CELEBRATING OVER 100 YEARS AT LOWFIELD

Twenty years after their formation in 1879, Hoddesdon Football Club moved from their original home on Mancers Field to what is still their home ground today - Lowfield.  Situated on the west side of town, Lowfield is flanked by Park View to the east and Barclay Park to the west.  The seven acres of ground, which in the 19th Century was arable land, formed part of what is now the High Leigh Estate which was purchased by Mr Robert Barclay when he settled in the town in 1871. A member of the well-known banking family, Mr Barclay proved to be a very generous man and did much to improve the local area.  In the late 1870's Lowfield was gradually laid down to grass, and was tastefully planted with trees.  In 1880 the old narrow footpath at the northern end of Lowfield was widened and planted with beech trees, to become Beech Walk.  It was in this same year that Mr Barclay offered to the Committee of Hoddesdon Working Men's Club as much of Lowfield as was required to make a cricket field.  A football ground was later added and, although remaining part of the estate, Lowfield was laid out for the enjoyment of the townsfolk.  Mr Barclay made other improvements to the area in 1883 by having the plane trees planted in Park View.  Prior to that, in 1882, following the formation of Hoddesdon Cricket Club, Mr Barclay gave permission for organised cricket matches to be played at Lowfield. 
Since 1899 both the Football and Cricket Clubs have shared Lowfield, but it was not until 1924 that the arrangement was put on a more formal footing when a group of local inhabitants raised funds to buy Lowfield for the town.  After considerable negotiations it was purchased from the Barclay family, who contributed greatly towards the cost, and it became a sports ground for ever.  A trust of local inhabitants was formed and subscriptions were invited with something like £765 being raised.  On 1st September 1924 a Trust Deed was made between 'Edward Dixon Allen, Tom Edward Davies, John Dew and Samuel Thomas Hampton of the one part and the said Edward Dixon Allen and others of the other part’.  A total of twelve Trustees were appointed, of whom, by 1948, only five were surviving, and a Management Committee consisting of the Trustees, the Urban District Council of Hoddesdon and the Football and Cricket Clubs was formed to oversee the running of Lowfield.

The two large brick pillars and iron gates which form the main entrance to Lowfield immediately opposite Park Road were erected in 1953 as a memorial to Mr R.L. Glasspool who, having been elected as President of the Football Club on July 11th 1930, gave many years of dedicated service.  In 1973 the gatehouse. just inside the main gate, was erected to meet Athenian League standards.  It was built by Club stalwart, the late Len Tigwell, with help from his son Raymond and several other members.

Of the two main clauses in the Trust Deed, one stated that the ground was to be held in Trust for use “only as a Sports and Recreation Ground for the inhabitants of Hoddesdon".  In the other, the Management Committee was empowered "to let the use of the ground, apart from sport, for any meeting for the mental or physical recreation of the inhabitants of Hoddesdon and also for such charitable and other purposes as the Committee may think fit".  This condition of use came into good effect on July 14th 1945 when, following the Victory Parade which marched through Hoddesdon town centre to commemorate the end of the Second World War, a massive Victory Fete was held at Lowfield.

Shortly after the War, in 1945, the Committee became faced with difficulties, even with the upkeep of Lowfield, let alone making any improvements.  They suggested to the Urban District Council that consideration might be given by that authority for taking over the ground within the provisions of the Trust Deed.  Legal advice was sought, as was the opinion of the Charity Commissioners who might well have been concerned in the protection of the public interests involved.  Stringent financial constraints at that time meant that a decision was a long time coming but, eventually, the Urban District Council took over as landlords of Lowfield and the area was much later given Charitable Status by the Charity Commissioners.

On 7th April 1982 both clubs signed a 50 year lease on the ground with the 'new' landlord, the Council of the Borough of Broxbourne, thereby providing security of tenure that the previous arrangement had failed to offer.  The lease still contained a clause, which permitted the landlord to use Lowfield on two days per year for public functions provided that they gave twelve months notice!  To oversee the management and maintenance of Lowfield a Committee, consisting of five members from each sports club was formed, and this Committee was to have contact with representatives of the Local Council through the Lowfield Advisory Committee.  Under the new arrangement made in 1982 the Football Club accepted tenancy of Lowfield for 32 weeks of each year, between early September and mid April, and the Cricket Club had the balance of 20 weeks.  This arrangement was to prove decisive in 1984 when Hoddesdon Town F.C.'s application to join the Isthmian League, following the demise of the Athenian League, was turned down despite them achieving the necessary 'C' ground grading, because they did not have exclusive use of the ground from start to finish of the football season.

The original football pitch backed on to Beech Walk at the northern end of Lowfield and as a result covered most of the cricket area, including the playing square!  In the mid 1950's the pitch was moved approximately 40 yards south so that it went beyond the cricket square but still occupied much of the outfield.  When Hoddesdon Town's dynamic former Chairman, Elmer Elliott, took over the reins in 1963 one of the first things he did was to put the Club's shaky finances on a sound footing.  He then set about taking the Club forward and his biggest project was to negotiate the installation of floodlights.  He battled to win the support of the Urban District Council and, eventually, the local residents, and on 7th March 1973, just a few days after the project was completed, West Ham United F.C. attracted a record crowd of 3,500 to mark the inauguration of the floodlights at Lowfield.

About eighteen months later another landmark was achieved when, for the first time, a solid timber rail was erected around the whole of the perimeter of the playing area.  This rail replaced the ropes which had segregated spectators from the pitch, but which had also proved troublesome when wet!  That wooden railing structure, made demountable at the northern end where it crossed the cricket outfield, provided sterling service until the early 1990's when rot started to make the structure dangerous.  In 1993, with a grant from the Football Trust, the Football Club erected a splendid new metal tubular fence with mesh infills, completely enclosing the pitch and transforming the setting at Lowfield.

During the late 1970's one of the major problems between the two clubs at Lowfield continued to be the proximity of the football pitch to the cricket square.  Segregation of the two playing areas became a priority, and in 1980 plans were put in hand to move the football pitch a further 30 yards or so south, by taking up most of the rest of the scrub-land and trees within the Lowfield southern boundary.  Unfortunately, the new area proved to be extremely troublesome in the early days and suffered from flooding and standing water, which often became stagnant.  For a couple of seasons playing at the southern end of Lowfield was anything but a pleasure!  The problem had to be resolved and in 1986 a major drainage project was carried out.  Forty yards of the pitch at the southern end was channelled every metre transversally and six pitch-length longitudinal channels were cut.  These channels were filled with porous drainage pipe and then back-filled with pea shingle and sharp sand.  For a couple of seasons the pitch resembled Brighton beach with sharp sand everywhere, but gradually it all settled down and the drainage was vastly improved.

Moving the pitch a second time also had other implications.  Two of the floodlight pylons had to be moved from one end to the other and the 200-seater stand, erected when the pitch was first moved in 1955, ended up occupying most of the northern half of the pitch instead of straddling the halfway line as it had before.  It was to be another fifteen years before the position of the stand was to change.

Apart from sharing the ground at Lowfield, both clubs also share the clubhouse.  Built in the mid 1950's when the football pitch was moved, the strongly constructed building replaced a rustic wooden pavilion which was sited midway between the Beech Walk gate and the new building.  The old pavilion features in many of the photographs taken in the early to mid 1900's.

The current building has undergone three major extension projects.  The latest of these was in 1988 when new indoor toilets for the clubroom, a larger changing room with toilet and shower facilities for Match Officials and a larger Committee Room were constructed.  In the past fourteen years the Football Club has been the major driving force behind many improvements, including a pumped, temperature controlled shower system, false ceiling and plastered walls in the clubroom, a renovated bar area and fully tiled changing rooms.  In 2001/02 the Football Club were again the instigators of a complete refurbishment of the changing rooms and shower area, thanks to a substantial grant received from the Football Stadia Improvement Fund.  By February 2002 the project was finished and proved to be a huge success.  It was also at this time that the players protected walkway at the rear of the pavilion was widened and re-laid to tidy up the area around the pavilion and further enhance the facilities that the Club has to offer.

In 1990, thanks to a generous gift from a local benefactor, the club was able to replace all the floodlight heads and add a couple more in order to beef up the diminishing lighting levels and surpass the new Lux standards set by the South Midlands League and the F.A.

The Football Club had a nasty shock in early 1996 when, as a result of events elsewhere in the South Midlands League, it was discovered that the playing area length was four feet short of the 110 yard minimum standard required by the League, the County and the F.A.. Fortunately, all the past developments at Lowfield had not totally used the land within the official southern boundary of Lowfield. Some of the available land remained in Barclay Park between the high chain-link fence and the first row of trees.  Extending the pitch by such a small amount proved to be a major undertaking, involving the re-siting of the permanent hitching rail and carrying out extensive groundworks.  The Club Committee therefore decided to raise cash through grants and donations to re-align the hitching rail, build a new stand and develop a training area behind it to reduce wear and tear of the pitch.  The old stand was rapidly beginning to show its age and was considered to be environmentally unfriendly as it was clad with asbestos sheets.  The training area scheme had to be put on ice when the Club's application for a Lottery grant was turned down, but the rest of the work had to go ahead.  By the first week in August the pitch extension had been completed and the stand was well on the way to completion.  The transformation of Lowfield was incredible as a large swathe of land behind the old stand was cleared to reveal an area which proved to be more than suitable for the planned all-weather surface facility which it was hoped would still come to fruition soon after the turn of the Millennium.

On November 16th 1996 the new stand was opened by the man to whose name it has been dedicated, Elmer Elliott, and in 1997 one hundred seats obtained from the old home of Bolton Wanderers F.C., Burnden Park, were fitted to complete the latest phase of the project.  A fund raising scheme to have the seats sponsored was fully subscribed within four months of it's launch, and forty eight supporters and friends of the Club wrote their names into the Club's history books with generous donations to fully fund the purchase.

In 1999, the Club's supporters were once again in generous mood, with sponsorship to the value of £500, when a scheme was put in place to replace the whole of the walkway around the playing area, and to create a new walkway for players and Match Officials from the changing rooms to the pitch.  The project was launched as Walkway 2000 to not only welcome the turn of the Millennium, but also to celebrate 100 years of tenancy at Lowfield.  The walkway scheme was linked to a major refurbishment of the floodlights, and grant funding was confirmed in July 1999.  The work was started in late August with much of it completed in time for the start of the 1999/2000 season at Lowfield.  Also in July, of that same year, an application for Lottery funding for the new multi-sports area was submitted, and a response early in the New Year was being anticipated.

There was bitter disappointment for the Club in December 1999 when Lottery funding for the proposed new multi-use sports area was rejected.  However, thanks to tremendous support from the Football Association, Broxbourne Borough Council, the Co-op, Hertfordshire Community Foundation and some generous sponsorship, the Club was still able to forge ahead with its biggest ever project, and work was started on 26th July 2000.  By the end of September the new area was completed and the Club took possession of another fine asset at Lowfield.  During the season several local teams took advantage of the new facility, and it proved to be invaluable for training during one of the wettest winters on record.  During the course of the 2000/01 season an application was made to the Football Foundation for funding to complete a major refurbishment of the changing rooms and shower area. The main aim of the work was to modernise the lighting, replace the porcelain fixtures, re-tile the walls and replace all the doors and woodwork.  At the end of July 2001 the Club learned that their application for a sizeable grant had been approved and work was scheduled to begin in early September.  This latest project took the Club's investment at Lowfield close to the £200,000 mark over just fifteen years.

At the end of a long winter of disruption during 2001/02, when the changing rooms and showers were being refurbished, the Football Club’s Chairman, Roger Merton, made yet another application to the Football Stadia Improvement Fund for a sizeable grant. This time the money was required to help fund a £40,000 project to install a totally new drainage system over the whole of the football playing area, and approval of the grant was received in time for work to start in April 2002. Unfortunately, due to access and storage issues within Lowfield, the chosen contractor was unable to commit to do the work, and another contractor had to be appointed. This meant delaying the project until the end of April 2003, immediately after the tenancy handover to the cricket club, and the F.S.I.F. generously gave special dispensation for the Club to extend by a further six months its normal deadline for work to be commenced after award of the grant. Finally, the work went ahead absolutely on time and was completed in three weeks. Several hundred tons of Lowfield soil, debris and ballast removed from numerous channels was replaced with porous drainage pipe, shingle and sand, and upon completion of the work the football pitch looked like a very bright, sandy beach.  It is hoped the new drainage system, together with proper and regular maintenance, will help to improve long term the quality of the Lowfield playing surface, and will further reduce the small number of  postponements that occur during the seemingly increasingly wet winters being suffered in the U.K..

In order to try and stem the ever increasing incidents of vandalism and unauthorised use of Lowfield, in 2004 Broxbourne Borough Council embarked on a programme of replacing the old fence that once surrounded all three sports clubs at Lowfield. The two metre, and in one area, three metre high fence was installed along Beech Walk, right around the tennis club, through Barclay Park up to the public toilets and then along and behind the main clubhouse to the south-west corner of the fence that runs along the southern end of the football ground. Erecting this fence meant the permanent closure to the public of the footpath between the public toilets and Beech Walk, but as free access to this path was being abused by youths intent on damaging sports club property within Lowfield, there was little choice left but to close this off in an attempt to make the grounds as secure as possible. 
Environentally, Lowfield is part of a very sensitive, 'green' area in Hoddesdon, the importance of which grows each year as the town continues to grow.  Both sports clubs have always been careful to ensure the developments carried out met with the approval of the local Council and residents.  Lowfield has now been Hoddesdon's main outdoor sporting arena for 110 years and has been the centre of pleasure for many thousands of townspeople in that time.  The character and atmosphere of Lowfield is absolutely unique, and it would be difficult to ever reproduce those qualities in any other part of town.

