the paperwork in 
relation to these playing fields 
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and update the legal protection 
to a more modern form, where 
appropriate. 

b) Land held charitably  
by other organisations:  
Sites protected

For three of the 14 playing 
fields identified in the pilot 
project the land in question 
was vested in a trust and held 

charitably with the object of 
retaining the land as a public 
playing field in perpetuity. In 
each of these cases the playing 
field in question remains legally 
protected. There is little scope 
however, to amend or enhance 
this legal protection as a new 
Deed of Dedication would add 
an additional burden to the site 
which would not be compatible 
with existing governing 
documents. 
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c) Land held by Local 
Authorities – protection 
unconfirmed

For five of the 14 playing fields 
located the pilot project, land 
was acquired and laid out as 
playing fields and vested in 
local authorities to hold as such 
in perpetuity. This requirement 
upon local authorities to retain 
the land in perpetuity is clear 
in the archived documents. 
However, in a large proportion 
of cases land was never 
actually dedicated and a 
suitable protection was not 
put in place. In such cases the 
Joint Grants Committee for 
the Carnegie playing fields 
programme insisted that the 
local authorities entered into 
a declaration under seal that 
the land for which a Carnegie 
grant was given was dedicated 
in perpetuity as a public 
recreation ground. However, for 
the five Carnegie playing fields 
identified in the pilot project 

that this scenario applies 
to, the legal documentation 
for these declarations is not 
contained in the archived 
documentation and is not 
held by Fields in Trust. Without 
this legal documentation it is 
much harder to explore the 
possibility of pursuing stronger 
legal protections for these 
playing fields. The route to 
determining the current level of 
legal protection and potentially 
improving it, therefore involves 
direct engagement with local 
authorities, who can vary in 
their receptiveness to such an 
approach. For the five Carnegie 
playing field sites located in the 
pilot project where the land is 
held by local authorities, Fields 
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Table 1 – Current Protection Status of Pilot Project Playing Fields

a) Land Vested in NPFA

Site Vested in Current protection status

Grange Meadow 
Sports Field 
(CARN230)

Tandridge District 
Council replaced 
NPFA as Trustees  
in 1960

Protected by Deed of Dedication

Hindhead Sports 
Ground (CARN156)

Vested in NPFA, 
managed by 
Hindhead Playing 
Fields Association

Protected – Fields in Trust reviewing 
documentation and identifying if 
improvement in protection status 
necessary or possible

Lightwater playing 
field, Windlesham 
(CARN382)

Vested in NPFA. 
Charity number 
305139

Protected – Fields in Trust reviewing 
documentation and identifying if 
improvement in protection status 
necessary or possible

Old Highway 
Recreation 
Ground (Rye 
Park), Hoddesdon 
(CARN588)

Broxbourne 
Borough Council 
entered into a QEII 
Deed of Dedication 
with Fields in Trust 
in 2012

Protected by Deed of Dedication

in Trust is now engaging with 
a number of local authorities 
to improve the legal protection 
associated with the playing 

field sites. Table 1 below, 
provides full details for each of 
the 14 Carnegie playing field 
sites located in the pilot project: 
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South Park Playing 
Field (Reigate) 
CARN630

Vested in NPFA Protected – Fields in Trust reviewing 
documentation and identifying if 
improvement in protection status 
necessary or possible

Willow Tree 
Playground, 
Dartford (CARN170)

NPFA own the 
freehold, currently 
leased to Dartford 
Borough Council 
until 2028. Charity 
number: 302723

Protected – Fields in Trust reviewing 
documentation and identifying if 
improvement in protection status 
necessary or possible

b) Land Held Charitably by Other Organisations 

Site Vested in Current protection status

Boston Manor 
Playing Fields, 
London (CARN165)

London Playing 
Fields Foundation

Protected

Foundling Site 
– Coram’s Fields 
(CARN408)

Corams Fields 
(charity)

Protected but not possible to enter 
into a new deed of dedication due to 
complexities with existing governance

Wimbledon Common 
(The Richardson 
Evans Memorial 
Playing Field )

Wimbledon & 
Putney Commons 
Conservators 

Protected but not possible to enter 
into a new deed of dedication due to 
complexities with existing governance
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Land Held by Local Authorities

Site Vested in Current protection status

Waring Park Original grant 
applications 
received from Kent 
County Playing 
Fields Association

Original grant applications received 
from Kent County Playing Fields 
Association but no legal protection  
in place. London Borough of Bexley 
has not recently engaged with Fields 
in Trust.

Cheriton Recreation 
Ground, Kent 
(CARN328)

Cheriton District 
Council, now 
Shepway District 
Council

Protected through a Deed of Covenant 
with NPFA. Fields in Trust engaging 
with local authority to modernise and 
improve protection.

Motspur Park, 
Sir Joseph Hood 
Memorial Playing 
Field, Merton and 
Morden (CARN460)

London Borough of 
Merton

Protected. Council information 
references covenant from 1935 stating 
it must be maintained as a playing 
field and recreation ground. Fields in 
Trust engaging with local authority to 
modernise and improve protection.

Cowden 
Recreation Ground, 
Kent(CARN178)

Cowden Parish 
Council

Original grant applications received 
from Kent County Playing Fields 
Association but no legal protection 
in place. Fields in Trust approaching 
Parish Council re. Deed of Dedication. 

Ditton (CARN232) Ditton Parish 
Council

Original grant applications received 
from Kent County Playing Fields 
Association but no legal protection 
in place. Fields in Trust approaching 
Parish Council re. Deed of Dedication 
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Further analysis of the 
documentation available on the 
107 Carnegie playing field sites 
created in London, Surrey, Kent 
and Middlesex suggests that 
the majority (around 90%) are 
situated on land held by local 
authorities, with the remainder 
split between land held charitably 
or land held by the NPFA. The 
legal documentation relating to 

the local authority held sites is 
not generally contained in the 
archived documentation or held 
by Fields in Trust. The task of 
identifying the precise location of 
these sites; assessing their current 
use; and working with the relevant 
local authority to establish the 
current legal protection and how 
this protection might be improved, 
is therefore considerable.



6. Conclusions

The pilot project has reconnected 
the Trust with one its most 
significant historic grant 
programmes. It has begun the 
process of finding the Carnegie 
playing fields and taking steps 
to ensure these are protected in 
perpetuity as the original grants 
had intended. The project has 
provided a much richer, more 
detailed understanding of the 
original Carnegie playing fields 
grants programme from the 1920s 
and 1930s. A list of 107 Carnegie 
playing field grants in London, 
Surrey, Kent and Middlesex has 
been established. Precise locations 
have been identified for 14 of 
these playing fields and detailed 
site visit reports have been 
compiled for each of these 14 
fields. The current legal protection 
associated with these 14 sites has 
been examined and work is now 
ongoing to improve this.

The project has therefore provided 
a valuable starting point for further 
work on the Carnegie playing fields 
in future years. This is however, a 
highly resource intensive exercise. 
The historical documentation is held 
across a wide range of different 
sources and critical information, 
such as legal documentation and 
site names is often not included. 
The project has demonstrated that 
finding, assessing and taking steps 
to improve the protection of 14 
playing field sites required significant 
resource. Carrying out this work 
for the 900+ remaining Carnegie 
playing field sites is an undertaking 
of considerable magnitude. 
Nevertheless, the outputs from the 
pilot project provide opportunities for 
embarking on this work on a step-
by-step basis, harnessing the power 
of digital technology and involving 
local communities to continue the 
important process of finding and 
protecting the Carnegie playing fields. 
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