
Over the past few months Young People at the YMCA have learnt about the history of 
the organisation and how it is interwoven with the history of the region; more specifically 
finding out about origins of where it all began in Norwich in 1856, and how it developed 
over the years. 

They have been discovering how this history links with their own lives and recognising the 
importance of sharing the stories of YMCA Norfolk throughout its 160 year history with the 
wider public. For them, creating an exhibition has provided an opportunity to show that 
they are…

Proud to be a part of this rich history,

To inform people about YMCA Norfolk’s Diversity, reflecting on all types of people who have 
created these stories, 

And to Confront and Challenge Stereotypes.

Young People responded to the histories they have been learning about through visual 
interpretation, their own thoughts about which stories were important to tell, and by giving 
a voice to YMCA Today. 

This exhibition shows all the different types of work YMCA Norfolk has been involved in over 
the years, and that underpinning it is a desire to help local communities and those most in 
need. It is about the YMCA’s ability to adapt to the need of the time and which is why it still 
thrives today.

Supporting Changing 
Needs in the 
Community for 
160 Years.

YMCA Norfolk has 
been funded by the 
Heritage Lottery Fund to 
support young people to learn 
about their local heritage, and explore 
the diverse history of the YMCA in Norfolk 
as it celebrates its 160th anniversary.

George Williams 1821 – 1905, 
founder of the YMCA in 1844.
Designed by Amy Moore, My Place.

Where did it all begin?
The Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) was 
established in London 1844 by a man named George 
Williams.

The YMCA appealed to young working 
men, many of whom lived in cramped 
accommodation on low incomes. Much 
of their spare time was spent drinking 
and gambling, and so the Association set 
out to direct young working men towards 
a stronger Christian focus, 
supporting both mental and 
spiritual development.

The YMCA advanced into a 
worldwide movement, now active 
in 119 countries and reaching 58 
million people.

YMCA NORFOLK

 1856-2016
 160 YEARS



A YMCA, based on the London archetype founded by George Williams in 1844, was 
established in Norwich in 1856. Many prominent names and businesses in Norwich invested 
support in the founding and development of the YMCA. These included:

Founding a
YMCA in Norwich

1856 -----------------> 1900s

“We look forward to many years of great 
usefulness for this Association (…) the 
earnest desire of the Committee being to 
make it a home for young men away from 
home, and an inspiring influence to all 
who seek to get and to impart the best of 
all knowledge.” – Mr. George White, 1886.  

All those involved in the founding of the YMCA in Norwich 
were motivated by a concern for the educational and 
spiritual welfare of young men having moved to the city to 
find work. The YMCA answered a need to provide support to 
those new to the city, offering education, activities, and an 
introduction to social life. 

As the YMCA became well-established in Norwich, interest 
spread across the region with Associations opening in 
Thetford in 1860, Gt. Yarmouth in 1874, Lowestoft in 1878 
and Kings Lynn in 1881. 

Into the 20th century the YMCA had recognised a 
changing need amongst people to provide more of a home 
environment - a place where young men could socialise and 
enjoy reading, games, music and physical activity.

John Henry Gurney belonged 
to a successful Norwich 
banking family. He was 
the first President of the 
Association and provided 
generous contributions 
throughout its early history.
John Henry Gurney 1819 – 1890 
(Image courtesy of Picture Norfolk)

Jeremiah James Colman of 
the mustard business J. & J. 
Colman succeeded Gurney 
in becoming President in 
1860. Colman made many 
donations to the Association, 
including the purchase of 48. 
St Giles Street for the YMCA 
in 1886.
Jeremiah James Colman 1830 – 1898 
(Image courtesy of Picture Norfolk)

Sir George White of the 
shoemakers Howlett and 
White was amongst those 
to attend the first formal 
meeting of the Association 
in 1856. He went on to 
support the YMCA for many 
years.
George White 1840 – 1912 
(Image courtesy of Picture Norfolk)

Norwich Skyline by Tate Urison, Norwich Central.



War Work: 
First World War

1914 ------------------> 1918

War broke out in 1914; events were taking 
place on a local, national and international 
scale which had a profound effect on the 
work of the YMCA. In Norwich and across the 
country work turned to the war effort. The 
two main areas of service provided by the 
Association during this period include the 
YMCA Huts and Soldiers Clubs.

YMCA Huts were at the forefront of work by the YMCA nationally during the First World War; 
a place where men could get refreshments, stamps, postal orders, bank their money, and 
organise their leisure time. Huts could be found on the battlefields, as well as locally in 
cities, towns and villages, providing a vital comfort to men 
serving their country.

A mother sending a subscription 
writes: “My son, who has been called 
out, expressed the wish that I should 
deduct (£2) from his first pay, in 
acknowledgement to the Young Mens 
Christian Association when in camp.” – 
YMCA Progress September, 1914.
The Huts were an initiative strongly rooted in community, 
calling on those above military age to serve as hut 
construction workers, and local support heavily involved in 
fundraising for the programme.

The YMCA in Norwich also ran Soldiers Clubs offering 
entertainment for men during leave at sites across the city. Separate clubs were organised 
for wounded and disabled soldiers no longer able to serve. Following 1918 the YMCA in 
Norwich continued its support for communities affected by the war, playing a vital role in 
finding employment for ex-servicemen.

“The war cloud of Europe was 
gathering (…) but how many 
amongst us had the faintest 
thought it would so quickly spread 
to the extent it has done (…) But the 
die is cast, we are fighting – after 
striving to the utmost for peace – for 
the integrity of our nation.” 
– YMCA Review September, 1914.

Images: Appeal for YMCA hut construction workers, First World War. (Image courtesy of Picture Norfolk).
Norwich YMCA appeal poster, First World War. (Image courtesy of Picture Norfolk). 
The Door of 48 St. Giles Street, Norwich by Elliot Brighton, Norwich Central.
Wounded soldier in hospital blues (Image courtesy Invisible Works)
Norwich YMCA entertaining wounded soldiers, 1916. (Image courtesy of Picture Norfolk).



Walpole Street, Norwich February 1941. The YMCA tea car in action after a bomb had destroyed a large area of the City around Vauxhall Street. (Image 
courtesy of Archant Regional Ltd.)
B-24 Liberator “The YMCA Flying Service”, named in honour of the volunteer staffed refreshments vans that greeted their returns from missions and 
christened with a cup of tea smashed on its nose. (Image courtesy of the American Air Museum)
“The YMCA Flying Service” (Image courtesy of the American Air Museum) Designed by Amy Moore, My Place and Chelsea Hishon, Supported Lodgings. 

During the Second World War local 
communities – both civilians and military 
alike – required support at home and 
overseas. The YMCA responded by providing 
services which included training centres, 
hostels for land and industrial workers and 
officers, mobile cinemas and libraries, and 
volunteers. One of the most recognised 
and appreciated of these services were the 
mobile canteens providing refreshment and 
comfort to people left injured and homeless 
during bombing raids across Norfolk in 1942.

War Work: 
Second World War

1939 ------------------> 1945

“For twelve months through snow and slush, 
in wet and fine weather, American airmen at 
a bleak aerodrome in East Anglia have been 
cheered by regular visits from a YMCA mobile 
canteen. To express their thanks these Americans 
named a Liberator “The YMCA Flying Service”, and 
decorated the fuselage with a large red triangle.” – 
YMCA News, December 1944.

Mobile canteens also provided much 
welcomed relief to troops stationed in 
remote, rural locations, including the 
United States Army Air Force occupying 
bases across East Anglia.

The 392nd Bomb Group of the 8th 
United States Army Air Force, based at 
Wendling in Norfolk had three aircraft 
named in honour of the services 
provided by the YMCA during the 
Second World War.

“YMCA vans worked in relays, reporting 
for duty while the bombs were still 
dropping.” – Joan Banger (local 
historian and author). 

YMCA Flying Service: Served with the 392nd Bomb Group at 
Wendling between 12th August 1944 – 4th February 1945. It 
was transferred to the 492nd Bomb Group in February 1945.

YMCA Flying Service II: 5th July 1944 – 12th September 1944. 
On a mission to Saarbrucken 13th July 1944 two crewmen 
William I. Forde and Harry J. Green bailed out after the aircraft 
went into a spin. Both were killed. The aircraft went Missing in 
Action 12th September 1944 on a mission to Hanover – Misberg. 
Experiencing heavy flak “The YMCA Flying Service” went down 
over the target area.

YMCA Flying Service III: Served with 392nd Bomb Group at 
Wendling from the 2nd January 1945 until it was flown back 
to the US in June 1945.

Towards the end of the war in late 1944, 
well over 1000 mobile canteens were in 
operation in the UK and across the world, 
in countries including France, Italy, Greece, 
Egypt, Syria and Iran, and across Africa.



Schools and 
Education

1950s ----------------> 1970s

“A crying need of the City ever since the 
war has been for a good Hostel. Only one 
Institution supplies it. That is the YMCA” 
– Norwich Y.M.C.A Centenary, 1956.

Recognising the need for 
lodgings, an emphasis was 
set upon providing hostel 
accommodation. As stated 
in Norwich YMCA Centenary, 
1956: it “offers an ideal 
answer to the sad lack of 
lodgings for young men to 
whom Norwich ought to 
be giving a warm-hearted 
welcome”. The Association 
focussed its attention on 
providing a solution through 
running campaigns to raise 
funds for new facilities.

                              

The Second World War 
ended in 1945, prompting 
big industrial and 
commercial change. Large 
areas of Norwich destroyed 
in the 1942 bombing 
raids made way for new 
developments including 
the Norwich City College. 
The college attracted 
students not only from 
across Norfolk and Suffolk, 
but also overseas including 
many Africans and Indians. 
A double bedroom in 1956. Students and 
trainees in need of lodgings were offered 
affordable accommodation, food, comfort and 
a place to study. (YMCA Norfolk Archives)

The aftermath of war 
motivated another key 
change in the direction of 
work carried out by the 
YMCA: supporting children 
through outreach work.  

In the 1950s Clubs for 
Boys aged 12-16 were an 
important area of work 
for the Association. St. 
Giles Street, Norwich ran 
programmes which included 
activities such as table 
tennis, darts and football. 
During the summer the 
programmes included 
weekend camping; an 
initiative which developed 
into the YMCA Summer and 
Day Camps. The camps, 
which were pioneered in 
Norwich in 1962, were 
hugely successful with over 
10,000 young people across 
Norfolk taking part.
YMCA Summer and Day Camps 1964 by Chelsea 
Hishon, Supported Lodgings.

Day campers outside the YMCA entrance on 
Bethel Street, 1964. (Photograph by Les Cockerill).

In the 1960s the YMCA in Norwich starts to introduce mixed-sex programmes. The Association acquired 
new premises on St. Giles Street including no. 46 and 52, onto which study rooms such as these were 
built. By the 1970s women are accommodated by the YMCA. (YMCA Norfolk Archives)



Housing: 
Addressing the needs 
of Young People Today 
1975 ------------------> 2016

Demand from students and workers began to decline by the 
mid-1970s, and the YMCA in Norwich began to address the 
needs of homeless, unemployed and disadvantaged young 
people. In the 1990s providing support for drug and alcohol 
dependency also became an important feature of the 
Associations work, driven by a combination of social change 
and Government grant conditions.  

By 2006 activities extended right across the region, and 
so the Association decided to run under the name YMCA 
Norfolk. Today YMCA Norfolk encompasses locations in Gt. 
Yarmouth, Kings Lynn, and Norwich along with Supported 
Lodgings based across the county; in the past year it has 
provided a safe home and support to 479 Young People. 

2016: Key areas of work developed by the Association throughout the late 20th century 
remain prominent features in the work done today. Young People at Norwich Central put 
together a list showing some of the different activities and areas of support in which they 
currently take part:

HEALTH AND WELLBEING • SPORTS • GARDENING • JOB CLUBS 
COOKING LESSONS • DEBATES • TRIPS • HERITAGE • HOUSING • SUPPORT 

RESIDENTS MEETINGS • YOUR VOICE • TENANCY • AWARENESS • MONEY SKILLS
We compared these activities to work done by the Association throughout its 160 year 
history and found that at the heart of YMCA Norfolk many things have stayed the same: an 
emphasis on positive activities, education and training, and offering support through social 
networks.

Connecting Past and Present…
Learning about the past, and the history of YMCA Norfolk has been an important way of 
generating meaning in some young peoples’ present; for those who have taken part in the 
Y-Heritage Project, it has provided a connection with the past which links to their own lives 
at this point in time: 

“I never knew 
how many links 
the YMCA had to 
Norwich’s history” 
- Ben Marshall, 
Norwich Central.

“The heritage project is important to me 
as a way of changing people’s perceptions 
of the YMCA.” – Luke Millman, Norwich 
Central.

“Finding out about all the work done by 
the YMCA, especially supporting soldiers 
during the wars, makes me feel proud to 
be part of this history.” - Aston Redmond, 
Throckmorton Yard.

Photograph shows campers leaving YMCA in 
Bethel Street in the 1960s taken by Les Cockerill 
(YMCA Norfolk archive) and the street in 2016. 
Ghosted image courtesy of Nick Stone.


