
 

 

 

MITCHAM FAIR:  

The 1900s - World War II 

 



 

The sideshows and penny stalls at Mitcham Fair, c.1906 



 

 

Crowds of enthusiastic fairgoers crowd round the stalls and sideshows at Mitcham Fair, c.1910 



 

 

 Ladies visiting an ice cream stall at  

 Mitcham Fair, c.1900 



 

A typical children’s roundabout,  pictured in 1906. 

 A ride cost a halfpenny. 



 

 

Fairground attractions including the swingboats ( left ) and the tall “Test Your Strength”  

machine ( right ) where customers used a giant hammer to hit the base and fire a pointer  

upwards in the hope of ringing a bell at the top.  



 

 

 

 

Boxing shows also proved popular at the annual fair. One local resident recalled: 

“Mitcham lads were always fascinated by the boxing shows, where in the glare of 

naptha lamps the fighting men would be introduced by the proprietor extolling their 

prowess and announcing their willingness to take on anybody in the crowd.  

 

Gloves were thrown to the challengers who more often than not were members of the 

boxing team distributed as stooges amongst the crowd - there were also tents of 

wrestling females.” 



 

Mitcham Fair by night, c.1890.  
Naptha flares were used to illuminate the showground, giving a magical quality. 



 

 

Admiring the switchback at Mitcham Fair, c.1906. 



 

 

During the 19th century parish leaders and clergy expressed their concerns about Mitcham 

Fair. The parish vicar, Daniel Wilson wrote in 1861: 

It will be known to all ...that an attempt has been made to suppress the fair which is held every 

year on the Uppet Green. While unwilling to infringe in any way on the legitimate and  

innocent amusements of the people we feel it led many to drunkenness and other forms of vice 

and introduced a very low set of people to our village.” 

 

During fair week many local shops were boarded up, rowdy folk travelled to the area and  

normal life was brought to a standstill. The local police were also hard pressed to cope. 

 

When the lord of the manor died in 1885 efforts were made to find the original fair charter to  

enhance the value of the franchise offered for auction. In 1905 this was sold to four trustees, 

Alderman Foss of Croydon, Robert Masters Chart, A E Cubison and Alfred Mizen - all respected 

men from local families. 

 

Acting for the new Mitcham Common Conservators, councillors and assisted by a public  

subscription, there was an attempt to abolish the fair. The tramway was due to be extended to 

Mitcham Fair Green in 1906 and there were already traffic problems, so the Home Secretary 

was petitioned to take action. 



 

( Left ) Canon Wilson, Vicar of Mitcham 
 

( Right ) “Loafers” pictured near the Upper Green at Mitcham, c.1880. 



 

 

Shops on the Upper or Fair Green, Mitcham, c.1890. 



 

 
 ( Left to right ) Trustees of the Mitcham Franchise, 1905: 

 Alderman Foss of Croydon, Robert Masters Chart, Alfred Mizen  

 and Mr. A E Cubison. 



 

 

The Upper Green following the extension of the tram network, c.1912 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1906 the showmen pulled on to the Upper Green as usual and a huge protest meeting was 

held, advocating the right to hold affair on the traditional site. Eventually the Home Secretary 

upheld the right to an annual fair but recommended that it be relocated to another site in due 

course. 

 

 



 

 

1906 public meeting protesting against attempts to abolish Mitcham Fair. 



 

 

William Taylor’s Bioscope show bringing news of war to encourage the recruitment drive. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The outbreak of World War One prevented further action to relocate Mitcham Fair from its  

traditional site on the Upper Green. 

 

It is worth noting that many the fairground community did its part to support the war effort. 

Many fairground traction engines, wagons and horses were supplied and transported to the 

Western Front. The showmen and members of the Traveller community also took great pride in 

serving King and Country. Sadly many lost their lives on the battlegrounds of France, Flanders, 

Italy and the Middle East. 



 

 Fairground steam traction engines were amongst those put to alternative use by the military during  
 the First World War. 



 

 

In 1922 the Mitcham Commons Conservators put up notices forbidding the erection of stalls and 

amusements on the Upper Green and Mitcham Common. This prompted public outcry and a 

protest meeting was staged on 27 June. By this stage road traffic had increased to the point 

where the Fair Green was no longer feasible as a showground. Three Kings Piece was  

suggested as an alternative and the last fair was held on the original site in 1923. 

 

Fair enthusiast, John Elwin remembered: 

“ Each pitch was staked and numbered and in total there were usually about four hundred and 

fifty sites. It was quite a task to set out. By 9 August the work was completed. The showmen 

were allowed two days to build up their rides or stalls and on 10 August we would get up early in 

the morning to walk to Gorringe Park along the London Road towards the Fair Green. 

 

The last time Mitcham fair was held on the old fair green was 1923, the year of my birth.  

Nearly everyone in Mitcham attended the fair, as did a great many people from the London area. 

The first sign of the fair coming...was soon after the bank holiday  - then the first Monday in  

August. The showmen’s trains would be moving in from site such as Hampstead Heath… 

The steam traction engines could be heard, pulling three or four wagons each, blowing their 

shrill steam whistles. Our cricket game would be abandoned and we’d run over to see which 

rides would be at the fair.” 



 

 

One of the last fairs to be held on the Upper Green, Mitcham, early 1920s 



 

 

The fairs of the 1930s were particularly well attended. In 1934 the Mitcham showground could 

boast 35 riding devices. 168 hooplas, 10 circuses, 50 darts stalls, 14 coconut shies and 59  

refreshment stalls, plus stalls offering palmistry, toys, icecreams, fruit and homeware.  

There was also a fine array of steam yachts, waltzers, cake walks, flying chair rides, carousels 

and the helter skelter. 

 

Visitors to the fair tucked into fish and chips, humbug or Mitcham Rock - a traditional sweet  

candy that was pulled and stretched whilst still warm, then cut into glistening pieces as it  

hardened.  

 

The 1939 fair was poignant - it was held just weeks before the start of World War II. The annual 

fair was cancelled in 1940 and the Blitz started soon afterwards. The fairground was ploughed 

to grow vegetables as part of the “Dig for Victory” campaign and air raid shelters were built at 

the edge of the Common. Many showmen were on active service or supporting the war effort, 

however during the latter part of the war smaller fairs were held on an unploughed portion of 

Common, as part of the Government’s “Holidays at Home” campaign to boost public morale.  

 

It was not until 1948 that Mitcham Fair returned to its full strength. 



 

 

The end of an era… the final fair to be held on the Upper or Fair Green, 1923. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

The opening ceremony for the annual fair was traditionally conducted by a VIP. This role was 

later taken on by the Mayor of Mitcham and is now undertaken by the Mayor of Merton.  

 

By custom, the opening is marked by the raising of a gilded wooden key. This is said to have 

been made in Croydon and brought to Mitcham by showman, John Sweetlove in 1853. 

It has been passed down by his descendants -  the Clasper family. The key is now maintained 

by the Showmen’s Guild and is still used during the annual opening ceremony. Once it has 

been raised aloft, there is usually a mad scramble for a place on the carousels, swingboats and 

switchbacks, as the first set of rides is traditionally free of charge, following the opening. 



 

  
 

 Mitcham fair, 1930s.  
 This shows the golden key traditionally  
 raised aloft to declare the annual August fair  
 open to the public. 



 

 The opening of Mitcham Fair during the mid 1930s.  

 The chaplain to the Showmen’s Guild was in attendance, so the opening day is likely to have fallen on  
 a Sunday. 



 

 

Carousels, stalls and chairoplanes at the Mitcham fairground on Three Kings Piece. 



 

Candy-floss and a ride on the Dobbies, 1939 - the Second World War started less than a month later. 



 

  

 Fun for the young and the young at heart, including the  

 local Mayor, Mitcham Fair, 1930s 



 

 

Pathe newsreel showing Steam yachts at Mitcham Fair, 1932 



 

Public air raid shelters near the edge of Mitcham Common, 1940s 

This area was on the edge of the traditional showground near Beehive Bridge. 



 

 Wartime allotments in Mitcham, 1940s. 

 Sections of the Mitcham fairground would also have been used to grow vegetables to  

 supplement wartime rations. 


