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Some readers may already be aware that in July 1928, a spectacular pageant lasting three days 

was held in Sutton Park to mark the 400th anniversary of the creation of the charter which gave 

the town of Sutton Coldfield its powers of self-government (the charter having been secured 

by Bishop Vesey from Henry VIII in 1528).  The details of the pageant itself are covered in 

articles held on the Sutton Coldfield Local History Research Group website.1, 2 

 
From the Rugeley Times, Saturday 21st July 19283 

In the months prior to the pageant, a substantial article in the Tamworth Herald dating from 

Saturday 18th February 19284 briefly touched on the proposed celebrations before providing a 

lengthy description of the history of Sutton Coldfield.  Although more recent history was 

overlooked in the piece, it makes for an easy and pleasurable read which I thought worthy of 

transcription for others to enjoy. 

With that in mind, there are some caveats to be considered; these being that the article has been 

transcribed verbatim so both grammatical and spelling errors may be present from the original 

 
1 https://sclhrg.org.uk/history-spot/105-articles-161-200/2038-pageant-poster-

161.html?highlight=WyJwYWdlYW50Il0= 

2 https://sclhrg.org.uk/serendipity/remembering-stephen-roberts/3231-pageant-marks-

charter.html?highlight=WyJwYWdlYW50Il0= 

3 https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/bl/0003294/19280721/046/0003 
4 https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/bl/0000484/19280218/008/0002 
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text, and in addition, the print was a little faint and hard to read in places.  Furthermore, I’m 

unable to confirm the veracity of the historical facts contained therein. 

 

 

“SUTTON COLDFIELD.  FOUR HUNDRED YEARS OF CORPORATE EXISTENCE 

PREPARATIONS FOR QUATER-CENTENARY PAGEANT 

Whilst individuals are often loth to divulge the number of their years, communities are glad to 

vaunt their antiquity.  Walsall not long ago was celebrating its tercentenary; and now comes 

Sutton Coldfield saying in effect: “Ye are but striplings.  We are a Royal town with a charter of 

a hundred years before you came up.”  At any rate, the Town Council of the old Warwickshire 

town intend this year, some time in the summer, to revive in pageantry something of the history 

of Sutton Coldfield since Henry VIII, granted its charter on December 16 1528, with a prologue 

suggesting the beginnings of the town. 

Though it has mirrored the movements of history from pre-Roman time onwards, the district 

of which Sutton Coldfield is today the centre has not actually been at the core of great events.  

These have raffled it in the passing.  The Wars of the Roses so drained its manhood and 

resources that it seemed like to shrink back into insignificance, until Bishop Vesey came not 

only to resuscitate its fortunes, but to build anew on a liberal foundation that still sustains much 

of the prestige of the Royal town of today.  Sutton is not a Royal borough, as many people 

mistakenly have it. It is a “Royal town,” by virtue of the charter granted by Henry VIII and 

renewed (for its own ends) by Charles II. This difference in nomenclature really signifies little, 

but the fact remains that Sutton Coldfield is a Royal town and not a Royal borough. 

Long before historically-verified facts come into the story, however, the place where the town 

now stands bore traces of the influences which were shaping the country’s fortunes.  Some 

archaeologists find a reference to Druidical rites on Barr Beacon in the suggested derivation of 

Coldfield from Col-field, the field or habitation of the religious.  Before the Saxon era, the 

Romans, traversing England with their great military highways, carried their Icknield Street 

through the forest and heath land, now known as Sutton Park, from the modern Perry Barr side 

to the spot near which Streetly Station now stands. 

THE ROMAN WAY 

There is no evidence, however, that there was a Roman settlement here.  We know of the 

passage of the conquering legionaries merely by of the best example of a Roman road-way left 

in Britain.  Nor is there any evidence of a village in Saxon times.  In the Domesday Book there 

was no church at Sutton, and the arable land bore small proportion to the woodlands.  Sutton 

was rated as eight hides – the hide being the occupation of one family – from 100 to 200 acres.  

The woods extended to two miles in length and one in breadth.  The district was then the 

property of Edwin, Earl of Mercia, the grandson of the famous Lady Godiva.  Edwin was put 

to death by William the Conqueror in 1071, and his possessions were annexed to the Crown.  

Sutton remained Royal property until exchanged by Henry I in 1126 with Roger de Newburgh, 

the Norman Earl of Warwick.  The Chase of Sutton as that time extended from Salford Bridge 

by Perry Barr and the Beacon to the source of the Bournebrook, pursuing the course of the 

latter to its junction with the Tame at Drayton.  On Manor Hill, the feudal lords erected their 



hunting seat.  The Manor House, a fortified castle, stood on a height overlooking the 

community which had come into being in a centre of the hunting activities of the great ones of 

the land, and there from time to time the Earls of Warwick entertained their peers right royally.  

It was in the Forest of Sutton that Torquil, the last Saxon earl, and ancestor of Mary Arden, 

Shakespeare’s mother, being deprived of this estate by the Normal Earl of Warwick, lived and 

took the name of De Arden. His children erected the homestead afterwards known as 

Peddimore.  Powerful Norman families – the Beauchamps, Marmians, Frevills, De Beresfords, 

and the De Erdingtons – had seats in the neighbourhood.  By the end of the thirteenth century 

Sutton was the recognised centre of a circle of manors, and began to attract a population. Under 

the patronage of the Beauchamps, the district throve, and in the 28th year of Edward I, a charter 

was obtained by Guy Beauchamp, Earl of Warwick, for the holding of a weekly market and 

also an annual fair on the eve of Holy Trinity. 

 
From the Evening Despatch, Thursday 26th July 19285 

START OF MUNICIPAL EXISTENCE 

This may be looked on as the beginning of Sutton’s municipal existence, for about the same 

date, 1300, the church was founded.  The first incumbent was ordained priest of Sutton 

Coldfield in 1305.  There is a legend that the intended site of the church was Maney Hill, but 

that in the night spirits persisted in removing the stones to the site of the present edifice.  All 

was going well until the internecine battles between the rival houses of York and Lancaster 

threw their blighting influence over the country.  Sutton suffered in common with every other 

centre of the population and fell back almost into the depopulated condition of the pre-Norman 

era.  It saw the comings and goings of rival troops.  We can imagine the villagers looking agape 

at some Falstaff and his starveling crew on their way to Shrewsbury field.  “Bardolph, get thee 

to Coventry: fill me a bottle of sack: our soldiers shall march through: we’ll to Sutton-Co’fil’ 

tonight,” declared Sir John in the play, and the scene seems actually before our eyes as we pass 

along the Ridgeway or Chester Road. 

 
5 https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/bl/0000671/19280726/003/0003 



A new and glowing chapter in the fortunes of Sutton Coldfield began with the coming to the 

place of Bishop Vesey, a devoted son and the real founder of the fortunes of the Royal town.  

John Harman or Vesey was a remarkable man with an outlook which saw far beyond the age 

in which he lived.  Ecclesiastic, courtier, scholar, and philanthropist he united in himself the 

most diverse qualities.  Zealous in enforcing the discipline of his Church even to the stake, he 

yet could show a broad tolerance and humanitarianism and a far-seeing statesmanship in 

guiding the affairs of his native Sutton that have left their beneficent traces to this day.  John 

Harman went to Oxford in 1482, and was there associated with the famous Thomas Wolsey.  In 

1489 we find him at Court, attached to the household of Elizabeth of York, and a courtier he 

remained until circumstances drove him into retirement in his native place, to the great 

advantage of Sutton.  In 1519 he became the Bishop of Exeter. 

THE CHARTER OF INCORPORATION 

It was Bishop Vesey who induced Henry VIII, to grant a charter whereby a Corporation was 

created, entitled the Warden and Society of the Town of Sutton Coldfield, with the right for the 

town to be described for ever as the Royal Town of Sutton Coldfield.  It granted, says Mr. R. 

A. Reay-Nadin, the present Town Clerk, all the liberties and manorial rights to the Corporation, 

and also the fullest powers then known of local government.  Bishop Vesey built a moot hall 

with a market-house and dungeon.  He paved the town.  In 1541 he founded the Grammar 

School, which is still a flourishing institution.  Everybody who knows that bedside classic the 

“Anatomy of Melancholy,” will remember that Burton, the author, was schooled at Sutton 

Coldfield.  Burton mentions the fact in his famous book, where he speaks of Sutton as being in 

an excellent area “full of all manner of pleasures.”  We owe to Bishop Vesey, too, the 

magnificent park of upwards of 2,400 acres, where even today we can visualise in the 

magnificent enclosure of virginal growth and charming variety of scene, the old English forests 

where roved the wolf and the wild boar, the ox and the red deer.  The park is in some respects 

Sutton’s chiefest glory today, and is the haunt of thousands of holiday-makers year by year. 

Bishop Vesey died at the venerable age of 102, leaving to his fellow townsmen a rich heritage; 

and though troublous times were yet to pass over England, Sutton never really looked back.  It 

may well be said of Vesey, says Mr. Reay-Nadin in his handbook, that he was the originator of 

good municipal and poor law government in this country.  Certainly he was a pioneer of the 

housing movement, for he caused the erection of a large number of stone houses, many of 

which are still inhabited. 



 
Image of “One of Sutton’s famous charters” courtesy of Janet Jordan 

THE CIVIL WAR 

The High Steward of the Corporation during the Civil War, the Earl of Essex, was the 

Commander-in-Chief of the Parliamentary forces, and although Sutton itself was spared the 

horror of battle, Charles I and Cromwell in turn passed through the town.  In 1662 another 

charter conferring further privileges, was granted by Charles II, who habitually raised money 

in this way.  The town grew in stature and importance.  In 1733, long before Richard 

Arkwright’s invention laid the foundations of Lancashire’s staple trade, John Wyatt, a native 

of Sutton Coldfield, constructed a mechanical contrivance he had made to spin cotton.  This 

first cotton mill, however, was not a success and was discontinued in 1742.  Sutton was a busy 

industrial centre until the introduction of steam for power purposes.  Today it is purely 

residential.” 


