
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MITCHAM FAIR: Early History 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Mitcham fair has a lengthy history. It is said to date back to Elizabethan times when many  

Tudor courtiers were living locally. The Queen is known to have visited Mitcham at least five 

times between 1591 and 1598. She is said to have been so charmed by dancing on the village 

green, staged in her honour, that she gave a charter authorising an annual fair to be held there. 

 

No documentary evidence survives to prove this claim but a fair has certainly been held in 

Mitcham since the 18th century. Mitcham was then divided between five manors and it was 

customary for the lord of the manor of Biggin & Tamworth ( in Upper Mitcham ) to gather tolls 

for the holding of the fair - these were collected by his steward. 



 

 

( Left ) Queen Elizabeth 1. 

( Right ) The Royal progress, 16th century. 

The Queen and her courtiers spent lengthy periods touring 

the kingdom, including 5 visits to Mitcham during the 1590s. 



 

 

Sir Julius Caesar Adelmare, Judge of the Admiralty Court, later Lord Chancellor and Master of the Rolls. 

A senior member of the Royal Court, Sir Julius lived at a property which stood off London Road, Mitcham - not far 

from the current flats at Gedge and Baron Court. This property is known to have been visited by Elizabeth I and her 

retinue in August 1598. Entertainment staged in her honour is said to have led to the issuing of a charter for an  

annual fair. 



 

 

Scenes from a late Medieval fair… 

English fairs such as the vast St. Bartholomew’s fair, founded in the Middle Ages, featured music, 
acrobats and storytellers, as well as dancing, food stalls and the trading of goods and livestock. 
Mitcham fair is said to have originated in the Tudor period and would have boasted a similar range 
of attractions. 



 

 

 

 

During the 18th century there were several attempts to suppress the fair. Most were concerned 

with curbing disorder, gambling and illegal fly-tipping. The fair became a particular focus for 

meetings of local Justices, influenced by the local gentry. 

A 1770 meeting of JPs at the King’s Head [ Burn Bullock ] took steps for “the prevention of  

nuisance caused by late night drinking and the erection of booths and sheds where were acted 

plays and drolls and unlawful gaming...which encouraged vice and immorality and the ruining 

and debauching of servants, apprentices and others. 

 

By 1775 the worst excesses were over and the letting of plots was arranged by an agent of the 

lord of the manor. The fair last three days from 12 - 14 August but caravans could pull onto the 

fairground on the 11th. Opening was at 12 noon on the 12th and the green had to be cleared 

within 24 hours of the fair ending. 



 

 

18th century performers at Mitcham Fair included an itinerant musician, Christopher Halstead and a  

lion tamer, who appeared on Mitcham Common, much to the consternation of local residents. 



 

William Hogarth’s depiction of debauchery and excess at an English fair, 18th century. 



 

 

The King’s Head inn ( now the Burn Bullock,) near Cricket Green, hosted meetings of local JPs to  

consider complaints about drunkenness and bad behaviour at Mitcham Fair during the 18th century. 



 

 

By the Victorian period the start of the fair coincided with the formation of large encampments 

on Mitcham Common. Gypsies have long been associated with the fair - some supplied early 

dancing booths and stalls.  
 

When the fair was held on the Upper Green it was customary for gypsies and some showmen 

to pitch camp on the Common. Arriving a week of two before the fair, they parked up to 200 

tents and wagons on Three King’s Piece or the area between Beddington Lane and the       

Red House. 
 

A number of Travellers were involved in horse trading and could be seen racing animals along 

the Common to show off their paces. After the fair some gypsy families stayed in the area to 

help with the local lavender and herb harvest. Many women went door to door selling  

handmade pegs, lavender bags, brushes, mats and brooms. 
 

As a child in the 1920s Muriel Tinsley recalled paying a penny to look round a real gypsy  

caravan: 

“They were like palaces...I lived in a small cottage in Sutton, ten of us, me, my parents and  

seven brothers and sisters...We’d never seen anything like it, fancy curtains, china and  

brasses.” 

 



 

 

A gypsy family pictured with their bender tent on Mitcham Common, c.1881. 



 

( Left ) Gypsy families camped on Mitcham Common during the late 1880s. 
 

( Right ) Nelly Sparrowhawk, a local lavender seller.  Her family was also associated with Mitcham fair, 

where they offered pony rides. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

When responsibility for the Common passed to a Board of Conservators in the 1890s, byelaws 

were passed regulating its use. Gypsies were no longer able to camp there, some continued to 

live in caravans on private ground but others moved into houses. 
 

It must have been hard for Traveller families to get used to the change. One housing supervisor 

in Rock Terrace, Mitcham ( now the site of Phipps Bridge estate, ) recalled finding a gypsy  

family living in tents in the back garden, whilst their horses were stabled in the house. 

The family felt more comfortable living out under the open skies. 



 

Interior of a typical gypsy caravan, pictured during the interwar years. 



 

 

 

Sale particulars, 

dated 1853, for 

James Moore’s 

Manor of Biggin  

and Tamworth. 

 

This included  

the franchise for 

Mitcham fair. 



 

 

 

The tradition of building grottoes is linked to the Medieval feast of St. James the Apostle 

( 5 August according to the old Julien Calendar. ) During the Middle Ages pilgrims wore scallop 

shaped lead badges to show that they had visited the shrine of St. Iago [James] of  

Compostela in Galicia, Spain. This is thought to be linked to the tradition of local children  

building roadside grottoes in the days leading up to the annual Mitcham fair. 
 

The grottoes were made from shells, bits of pot, tile and brick, decorated with flowers and bits of 

mirror or glass to symbolise water.  In the Victorian period, local historian Tom Francis recalled: 
 

“[Children’s] grubby faces glowing with pride in their handiwork, they would plead with  

passers-by to “remember the grotto.” 
 

Please remember the grotto, it’s only once a year.  

Please give a ha’penny to spend at Mitcham Fair. 

Father’s gone to sea, Mother’s gone to fetch him back, so please remember me. 

 

My hands are so dirty,. My face is so clean, I’ve got a little pocket to put a penny in. 

A ha’penny won’t hurt you, a penny won’t kill you. Tuppence won’t put you in the workhouse. 

My, my happy day. Give me a ha’penny and I’ll run away.” 



 

 

Local youngsters pictured with their shell grottoes, prior to Mitcham Fair, c.1906 



 

  
 Christians returning from the shrine of James of  
 Compostela in Galicia, Spain. 

 

 Their lead scallop badges are a sign of their  
 devotion and successful pilgrimage. 

 This tradition is also said to have been the origin of  
 shell grottoes, like those seen at Mitcham Fair. 



 

 

Proudly displaying their handiwork -  boys with their fairground grotto on Commonside West, 



 

  
 
 Showmen’s wagons and steam 

 traction engines. 

 

 These vehicles are pictured   
 near Three King’s Pond,  
 Mitcham, during the 1880s. 


