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For Zoë, my granddaughter;


to the memory of Ronald Brymer Beckett;


and to Mrs Watkins of Daisy Green.
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‘I must take care of being an author, it is quite enough to be a painter.’


John Constable to William Purton, 17 December 1834
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Author’s Note


Constable had a consistent practice in his correspondence and journals of placing ‘e’ before ‘i’ in words such as ‘feild’, ‘beleive’ and ‘peice’. He could spell perfectly well, but this is just what he did. For clarity, and the avoidance of irritation and the over-use of ‘sic’ I have silently adjusted these spellings to ‘field’, ‘believe’, ‘piece’ and so on.


This book has fewer illustrations than its text desires, so I recommend that readers use the internet to search for pictures discussed, most of which will be readily available from references given.
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Introduction



‘It has rather a more novel look than I expected’. So wrote John Constable of The Hay Wain in 1821, three or four days before sending it to be shown in public for the first time.1 Surprise and astonishment veined his response to his work, as it did to the passage of his life, the growth of his family, and the security of his friendships. All was hard won, little predictable, and nothing mapped out in advance.


The grand canvases on which Constable’s reputation rests are as carefully plotted in composition and facture as is the best architecture or the most intricate novel. They are machines to satisfy the eye and raise the mind on account of the everyday affairs that they relate – a cart crossing a stream with no threat from torrent or crocodile; a boy on a horse jumping over a towpath barrier and nowhere an angry chasing dog or a man with a gun. All so unexciting, and no narrative, just background murmur. However, when he gives us Salisbury Cathedral beset by lightning on one side and a rainbow on the other it is clear that something must be going on inside.


There is more, however: he was also an energetic and argumentative correspondent, one of the most revealing and lyrical letter-writers of the Regency and late Georgian periods. Family letters shine light not only on Constable himself, but on his parents who had an enduring concern for him, and continued to look over his shoulder until their deaths. They reveal too the commotions of his siblings and his wider family, who serve to define the social and economic landscape out of which he grew.


Constable’s paintings show him to be attentive to detail, spontaneous in gesture, brave in his use of colour, and so powerful an advocate for his native landscape that even after two hundred years his work is scrutinised for social and agricultural information. What we learn from his paintings is that Constable had deep local knowledge of the Suffolk and Essex borderlands, and in his many studies of the clouds above Hampstead a strong experimental burn to express meteorological processes. He had an understanding of the human tides in London and Brighton, and a rare ability through gesture and attack to transform his vehement nature into paint. Suffolk, Essex, London, Hampstead, Brighton, Salisbury, Weymouth: such a tight geographical boundary within the south and east of England, only 150 miles in a straight line more or less east–west, serves to define the physical boundaries of the world view of this man of passion, opinion and discord.


‘Constable wrote as he painted, with an acute and serious eye on the subject, with a spontaneous precision of imagery’.2 This percipient observation was made in 1951 by Jonathan Mayne, the modern editor of the first biography of Constable written by his friend Charles Leslie (1843). However, Leslie was so fond of his friend, and had known him for so long, that it may be the case that he failed to set the necessary distance between lens and subject. Having revealed Constable to have been sweet and gentle (as he was, sometimes), it took nearly fifty years for Richard Redgrave to give him a rougher ride.3 Constable was complex and troubled, and despite contradictory signals in the letters we begin to glimpse the man behind the façade that his paintings inevitably construct. While his exhibited ‘six-footers’ reveal focus and command of scale, letters reveal paranoia and unease. Where his oil studies and drawings show a clarity of vision and a determination to set down natural phenomena the instant he saw them, letters exhibit spitting angers and a lack of control: ‘The world is well rid of Lord Byron,’ he wrote on news of the poet’s death, ‘but the slime of his touch still remains.’4 At a moment of triumph he lost his temper to such a degree that he scared away a Parisian art dealer who was buying from him. One remark from his wife speaks volumes: ‘you are such a fidget and so nervous.’5 He was easily distracted: busy painting skies? He goes down to the River Thames to buy a boat for his best friend. Stumbling over the composition of The Leaping Horse? He trawls Long Acre in search of a new carriage for his picky sister.


John Constable lived when the world turned round. He was born the year America declared independence, and was a thirteen-year-old trainee miller when the Paris Bastille was stormed at the start of the French Revolution. He was a slow beginner as an artist: in 1805, the year of the Battle of Trafalgar, he was twenty-nine, painting portraits of Suffolk and Essex gentry and religious subjects of egregious sentiment that brought him a bit of money and local fame. Across these same years, the discoveries in natural sciences pioneered by Humphry Davy and Michael Faraday were beginning to challenge received views of the way the world works.


Other new insights filtered gradually into improvements in understanding agriculture, meteorology, manufacture and the management of warfare, and questioned the dogmas of religion. In the 1790s, when Constable was helping his father’s men in the ancient process of grinding corn between millstones, the geologist William Smith drew radical conclusions on the age of the earth from fossil seashells in the strata revealed in canal cuttings. In 1813, when Constable was painting boys fishing on the Stour, Humphry Davy identified iodine, a by-product of the manufacture of gunpowder, cooperating with a group of French scientists in Paris as he did so. Eight years later, in 1821, the year The Hay Wain was first exhibited, Michael Faraday discovered how to generate electricity and make it flow through wires, under control. Intellectual and practical leaps in understanding come in unexpected combinations, and it is these flickering conjunctions of action and events that must be captured if we are to begin to understand the passage of the life of John Constable.


Global exploration in the years after the Battle of Waterloo (1815) developed apace just as Constable was delving in his paintings deeper into Suffolk and Essex. Across the same years in which Constable painted, by dull London light, some of his most limpid Stour Valley subjects, London became by leaps and bounds the largest and filthiest city in the world. The wider world that Constable explored was not the Americas or Africa, but sluices in the mill pond at Flatford, the heaths at Hampstead, and the water meadows around Salisbury. For Constable, the elemental and violent were found not in the battlefields of Europe, nor in Faraday’s laboratory, but in the clouds above Hampstead Heath and lightning around the bulk of Salisbury Cathedral.


A thread of tragedy winds through Constable’s paintings; something inside them barks at the shin, and despite the calm of a cart in a millstream or a boy astride a horse, it draws pain from deep within. This is evident particularly in later work – the pale morning sun in his full-scale sketch for Hadleigh Castle is hidden behind the castle’s keep, a marrowbone long sucked dry. The bleak Thames estuary is alive only with the noise of wheeling seagulls, some wandering cows, and a herdsman and his dog under a post-apocalyptic sky.


The sudden and unexpected acclaim Constable received from French artists in the mid-1820s interfered with the painfully slow growth of his reputation at home. That shocked him, and alerted him to painting’s stealthy power. It led in the twentieth century to amnesia and miscasting: when the Impressionists took the flak for their use of broken colour, modern subjects and the lurid tones of industrialisation, he who had opened their eyes was long dead, and his modern reflections – faster carts, speedier ploughs, novel sea-bathing, smelly steamers – were quaintly old-fashioned and heading for the museum already. When the smoke cleared, Constable could not possibly have emerged as the revolutionary he was when the shock of the new was vibrating about Monet, Manet, Pissarro, Caillebotte and Cézanne. Nor did it help his twentieth-century reputation that in character and opinion Constable was ultra-Conservative and a reactionary, and failed to fit the prototype of the artist as free-wheeling Democrat or, later, ‘leftie’; and nor did he get drunk at Royal Academy dinners, insult his elders and scandalise. Britain has not been a nation of revolution, so when a revolutionary flashes past unexpectedly at home, we miss it.


One particular word of warning recurs in Constable’s letters and journals: ‘ruin’. He also had an anxiety about passing time, something he revealed to others close to him. When once these come to attention, things begin to fall into place. The nature of his habitual mode of dress then seems normal: black coat, black hat, black jacket, black trousers, black gloves, black handkerchief. The black handkerchief and gloves may have been mourning, but they fitted his style. John Constable, who was needy of friendship and love and lived much of his adult life with a continuous debilitating toothache, made the familiar seem utterly strange. Two hundred years later familiarity has become its easy mark, and its compelling strangeness obscured. Sometimes we cannot see things when they are staring us in the face.


So, this is John: he’s a little worried about his future. His father wants him to carry on the family business in the valley of the River Stour – a windmill, two watermills, some cottages, a mill-basin and dry docks on the Suffolk–Essex borderlands. There’s a sea-going vessel, river barges, and a name in London at the Corn Exchange. The business has a complex turnover, and is weather-dependent and tricky, but with some modest acres of arable land and heath around East Bergholt and Flatford, it’s there, waiting for him.


John’s older brother, named Golding like their father, should inherit; but that cannot happen as young Golding is lazy and simple. He has convulsions, epilepsy; he might fall on the floor at any moment, foam at the mouth and embarrass the family. He can’t keep his mind on anything for long. John, however, has been working the mills and learning; he is sensible, a competent book-keeper, and has an unusual instinct for weather. Young Golding might have been jealous, and caused problems in the family, but he is good-natured, and spends his days out in the country with a gun.


With the firm’s profits and prospects secure, Golding Con­stable senior built a new family house, completed in 1774, prominent beside his little town’s main street: East Bergholt House. Released from their damp mill house at Flatford, there are new sounds in their new home, new echoes in the hall, new views from upstairs, and two excited little girls running about, Ann (‘Nancy’) age eight and Martha (‘Patty’) age seven. Then, on 11 June 1776, when the baby Golding is under two, at night or perhaps at dusk, his brother arrives, the fourth child, John. The baby is sickly, so his father sends for an old friend living nearby, the Rev. Walter Wren Driffield, to christen the boy, and put him in his mother’s arms, to be close should he die.6





I



Overture
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Self Portrait, 1806


Pencil, Tate Britain, London





1. Golden Constable



Golding Constable’s millstones, turning by the converted power of wind or water, transformed golden rivers of threshed corn into fine powdered flour that might puff clouds into the air to dance in shafts of light. He turned gold into flour, then flour into gold. Golding was well named, and while his corn might have looked golden only in some lights, it nevertheless provided a constant living.


Golding Constable’s Christian name descended from his maternal great-grandfather, Richard Golding, a minor landowner at Cavendish near Sudbury in Suffolk. There, in 1706, Richard’s daughter Judith Golding (bapt. 1675) married Edward Garrad, a tanner of Bures St Mary. Their daughter, named Judith after her mother, was baptised in 1708 and in 1729 this Judith Garrad married John Constable, also of Bures St Mary, south-east of Sudbury.1 Their third child, our Golding, born in 1739 on the family farm in Bures, would become the father of John Constable RA. That is how the sonorous and glowing name became attached to the Constables: in the register of pew owners in East Bergholt church he is listed, serendipitously, as ‘Golden Constable’.2 It is through roots like these, grown deep into Stour Valley soil, that John Constable the painter held his ground.


The painter’s grandfather owned and farmed land two miles north of Bures St Mary.3 This is shown on Bryant’s Map of Suffolk (1826) as ‘Constable’s Farm’.4 The Constables were, like so many of their kind in the nineteenth century, obsessed by family descent. A family tree, drawn up during the 1830s by the arch­aeologist and genealogist Edward Dunthorne of Dennington, Suffolk, takes the lineage back to Ivon, Viscount Constantine ‘in Normandy’. In the twelfth century, six generations on from Ivon, the family has become ‘Constable’ rather than ‘Constantine’, to mark, apparently, the Constableship of Chester ‘which it formerly enjoyed’.5 Fifteen generations later we reach the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where John Constable’s paternal great-grandfather, Hugh Constable of Bures St Mary, is the youngest of five sons of Sir Philip Constable, 1st Bt. (d. 1666). He had two monks, Philip and Thomas, among his brothers, and two nuns, Anne and Elizabeth, among his first cousins, indicating a trace of religious, even papist, purpose. While the accuracy of this tree is doubtful in its earlier generations, what is clear is that the Constable family believed it to be correct, and that the search for ancestry, begun in John’s lifetime and encouraged by his younger sister Mary, was deliberate and intense.6


Golding’s uncle Abram Constable, his father’s surviving elder brother, was the immediate source of his livelihood and the good fortune it brought. He owned the undershot watermill, ‘where I now dwell’7 as his will states, in the valley at Flatford on the River Stour: a date stone on the building is inscribed ‘AC 1753’. The settlement was called Flatford because it was a flat ford, where cattle could cross. Having a sharp business brain, Abram also profited further down the line of trade by transporting corn and flour in his own barges, manned by his own crew, to the wharf in the Stour estuary at Mistley, and direct to London. There it would be sold at the Corn Exchange in Mark Lane, where men in their tight black coats and hats would sniff the grain and consider. On the homeward route his vessels carried Tyne coal, ‘night soil’, and anything else to be shipped. Thus he was a coal, corn and sewage merchant as well as a miller, and built up these profitable trades, despite oncoming age and lameness, until his death. His was a neatly constrained business, centred on the mill and its buildings at Flatford, some dry docks where he could construct and repair other vessels, and his London house in Mark Lane. He did not own the windmill on the high ground of East Bergholt heath nor yet the mill at Dedham: these would come into the picture later. Weekly reports in the Ipswich Journal reflected the importance of the corn trade to the community. With their dateline ‘Mark Lane’ they might read: ‘our supply of wheat continues to increase . . . our market was very thin of grain today . . . we have had rapid sales . . . flour has become scarce at the wharves.’8


Abram and his wife, Isabella, had no children, and of his many nephews he chose Golding to favour with inheritance. There was also a nephew-in-law, his niece Elizabeth’s husband, Christopher Atkinson, who was already working for him. However, there was a difficulty; there was something fly about Christopher. This would come to show itself before long, but while Christopher seems to have made good money for the firm, Abram nevertheless decided on Golding to succeed him. Golding was the same age as Atkinson but somehow more reliable, and family, not an in-law. Golding’s natural business sense and his strength of character must have been already evident to Abram, because, according to family legend, an older brother of Golding’s was set to inherit. However, he and Abram fell into argument at Flatford Mill, and in his anger this ‘brother’ threw Abram’s crutch into the river. Shocked at this uncouth behaviour, Abram retorted, ‘There goes crutch, mill, and all.’9 There is a problem here, because Golding did not have an older brother, so the ill-tempered young man in that story was most probably Christopher Atkinson. If so, that fit of temper changed everything. On such fragile hinges does history turn: no sudden quarrel, no crutch in the water, no inheritance for Golding, no meeting in London with his wife, no marriage and no John Constable RA.


The corn and coal trade had, despite fluctuations, been good to Abram Constable. He invested his profits well. The ever-hungry maw of London paid well for corn and flour, and on the Suffolk and Essex borders Tyne coal and London’s sewage for fertiliser were in high demand. So when Abram came to sign his will in October 1763 he provided for Isabella in the interest on £5000 of Navy security at 4 per cent, £1000 of which she could cash if she needed to do so.10 To his brother John and his daughters he gave the remainder of the Navy stock to come to them after Isabella’s death.11 He remembered three other nephews, but the most generous bequest went to Golding: Consols, Bank of England stock, and ‘Copyhold Messuage Mill and Mill house’ and outbuildings in East Bergholt and Flatford, its wharf and dry dock – ‘in my own occupation’.12 To Christopher Atkinson Abram left his ‘two shares and estate’ in the Corn Exchange, but not the contents of the Mark Lane house, which also went to Golding. Abram died within the year. The will is tight and clear, and in particular it reveals how deeply tied into East Bergholt Abram and ­Isabella were, how clear was their understanding that the roots of Abram’s fortune lay in Suffolk, not London, and how important it was to keep it in the family. The black plain-lettered ledger stone set in the middle of the nave of St Mary’s Church, East Bergholt, is a clear statement of Abram and Isabella’s position within the community.


Golding travelled often from East Bergholt to Mark Lane to keep an eye on that end of the business, and also to keep an eye on Atkinson. He disliked London, its smell on the air, which he noticed as soon as he got to Ilford, seven miles out.13 He will have ridden along what is now the A12 – Colchester, Chelmsford, Brentwood, Romford, Ilford and on into London. Presumably, on the way home, the London smell vanished once he had passed Ilford, and the rain-washed airs of the Suffolk fields grew ever fresher. These journeys had their encouragements, because he came to know the talkative eighteen-year-old Ann, daughter of William Watts of Upper Thames Street and Hermitage Dock, a wealthy timber merchant and barrel maker. He and Ann were married on 6 May 1767, Ann’s nineteenth birthday.14 Thus they brought two large families into alliance: Ann Watts’s sisters had married into the Allen and the Gubbins families, so to those family names Golding and his siblings added nine more from his side: Atkinson, Garrad, Grimwood, Kingsbury, Mason, Parmenter, Robinson, Sidey and Smith. These names crop up in John Constable’s early life: they were all intensely family-minded, and would batten on to each other as needs may be.


Ann was a cheerful, jaunty young woman, intelligent, affectionate, sociable and kind. She, as all her siblings, was well and comprehensively educated, if only on the evidence of the high level of expression in Ann’s robust and entertaining letters and the clarity of her handwriting. It is through the letters that we are able to uncover something of the nuance in the background to Ann’s family’s life: she became the nerve centre of the family, sending out news, advice and instruction, worrying about hopes and difficulties, and sharing celebration of triumphs. As she illuminates family prejudices, expressions and discord, family secrets, history and health, and the varying family fortunes, we can hear her voice.


Ann and Golding were twenty-eight and thirty-seven respectively when John was born, so by the time he was in his mid-thirties, when her surviving letters to him were written, Ann was becoming an elderly woman – though from her energy we would not know it. Golding was well into his seventies by this time, and ‘a remarkably stout and heathy man’ with striking bright blue eyes, his ‘smiling trophies’.15 For such a man to continue his profession as mill-owner and manager is remarkable for that period, and demonstrates something of the strength of the stock that also formed John Constable. He would mope about his miserable love life, and suffer from colds, rheumatics, depressions and the excruciating toothache brought on by village dental treatment, but from his parents he inherited enough resolution, strength of mind and perseverance to lift him over life’s obstacles and arm him for the future.16





2. Family Album



Ann Constable developed a penetrating, analytical ability that is rare in a recorded life of a country woman of the period, certainly outside the novels of Jane Austen. She was indeed an Austenish figure, deeply involved with the betterment and progress of her six children. For John’s part she becomes anxious about his health, his career, his finances and in due course his slow, torturous courtship, which she attempts to control. She keeps her ear to the ground to report local gossip, and relates news of accidents, injuries, deaths and local rogues going to prison, and has an overweening respect for the local clergy. The tone she adopts with John in his thirties must echo the line she took with her children in their nursery and school years. Another aspect of Ann’s letters is her clear but anxious news of the business pressures that her husband is under, his having to carry out expensive repairs to mill infrastructure, the state of the harvest, good or bad, and the complexities of maintaining and crewing Golding’s vessels.


Ann and Golding had a close, long and loving marriage, which John would hold up as a model. There were three girls and three boys: Ann (‘Nancy’), Martha (‘Patty’), Golding, John, Mary and Abram. These names had followed one another through earlier generations like ducklings on the millstream, and as the mother duck Ann kept her children under her wing well into their adult lives. Golding Constable, busy and pre­occupied, encountered and dealt with business stresses and tried to foresee future opportunities and difficulties. He was wealthy within the limits of his business, hugely respected locally, and while he does not seem to have invented any mechanical refinement, he certainly knew how to adapt and modernise his equipment, and he extended his business efficiently, balan­cing the books. ­Golding Constable can be seen as the Suffolk equivalent of pioneer late-eighteenth-century midland and northern industrialists, men making iron in Derbyshire or cloth in Lancashire. It was never easy: ‘my father had sad times to contend with in early life’, John’s brother Abram said years later.1


Golding’s business demanded all his physical strength, mental energy and business acumen. He bought the practically new windmill on East Bergholt heath in 1769, and by 1793 he was also tenant of the five-gang undershot mill at Dedham, co-owned with the solicitor Peter Firmin of The Rookery mansion house, Dedham. Firmin also owned land and property in Dedham, Stratford St Mary, Langham and Wix in Essex.2 Until the mid-1810s Golding was in partnership with his nephew ­William Garrad of Bures as ‘Constable and Garrad Corn Merchants’, and rented a warehouse at Upper Ground, Southwark.3 In the dry docks at Flatford he built barges: another line of business for this busy man. Since his uncle Abram’s death, business and its turnover had expanded greatly and together Golding’s mills and boatyard created employment and prosperity in good times, and a semblance of security in bad.4


Golding’s men were strong, bluff, purposeful. They could jack up a sail and shift a millstone together, repair a grain-chute, lash up a pulley – whatever was needed. They had to be constantly on the alert for bad weather: after one miserable evening, Nancy wrote to assure John and Abram that ‘Windmill Sails all safe, the thatch upon the Wheat Stack secur’d. It was with us a very stormy boisterous night. I fear we shall read of much damage to the Shipping. Mr Revans [their clerk] wishes to hear of the Balloon [one of the company’s boats]. Let us hope the old adage is true’.5 That adage must surely be ‘it’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good’.


When a new miller had to be hired the advertisement will have read something like this one, published in the Ipswich Journal in 1788:


A Miller wanted . . . One that has been used to work in a windmill, can write well and come well recommended for his honesty, sobriety and industry . . . A married man will be preferred, if not too large a family.6


So the man had to be practised, literate, sober, honest, hard-working and without too much baggage. Running a series of mills was a complex, at times dangerous, operation, fraught with financial and physical risk and bound by legal agreements and obligations. When the watermill at Nedging, fourteen miles to the north of East Bergholt, flooded its surrounding fields in 1757, the claim by the landowner for compensation caused local discord and discontent which involved a dozen witnesses and took six months of wrangling to sort out, concluding at the Court of the King’s Bench in Hadleigh.7 There was always a mechanical or personnel problem somewhere, and constant competition: according to Emmanuel Bowen’s 1762 map of Suffolk there were fifty-six watermills in the county, while Bryant’s map of 1826 shows seven windmills within Samford Hundred alone, the Hundred in which East Bergholt and Flatford stand.8 Maintenance and improvements were endless and always necessary, as Ann described in a surviving fragment of a letter:


[. . .] soon hopes to visit the Mills &c. He has in contemplation, a great repair & alteration at Dedham Mill – which as it must be for the benefit of succeeders, cannot be disapproved, tho’ the expense there may cause privations elsewhere.9


By the time John was twenty-one, and at a tipping point in his life, his siblings were getting on with theirs: Ann, ‘Nancy’, the oldest, by now twenty-nine, remained attached to her parents, never married, and lived with them at East Bergholt House. The next down, Martha, ‘Patty’, married Nathaniel Whalley, the heir to a London cheese business, and was busy having children.10 They had started married life in America Square, Minories, Aldgate, but as Nathaniel’s business grew they moved out to Temple House, East Ham, from whence he could travel into the city to deal in cheese. Patty was placid, kind, gentle, a nexus for news, and wrote letters round the family just like their mother did.


When Nancy came of age her mother gave her advice for life, which we can be sure that she gave also to the other children. Ann Constable’s Christmas message of 1789 was severe in its guidance:


And now my dear girl, let me remind you, that although this Season is peculiarly set apart for cheerfulness & pleasure . . . [m]any are apt to employ this holy season in scenes of vanity & folly . . . affection & kindness to Brothers & Sisters, not giving the preference to strangers, rather than one’s own blood, and last of all, that feeling for, & assisting (as far as prudence will permit) the distress of the poor & needy . . . remembering that the kindness we shew to the poor from a true desire of pleasing God (not an ostentatious shew before men) he reckoneth as done to himself & will reward us accordingly.11


With her profound Anglican Christian faith, Ann created a foundation for her children’s lives.


The oldest son of the family, Golding, the third child and the natural heir to the mills, had become an endless trial. While they held him in a warm embrace, the family was exasperated by his indolence, self-centredness and what was almost certainly epilepsy. By 1792 he was putting his skill with his gun to good use as a gamekeeper for the Actons of East Bergholt.12 How useful he was is anybody’s guess; their mother confided to John: ‘Golding is well but gains possession of more apathy than ever – yet good tempered as usual’.13 There is no clear record of real plain-speaking in the family about Golding’s illness until years later, when the youngest, Abram, by now running the mills, told John that Golding:


sometimes has a fit but not very lately, they drop him, & take away his senses for a moment but he soon recovers. He is however far from right & totally unable to do anything, that is to say, to be left to him to do, which perhaps you will say is nothing new. He seems to have lost all kindness for any body or any thing, but is entirely engross’d in himself, his mind more contracted than ever.14


As the children’s lives developed their own peculiarities became apparent: after their parents died Nancy lived near the windmill on the heath with her brother Golding, who built his career as a gamekeeper and land agent. Mary, who seems to have developed a problem with money, had deep anxieties, but did not marry and loved and cared for animals with a passion. She had a particular fondness for her big brother John, and she alone seems to have called him ‘Johnny’.15 Only Patty, sensible Patty who married well, escaped the nest into what her parents would have considered a respectable family life. The family’s saviour, in worldly and village eyes, was the convivial young Abram, who eventually took on the business, ran it extremely well, and was a blessing to his parents. Everybody loved Abram. And then there was John, who wandered about in the countryside, longed for a lady friend, and might have made quite a good parson if they had let him, but more of that later.


Thus, the Constables of East Bergholt were a well-to-do county family within the boundaries of their time and class: they went to church, they admired the rector, she busied herself around the village and was charming to the villagers, he made plenty of money and built a large house. Horses clattered in their stable yard, while dogs of all kinds ran about: ‘nobody’s [dogs] here look as well as ours’, John wrote, ‘we never have distemper or mange or any thing to irk them’.16 Golding senior held public offices in the county: sometime churchwarden in East Bergholt, a Commissioner of the River Stour Navigation Board, a grand juror at Bury Assizes, and a Guardian of the Samford House of Industry (i.e. the workhouse) at Tattingstone, five miles to the north-east.17 A fellow miller described him in 1785 as ‘a man of fortune and a miller [who] has a very elegant house in the street and lives in the style of a country squire.’18 He could do this because the war with France enabled him to benefit from the high prices that agricultural produce could generally command.


Golding seems to have been a kind employer – indeed James Revans, whom Golding described in his will as ‘my old and faithful clerk’, ‘lived and died’ serving the Constables.19 Revans was particularly close in the family: ‘he used to dance me on his foot’, John wrote later.20 Another employee, Joseph King, told John after Golding’s death that he had thrashed corn in the same barn for seventy years. That tells us that King must have been taken on by old Abram Constable at the beginning, and his nephew had inherited this loyal countryman with Flatford Mill: ‘my father’s men were picked Men not “Wooden Men”’, Mary recalled.21


Loyalty was second nature: ‘Poor Joe Cook is almost at the point of Death’, Nancy reflected when Golding died, ‘he always express’d a wish he might not survive his Master’.22 Tough men, too, for Joe Cook must have survived, as years later Abram writes that ‘Old Joe Cook came to work again this morning at Flatford – above 80 he is – ’tis wonderful.’23 A man likely to have been an overseer was Mr Spargin, who offered smallpox vaccinations around the parish at 2/6d a shot.24 On the water side of the business Golding employed boatmen, one of whom was Zachariah Savell, mate of the sea-going barge Telegraph, whom Golding had to rescue when he was taken by a press gang in London.25


James Revans, Joseph King, Joe Cook, Zachariah Savell, Spargin the Vaccinator: these were just five of Golding’s employees, trusty, constant, inventive, and continuing down the line. There was also Prestney, their gardener at East Bergholt House, who had political connections and was a freeman of Colchester; ‘Old Abrams’, a servant whose mother’s portrait Constable seems to have painted in about 1804; ‘Old Crosbie’ who died in 1807, and a second ‘Old Crosbie’, probably the son, who took on the farm and dairy at Flatford with his wife in 1836. Henry Crush and Gribling were millers at Flatford, Gosling was a sawyer, and there was Hart whose role in the business is unknown, but whose widow lived on, supported by the Constables, until 1833: ‘we have a nice nurse for her’, Abram told his brother.26 Other likely casual employees were Bird the local plumber and glazier, his successor John Dunthorne, and young Henry Heckford, ‘an industrious and rather ingenious mechanic’ who died aged twenty-eight of a bowel complaint, leaving a pregnant widow and two children.27


With their girls and boys and maids and servants and mill-workers and farmhands the Constables are almost a family of fiction. Jane Austen springs obviously to mind – she was writing her novels in Hampshire at the same time as Ann was writing her letters in Suffolk about similar social lives – but in her letters Ann approaches the quirkiness of Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, Tobias Smollett’s The Adventures of Roderick Random and Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones in her family detail. In one letter of 1812 Ann evokes a breathless atmosphere in the house: ‘We still have no man servant, & our females on the tip toe of expectation for matrimony.’28 The elder Constables conducted their lives as if they were still caught in the eighteenth century, which they certainly were, and happy to be so. All families have sayings, and Ann’s letters are the medium through which Constable family sayings are preserved: ‘Let every one mind one & let that be ourself’, Ann would say. John had that from his mother in a letter of 1808, but there is little doubt that she had said it to her children again and again as they grew up; and: ‘Do not let trifles turn concord into discord – but let us bear and forbear.’29 She coined some golden epithets, such as this welcome addition to the canon of collective nouns: ‘a consultation of surgeons’.30


Ann and Golding, who referred to themselves as ‘Darby and Joan’, were the kind of parents that any family of children might admire, despite instances when the sons muttered among themselves that Golding was stingy. That is hardly unusual:


You know money comes loath from our Father, & that he thinks any sum a great one, that goes away in a lump as it were, without value apparent. He has now sent what I think will clear you of all [debt].31


Diplomacy and protocol were as active in the Constable family as anywhere: ‘You know as much as myself’, Abram wrote to John:


my Father appears to condemn, he likes outward attention as much as most, and to my Mother expresses his disappointment when not receiv’d. I could assay many things were I with you that I do not like to say on paper, but enough hereon.32


Golding had a relaxed and affectionate sense of humour, able to have a good laugh with John Dunthorne, a tenant and occasional employee, at John’s ups and downs as an artist-in-training.33


External shadows that cast themselves on the family, ones which they worked hard to obscure, included the conviction of Christopher Atkinson for fraud, and Ann’s brother Thomas, who had a long liaison with a ‘loose woman’, which resulted in two children, eventual marriage and ‘a melancholy finish . . . His life was not a virtuous one I fear.’34 Another of Ann’s brothers, the able, responsible and wealthy David Pike Watts, comes heavily into the story later on, but the oddest, and perhaps the most fascinating uncle of all, and one whom John may have been able to admire during his childhood, was Ann’s brother John. He was a sailor, tattooed from neck to ankle, having first gone to sea aged fifteen, joining the Navy in 1775. He became a midshipman on the Resolution under Captain William Bligh, and sailed with Bligh on Captain Cook’s third and final voyage to the South Seas from 1776 to 1780.35 Shipmates included the expedition’s artist John Webber, and, as carpenter, James Cleveley, the brother of the marine painter twins John and Robert Cleveley.36 John Watts’s drawings of wildlife are a product of this voyage, as was his discovery of a new species of shark, which was, briefly, named after him.37


John Constable was four or five years old when Uncle John Watts returned from the South Seas with stories and tattoos. These had been applied to him ‘by some Natives of the Islands he visited in the course of the Voyage’. He had tales to tell. Watts sailed again to New South Wales on the First Fleet, the inaugural transport fleet of convicts to New South Wales, 1787–89, and when calling in Tahiti was of particular value to the expedition because he could now speak the local language.38 He returned to England via Canton, continued his naval career, and died at sea as captain of HMS Osprey off West Africa in 1801.39 A miniature portrait of Captain Watts shows him stern, resolute and reliable, buttoned up tight in his naval officer’s jacket and collar, with no hint of the tattoos beneath.40


John Constable came from a resolute, reliable, but buttoned-up family: there was nothing of the wild, naked or savage in his upbringing, except his uncle’s tattoos, if he ever saw them.41





3. East Bergholt



It takes half an hour to walk between Dedham and East Bergholt. When John Constable made the journey home he would cross the river on the road to Stratford St Mary, and walk along its banks for half a mile or so until branching left, uphill, gradually at first, approaching East Bergholt. The valley was, and remains, a huge, flat, green expanse with a river running through it, encircled by higher ground. It is partitioned by hedges, and now greened by trees, but in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries it was yet more closely hedged and divided, providing acres for arable and pasture for cattle.1


He would take the well-trodden path across the vale, noticing high up to the left the brash red brick façade of West Lodge standing out in shock. This must be one of the earliest little bits of red in a green landscape that he will have seen regularly, discovering how, together, reds became redder and greens greener. Through copse and scrubby wood, and bridging the river again, the path begins to wind up the surprisingly steep Fen Lane, until, at the junction with Flatford Lane, he would turn left and trudge the last few hundred yards up past the white Suffolk brick Old Hall to the south-west corner of East Bergholt’s St Mary’s Church and its village street, known then as now as ‘The Street’.


Arrival on this corner holds another surprise, for the church tower is a bewildering stump. The churches of Suffolk are famous for their grand towers of flint and stone that proclaim themselves from afar. St Mary’s Stoke-by-Nayland (tower completed mid fifteenth century2) commands its ridge; St Peter and St Paul’s Lavenham, its tower completed by 1525, surmounts the higher of the town’s two hills; the tower of St Mary’s Dedham was finished by 1520. These towers and many others bob and jive in the landscape as roads weave towards them, and declare the richness of the wool trade that gave them their existence. East Bergholt was a prosperous cloth-making town, but its tower plans came too late, and as a result St Mary’s differs markedly from neighbouring churches. Begun nearly a century after St Mary’s Stoke-by-Nayland as the wool trade was shrinking, and as political, royal and religious passions brought about Cardinal Wolsey’s execution and caused bitter conflict in England, the East Bergholt tower had reached only to its first stage above the ground before all work on it was abandoned, and the town gradually shrank.3


The stump that remains of St Mary’s tower evokes the aftermath of a bombardment at worst, or at best extreme disappointment and destruction of plans and hopes. Immediately, therefore, East Bergholt has something unsettling about it. ‘It is not built yet’, John Kirby wrote of the tower in 1764, suggesting, perhaps, some hope for the future.4 The village grew its own legends surrounding the towerless church: that it once had a steeple that was ‘partly thrown down many years ago and never rebuilt’, and that ‘the parish built it in the day time and the devil pulled it down at night’.5 The town, ‘formerly a flourishing place’ as Frederic Shoberl wrote in 1813, had lost its core industry and was by now reduced to a village with an unusual array of grand houses.6 It was ‘esteemed one of the handsomest [villages] in England’, John Crosier remarked. ‘It stands exceedingly high, inasmuch that you may see over the chimneys in Dedham.’7


St Mary’s Church is a seductive place, which might entice any receptive boy into its timeless rituals. Golding had bought a pew for his family in 1787,8 thus drawing them all irrevocably into the life of the church with its clear light, its march of elegant Gothic arches, and its clusters of evocative monuments and grave slabs. Beneath one of these their forebears Abram and Isabella Constable lie: ‘Abram Constable / formerly of Bures in this County / but late of London Cornfactor / . . . / also / of ­Isabella his wife’. Other local grandees – the Eyres of Little Court and The Gables, the Robertses of West Lodge, the Godfreys of Old Hall, the composer William Jones, and Edward Lambe the seventeenth-century founder of the village charity school – all have memorials in St Mary’s.


High above the vale, East Bergholt on its plateau had always been isolated. Today, further isolated by the A12, it is approachable with ease by car only from Manningtree (east) and Hadleigh (north-west). Having 1,151 inhabitants in 1811 and five inns, the village clusters to the south-west of the heath in a bulge around crossroads to Stoke-by-Nayland and Hadleigh.9 When a new inn, The White Horse, set up in the village in rivalry with The Bear, The Eagle, The Ship and The Three Cups, its landlord hung this verse below its sign:


My new White Horse shall kick the Bear


And make the Eagle fly


Shall turn the Ship right bottom up


And drain the Three Cups dry.10


The incomplete church at the heart of the village remains the hub around which The Street turns. Looking west, on the right-hand side, is (now) a line of modest houses with narrow front gardens beyond which Golding Constable’s East Bergholt House once stood, while on the left is West Lodge, commanding the landscape from the valley.11 In the easterly direction, The Street winds tight between the south-east corner of the churchyard and Old Hall, where it once formed a market place. Old Hall was owned at the time of Constable’s birth by the corrupt and disreputable Richard Rigby MP, Prime Minister Lord North’s Paymaster General, inter alia.12 He spent heavily to make the wharf-side village of Mistley, five miles east, into a popular spa town, and attracted architects including Robert Adam to develop it. Rigby failed, but not before Adam had remodelled Mistley’s church of St Mary the Virgin, thus adding a layer of metropolitan sophistication to the Stour Valley to open the eyes of young and old to the power of art and design.13 In East Bergholt further on, down Rectory Hill, which dips suddenly and just as promptly rises again, is the Rectory, set well back behind trees – the fine house that Dr Durand Rhudde acquired with his livings of Brantham with East Bergholt and Great Wenham. The Rectory was extended after Rhudde’s day, but even so it and its grounds suggest that the Church Militant could be as powerful and as resourceful as the richest mercantile system, and could reward its priests accordingly. Further along this road, which leads on to Brantham, Manningtree and the Mistley wharfs, is a crossroad with Flatford and the river down to the right, and to the left the lane circling the heath. This passes Golding Constable’s windmill and coal yard, before winding back to East Bergholt and the family’s house. In size, bulk and stature – red brick, three storeys, parapet, with gravel sweep from the road and plenty of room for walled gardens and lawns – Golding’s was comparable both to West Lodge opposite and the Rectory.


After Golding’s death in 1816 East Bergholt House was sold. Its stature, and through it Golding’s achievement in business, became clear in the public prints:


A very excellent brick MANSION HOUSE . . . suitable for a genteel family. The house comprises an entrance hall, with grain ceiling and a geometrical staircase, two parlours, drawing room, and kitchen on the ground floor; four sleeping rooms on the second floor, with dressing rooms, and four attics, a storeroom and wine vault, with excellent cellars under the whole, two stables for 8 horses, coach house, and every requisite office suitable to the Mansion, with a spacious garden, shrubbery, &c; adjoining to which are 36 acres, and upwards, of very good arable and pasture land, with a barn. The Mansion and 15 acres are freehold, and 21 acres are copyhold.14


By 1816, there was a lot of building going on in East Bergholt, ‘midway between Ipswich and Colchester, and 59 miles from London, to and from which place coaches pass daily within a short distance’ as the 1816 sales particulars express it. This came at the price of the removal from public use of common land on the heath and the enclosure of the former village green behind the wall of West Lodge. Frederic Shoberl declared that ‘the residences of the Rector, the Rev. Dr Rhudde, Peter Godfrey Esq, Mrs Roberts, and Golding Constable Esq give the place the appearance far superior to that of most villages.’15 Ann Constable told news of more expansion; William Eyre, the son of the composer Joseph Eyre of Little Court next door to East Bergholt House, was building his own fine house, The Gables, with a gravel sweep: ‘Mr Eyre is building away – I fear castles in the air tho’ I must say it is a great improvement to the entrance to our pretty village, & so will you think.’16


Two hundred years had to go by before the isolated settlement high above the vale, with its stub of a church tower, could once more assert itself and raise its hand to the future. Time then was marked by the church bells, caged in the absence of a tower in East Bergholt’s churchyard; time now, Golding’s time, marched by the tides between Brantham and Mistley, and the rising and the falling of the waters where Telegraph, Balloon and Swallow would tie up at Mistley quay, ‘very noble and convenient, with large granaries over it and on one side a dock for building vessels of small burthen.’17 Golding Constable had faith in the years to come as he saw his family grow, watched his windmill turn and his grindstones grind, and counted the bags of flour onto the cart that would trundle them down to the river within the hour.


Golding Constable was one of many landowners in East Bergholt, and by no means one of the largest or grandest. The East Bergholt Enclosure Award, drawn up shortly after ­Golding’s death, reveals him to have had modest land holdings among about 110 other named freeholders and copyholders of the parish.18 His land was tightly circumscribed in three parcels that did not connect to one another: a long, narrow stretch including East Bergholt House and directly behind it to the north-east (approx. 36 acres); a further three acres on the heath, which included the windmill; and perhaps two acres around Flatford Mill and its dry docks on the north bank of the river. To walk from his house to his windmill Golding had to cross other people’s land, or go the roundabout route on the road with his horse. At Flatford he was surrounded by at least four other owners whose interests complicated the route of the towpath. One quirk of the River Stour was that the towpath jumped from bank to bank depending on the willingness of landowners to accommodate it.19 Between Sudbury and Brantham the path changed sides thirty-three times, six changes in Bures alone, and between Flatford and East Bergholt’s boundary with Dedham the banks, according to the 1817 Enclosure map, had sixteen different owners. For this reason the horses had to be trained to leap onto barges and to be calm while being carried back and forth across the river standing on their special platform in the prow.


East Bergholt’s boundary, which spreads wide around the heath and down to the river at Flatford, is described in the Enclosure Award, winding from ‘a point in the middle of the River Stour near an Oak boundary tree in a meadow belonging to Robert Hardy called Mentle Hill’, via ‘a boundary mark in the south fence of a meadow belonging to Thomas Nunn . . . to a boundary mark in Stack Yard Meadow belonging to the Rev. William Deane . . . to a notch in the west fence of Priest’s field . . . to Fish Pond Close and Bergholt Hill’, and on by way of Plashy Field, Little Florence and the north-east corner of Float Meadow, back to the beginning again.20 John Constable is himself named in the Award as the owner of the tiny cottage by the village green which he used as a studio, as well as seven other small parcels of land in his name which Abram was to buy from him. ‘The village has been quite in a bustle about the division of the Common’, he wrote:


I hope all will end amicably, but where so many interests are brought together, some may peradventure clash . . . I have an allotment about the size of this room which I shall give to my brother Golding – it will be near the windmill.21


Where the sales particulars of East Bergholt House say that the property included fifteen freehold and twenty-one copyhold acres, these were the fields behind the house that the family was prepared to sell, while Abram retained the other two parcels.22 These and the additional acres that Golding rented from time to time were the fabric from which Constables had drawn their livelihood for decades as landowners and tenants.23 Their business was of course heavily dependent on the weather: they must have been greatly cheered in the summer of John’s birth, for reports from across England told of ‘a plentiful harvest’ in August 1776, even though by Christmas this had depressed flour prices to 24 shillings a bushel.24 In 1809 as the ‘great flood’ of the Stour was subsiding, the cost of wheat rose to 102 shillings a bushel, and the harvest was ‘precarious’.25 Then things would change; two years later Ann told John: ‘All our harvest was finished on Saturday . . . barn full – & a beautiful stack of barley in the Heath field.’26


The agriculturalist Arthur Young of Bradfield Combust near Bury St Edmunds travelled England in the 1760s and 1770s to study farms, their management and yields. His home patch of Suffolk and Essex he noted ‘as remarkable for excellent husbandry . . . as any in the kingdom . . . The great fertility of the soil, and the incomparable use they make of it, I have observed above.’27 Observing Hadleigh, north-west of East Bergholt, he noted ‘much sandy loam called woodcock land’, and reported that ‘they plough but once for wheat, sow 2 bushels, and get 26 bushels on an average.’28 Young notes also that ‘the farmers carry their corn 25 miles’, which demonstrates that corn to be ground at Golding’s mills could have come from as far away as Bury and Stowmarket. The Constable family and its ramifications ran yet deeper into Stour-flooded lands: in the 1790s a ‘Miss Constable’ sold by auction her farm at Wix, south of the wharves at ­Mistley, lock, stock and barrel. The Ipswich Journal advertisement for the sale presents a vivid picture of what a modest working farm comprised in our period: ten horses of various types and ages, fourteen head of cattle various, five carts various, ploughs, harrows, butter-making equipment and so forth.29


The River Stour was the main artery through which the lifeblood of the Suffolk/Essex border landscape flowed. An Act of Parliament in 1705 had allowed the river gradually to be made navigable to barges from Sudbury to the sea, ‘very beneficial to trade, advantageous to the Poor and convenient for the conveyance of coals and other goods and merchandizes . . . very much tend[ing] to the Employing and Encrease of watermen and Seamen and as a means to preserve the Highways.’30 By 1817, thirty-six barges plied the river – three at least belonged to Golding Constable – and by 1821 forty-one vessels went up and down through its fourteen locks and twelve toll stages.31 There were constant quarrels over water use, as bargees needed to capture heads of water to float their barges, while millers needed a reliable flow to keep their grindstones turning. By owning both mills and barges Golding could generally manage things to suit himself.





II



Operetta: 1783–1816
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Maria Bicknell by John Constable, c.1809
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4. The Don and the Friday



From innumerable boyhood walks in the country John began to bring home drawings. This was ominous, and began to cast its shadow. Before reality broke, Ann and Golding thought that John, growing up, beloved by his sisters, respectful of his elder brother, might find a vocation as a parson, or willingly accept such a vocation if it were thrust upon him. He would not necessarily have been consulted as this plan evolved, but nevertheless there were a number of role models to hand. Golding’s good friend and confidant, the Rev. Walter Wren Driffield, who had rushed to East Bergholt House near midnight to christen the baby, was a model of what a country parson should be.1 On ­Golding’s death in 1816 Driffield had written in deep mourning: ‘He was my old and much esteemed friend.’2 East Bergholt’s Rector, Dr Rhudde, was an alternative example of what a well-connected churchman might achieve in this world, while another local churchman, the Rev. Brooke Hurlock of Lamarsh and Dedham, demonstrated how a parson could organise his money so as to bring rich returns. John had a wide spectrum of Anglican example to draw upon at a very early stage.


In 1783, aged seven, John was sent to board weekly at Stilleman King’s school, fifteen miles from home at Fordstreet, Aldham near Colchester.3 He evidently failed to settle, and was moved to a grammar school in Lavenham, fifteen miles north-east of East Bergholt, run by the Rev. William Blowers. It was a stretch for Blowers to refer to himself as ‘the Rev.’, as he was merely a deacon, ordained in the Diocese of Norwich in 1782, only a year before John Constable joined his school.4 There was another grammar school available in Lavenham, but perhaps because he appeared to be a parson, Blowers got the boy, who may by now have known that he was destined by his parents for the priesthood.5 Attendance at Blowers’s school was a disaster: Constable recalled that despite Blowers advertising that ‘proper masters attend his school for French, Dancing, Music and other polite accomplishments’, he was thrashed mercilessly, and learnt little beyond the delights of contemplating revenge. The school house in Barn Street, Lavenham, a former merchant’s house, has the bare bottom and legs of a boy carved into timbers beside its front door, and while this is sixteenth-century decoration, it must have cast a thrill of terror into the minds of the pupils who passed it daily.6


Blowers’s dismal headmastership coincided with a crisis at East Bergholt House, which led to John being removed from Lavenham, his second change of school at an early age. The explanation by Constable’s first biographer, C. R. Leslie, that Golding found his son ‘disinclined to the necessary studies’,7 is not convincing, as there is a better reason why their determination for John to enter the church crumbled to nothing. Young Golding’s epileptic fits and chronic idleness led his parents to accept that he would be incapable of running the family business. John was the obvious replacement. This will have been around 1788 when Golding was fourteen and John twelve. The youngest, Abram, then about five years old, was far too young to be reliably considered, and so John Constable’s embryonic life in the priesthood was snuffed out before it had begun.


A life of mills and milling it would be for John, therefore; a change marked also by his change of schooling, now to the grammar school in Dedham, the half-hour walk across the vale from East Bergholt. This school was run in an elegant house just to the east of the church by the humane and learned Rev. Dr Thomas Letchmere Grimwood, MA (Cantab.), who came from a long line of teachers and scholars whose Latin-inscribed memorials can be seen in St Mary’s, Dedham. Two books at least survive that connect Constable to his later school years and perhaps to Grimwood himself – Thomas Day’s moral tale of two schoolboys, The History of Sandford and Merton (1788), and Juvenile Introduction to History – or, Historical Beauties for Youth (1790). With his developing sense of purpose he has inscribed both ‘John Constable’, with the dates 1789 and 1790 respectively.8 Grimwood called his curious pupil ‘honest John’, and, spotting something particular, suggested that he was ‘too much of a genious to be a merchant’.9


John, in place of the disappointing younger Golding, was now the heir, and it was for him to learn how the business ran and how its mills worked. He had to learn about canal and river craft and their management; he had to understand the way the canal operated – the banks, the sluices, the locks, the towpath – and how barges were built beside Flatford Mill and floated off for work. The wind could whip across East Bergholt heath, so he also needed to develop a close knowledge of the weather, its changeability and how to read clouds, because it was the clouds that carried the message of change, and knowledge of weather-change could tip the balance between profit and loss. The small outline of a windmill – their windmill – which John engraved on a fragment of mill timber, and signed and dated 1792, points to an emerging power of observation, a desire to record an image, and a sense of ownership.10


John had a ready hunger for knowledge of the business, and the many variables it had to contend with: he worked in the business ‘for about a year . . . where he performed the duties required of him carefully and well.’ That will have been around 1792 and 1793 when he was sixteen or seventeen. He was tough and hard-working, enjoyed being in the open air, and with his fresh face, bright eyes and quick smile soon became known as ‘the handsome miller’. He must have become a skilled carpenter under Golding’s care; years later his wife remarked of a handyman in Brighton that ‘he seems as good a carpenter as you are.’ The white coat and hat he wore at work indicated his managerial role – he was the owner’s son, and in tune with the management of the business.11


Nevertheless, these duties conflicted with the other serious purpose which was emerging during his walks in the country. ‘Oh! Now I see you are in your painting-room’, Dr Grimwood would say when John’s attention wandered during lessons, so clearly his habits were well known. Among his youthful exercises were twenty-two neat ink copies of grotesque heads illustrating Johann Caspar Lavater’s Physiognomy.12 The English translation by Samuel Shaw was widely advertised in the Ipswich Journal around publication date, and a copy of that book, signed and dated ‘Constable, August 93’, has also survived.13 These tight little teenaged expressions of angst, each about three inches high, are set out four to a page and exhibit the fine penmanship Constable was learning.14 Other drawings that begin to indicate a direction in life include a small oval with watercolour of a cottage and packhorse bridge of 1793, probably copied from an engraving, found in 2020 in a scrapbook descended from his Mason cousins.15 Further early drawings in ink are of shipping copied in 1794 perhaps from prints after the ship- and sea-painters John Cleveley or Dominic Serres.16 These are images not so hard to come by, particularly for the nephew of a seaman who had sailed with John and Robert Cleveley’s brother James into the Pacific.


A year later his drawing had vastly improved, and he made three intense, detailed and consequential copies in pen, ink and wash of subjects from engravings by Nicholas Dorigny after Raphael’s cartoons, Christ’s charge to Peter, The blinding of Elymas and The death of Ananias.17 These are big drawings, each 20 by 30 inches [50 x 75 cm], and must be seen as challenges from beyond him, tests of his aptitude, vision and drive. If he had only made one such drawing from Raphael it might perhaps have been self-directed; but three together suggests outside forces at work, and prompts the question where did he get these greatly admired engravings to copy, for Golding and Ann were not art collectors.


Ann and Golding must have agonised together over their decision to change John’s direction from the church to the mill, to remove him from God and give him to Mammon, and direct him to the local trades in grain and coal. It cannot have been easy. They did not yet seem to reckon seriously with John’s developing talents, even though these were already amply demonstrated in the insistent improvement in their scope and skill. He had by now made a very good friend in the village, John Dunthorne, a local wanderer six years his senior, who had turned up and, in 1793, had married an East Bergholt widow, Hannah Bird (née Oxley). She and her late husband, a plumber and glazier, were Golding’s tenants in the cottage beside the entrance to the Constables’ stables.18 John Dunthorne, highly intelligent but undereducated, a bit of a chancer, autodidact, impecunious, one who seemed to slip through life, had slipped into Hannah Bird’s life and cottage, picking up her former husband’s trade at the same time. Ann Constable skewered Dunthorne pretty well, to her own satisfaction, certainly:


To take in a man, from an advertisement, without a change of raiment or a shilling in his pocket & marry him – put him in possession of her house, furniture, trade, and what very property she had – surely he ought to be grateful at least.19


Shabby perhaps, loquacious no doubt, fascinating indeed, John Dunthorne engaged John Constable’s interest in his teenage years. With the late Mr Bird’s tools and custom (according to Ann) Dunthorne worked lead and mended local pipes and roofs; he glazed windows round about, painted and decorated, and generally made houses smart and secure. He became the local odd-job man who leaded the Rectory roof for Dr Rhudde in 1796, and will have worked for Golding at busy times.20 There was, however, much more to John Dunthorne than odd-jobbing, and more also to his known accomplishments as painter of inn signs, coats-of-arms and funeral hatchments, landscape views and portraits.21 Having a wide local reputation in the technical way he was invited to paint ‘some perspective on the wall behind the organ in Hadleigh Church’, information that might have drawn Charles Leslie to patronise him in these words: ‘Mr Dunthorne possessed more intelligence than is often found in the class of life to which he belonged.’22 He was a man of ingenuity and such strong technical bent that it comes as little surprise that he was also a highly skilled maker of musical instruments, a talent that raises him way above the ordinary. Two, perhaps three, cellos survive from Dunthorne’s hand, one at least being marked with his label.23 He and John played music together, John on his flute, Dunthorne on one of his own instruments. As Constable grew into manhood he and Dunthorne went out in the lanes and fields to paint side by side. The friendship was encouraged, despite differences in class and status plainly apparent: it kept them both busy. When John’s father saw them coming home across the fields he would say, ‘Here comes Don Quixote with his Man Friday’;24 Dunthorne was presumably the Don and Constable the Friday; or the other way round.


Years later the printmaker David Lucas recalled their proto-professional way of going about things, something Lucas can only have heard from Constable himself. The two Johns would take a couple of easels into the fields day after day, set up in front of a view and paint until the shadows changed significantly. Then they would move to another spot, and start their next picture. At the same time the next day they would return to the first point, continue for half an hour or so, and move on again.25 Such a practical and companionable way of working is somehow anachronistic; it feels like artists painting together in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries.26 Their obsession with catching a moment of light is an Impressionist principle, and reveals something of the wealthy openness of the untaught mind. Constable’s early determination to see landscape clearly, to express it directly, and to be willing to learn from whomsoever might wish to instruct him, developed as a result of his association with Dunthorne and his apparent lack of orthodox tuition.27 It must have been from Dunthorne that he learnt about the use of painters’ paraphernalia: the easel, the paintbox, the palette, and the practice of pinning paper or card to a painting board to hold it steady. Many of Constable’s outdoor oil sketches have pin holes in their corners. John Constable was so very lucky to have found John Dunthorne eager to talk, paint, advise and play music with, and to have him at his gate.


It says a great deal for Golding and Ann that they fostered the friendship. On their walks side by side, the two Johns talked and discussed their lives and dreams: we can be sure of this because they remained in touch for years, and the early correspondence between them (1799 to 1803) reveals enduring friendship.28 However, there was yet more to Dunthorne, as his will and posthumous sale records reveal. By the time of his death in 1844 he was wealthier in property and effects than most cottagers and odd-jobbers might be: he had become freeholder of a ‘cottage with pightle and appurtenances’ as well as a ‘double cottage with garden and appurtenances . . . near the White Horse Inn’ – this is about three quarters of a mile to the east of St Mary’s Church, towards Manningtree.29 His sale at this property comprised not only ‘neat household furniture’, with six bedsteads and bedding, chests of drawers, a mahogany chiffonier, sofa, Pembroke table, Kidderminster carpet and so on, but also ‘several oil paintings, prints, drawings, and sketches; picture frames, 6 portfolios . . . engraving tools, camera lucida, violin; about 80 volumes of Books (principally on scientific subjects), &c., &c.’ Also within this impressive list were a ‘36-inch reflecting telescope (4 inches diameter), 12 inch ditto, 18 inch refracting ditto’. Such belongings, his print collection, books, telescopes, camera lucida, and his cello-making skill, among much else, raise John Dunthorne way above the status of ‘local character’.30 However, it is impossible to be sure if the telescopes originally belonged to him or to his son, young Johnnie Dunthorne, whom we shall meet later as Constable’s studio assistant. Young Johnnie died unmarried and without a house of his own in 1832, twelve years before his father, and already highly knowledgeable about using and collecting telescopes. Telescopes were, as Constable would put it, ‘John[nie]’s forte’.31


Together, after painting in the fields all day, these two friends might sit and play in Dunthorne’s cottage. Constable plays his flute; Dunthorne plays his cello; Hannah Dunthorne stirs the stew; young Dunthornes throw knucklebones or look out at the stars. Outside a blackbird signals the close of day, an owl hoots, and the rector’s carriage blazes by. Then the village falls silent as a full moon rises. The clouds are high, the breeze low, the mood companionable. When the music stops, Constable stands up, bids his farewells, and crosses the stable yard. He may be carrying a folio of old prints to look at – among them perhaps Dorigny’s engravings after Raphael – as he slips into East Bergholt House through the back door. When Constable has left, Dunthorne and Johnnie take one of the telescopes out into the street and together look up at the shining moon.





5. The Grand Caesar



During the decades of his youth and young manhood, two wealthy churchmen ministering in the Stour Valley significantly affected John Constable’s life. These were the Rev. Durand Rhudde, ‘Rector of East Bergholt cum Brantham and Wenham’, as his elegant oval memorial in St Mary’s, East Bergholt, expresses it, and the Rev. Brooke Hurlock, Domestic Chaplain to John, Duke of Argyll, and for over forty years from 1761 Rector of Holy Innocents, Lamarsh, Essex.1


Brooke Hurlock had inherited his brother’s farm, manor and estate at Elmstead near Colchester in 1776, and in 1794 and 1799 had become wealthy enough to give mortgages totalling £6500 on properties near Haverhill in Essex and Stoke-by-Clare, Suffolk.2 These agreements between landowner and rector were tightly written and, in their large-format vellum manifestation, apparently draconian: most of them were witnessed by the ubi­quitous Dedham solicitor Peter Firmin. They are part of a pattern of legal agreements involving Brooke Hurlock and lands in Suffolk and Essex belonging to individuals including John Timms Hervey-Elwes, the heir of John Elwes MP, a celebrated miser and the alleged model for Dickens’s Scrooge. Hurlock and his wife Lucy had themselves been obliged, in 1793, to surrender to the Lord of the Manor properties in Hitcham, near Stow­market which he claimed he had inherited in 1770.3 When he died in 1803, Hurlock, who promoted himself in his will document (or at any rate is so described) as the ‘Right Reverend’ Brooke Hurlock, left generous bequests to his daughter Lucy and his four sons, named his friend and executor the Rev. John Fisher DD as a residuary beneficiary, and bequeathed his living at Lamarsh to his trustees, empowering them to sell it for the best price. According to Holy Innocents’ list of Rectors, hanging in the chancel at Lamarsh, Hurlock was not succeeded formally as Rector until 1812, so whatever happened during and after Hurlock’s tenure took some years to resolve. Despite his forty-two years there as Rector, no wall-plaque memorial to ­Hurlock was raised in Holy Innocents, Lamarsh. Latterly he lived at Hill House, Dedham, fifteen difficult miles from Lamarsh, and it is there that a marble plaque remembering him and his wife was installed, high on a wall in St Mary’s Church.


Dr Durand Rhudde also had plenty of money during his ministry, enough indeed to make Hurlock seem reduced by comparison. He was the eldest of the three children of the Rev. John Rhudde, a vituperative divine who had begun his career as a dissenter, but became, latterly, Rector of Portesham in Dorset.4 Durand was educated at Merchant Taylors’ School in Suffolk Lane, City of London (1742–8), and then, as a ‘poor scholar’, he matriculated in 1752 at King’s College, Cambridge, at the comparatively young age of sixteen or seventeen.5 He married in 1760 Mary Shergold, the sister and sole heir of George Shergold, a broker and the publisher of the influential twice-weekly stock market price index Course of the Exchange. To celebrate this marriage the Rhuddes had a set of four silver candlesticks engraved with the arms of Rhudde impaling Shergold.6 George Shergold, a bachelor, had investments in bankrupt property, and in 1776, when Sheriff of Buckinghamshire, he bought Southlands, a large estate in Iver, from trustees in bankruptcy.7 By now Durand Rhudde had been ordained, but even as vicar of Shepherdswell in Kent (1774–82), he continued to be involved with Shergold in land deals one hundred miles away in Iver.8 He became Rector of Brantham and East Bergholt, Suffolk, in 1782, and four years later added Great Wenham to his portfolio.9 The total of the livings for these three parishes was £1300, plus the use of a large rectory.10 Rhudde was appointed Chaplain to the Chapel Royal in 1790, the year in which, perhaps ‘preaching for a bishopric’, he addressed the congregation at St Paul’s Cathedral at an Anniversary Meeting of the Sons of the Clergy on the text: ‘Pure religion and undefiled before God . . . is this . . . to keep himself unspotted from the world’.11


‘Unspotted’ he was not, for it gets better and better. When William Maurice Bogdani, his sister Deborah’s husband, died in 1790, Rhudde inherited swathes of land and property in south-eastern Suffolk, between the estuaries of the Deben and the Orwell – Newbourne, Hemley, Walton and Felixstowe. This Rhudde would hold for his lifetime, and then, as Bogdani’s will demands, it would pass to his eldest daughter, Maria ­Elizabeth Bicknell. On her death it would go to his other daughter, ­Harriet Rhudde, while on her death the inheritance would pass to ­Maria’s heirs.12 As a special bequest, just for him, Bogdani also left Rhudde ‘my three mahogany cases containing ivory handled knives and forks and silver table and dessert spoons’. So, Rhudde was well provided for, loaded with land, livings, candlesticks and cutlery.


In 1788, Messrs Shergold and Co. of 50 Lombard Street, the company owned by George Shergold, regularly advertised ‘An Amazing Advantage’ in the Ipswich Journal, the offer of large pay-outs in a financial scheme that claimed to be ‘strictly legal and peculiar to themselves . . . as safe as the Bank of England’.13 Shergold died that year, and, less minor bequests, Rhudde’s wife Mary inherited his entire estate, which included the lease of Shergold’s London house, 13 Stratton Street, Piccadilly. On Mary’s death in 1811 this all passed to Rhudde himself.14 The wealth that Rhudde so freely displayed in London and Suffolk derived entirely from his sister’s generous husband and from his wife’s venal brother. None of it, apart from his stipends as a Rector, was actually of his own earning. Display it he did: from his extensive rectory at the edge of East Bergholt he would drive to his other parishes and up to London. Ann Constable would watch his comings and goings: ‘The Doctor’s new chariot and patent lamps continually blazing by.’15 Willy Lott, whose family owned Valley Farm at Flatford and the adjacent house by the mill, described Rhudde as ‘the Grand Caesar’.16


Both of these moneyed and worldly churchmen had influence on John Constable’s early development. Hurlock, whose rectory at Lamarsh Constable painted very early in his discovery of the art of landscape painting, was the father of Lucy Hurlock, a woman eleven years his senior whom Constable befriended in the late 1790s.17 For his part, Rhudde was the severe, unkind and unwarranted blockage in the course of Constable’s troubled romance with his granddaughter, Maria Bicknell.





6. Young Baronet and Bishop-in-Waiting



Further up the social scale were two crucial friendships that John Constable’s parents fostered, even though they might have realised that this risked working against their own plans for John. One was with a baronet, the other with a yet more senior churchman. The temptation to show off her clever son to local grandees was, perhaps, too much for keen-as-mustard Ann to resist, and in the mid to late 1780s, when he was ten or eleven, she introduced John to Rachel, Lady Beaumont. Her first husband, the 6th baronet Sir George Beaumont of Dunmow, had died in 1762, and in due course his widow married John Gates, a businessman and mill owner of Dedham.1 As etiquette allowed, she held on to being ‘Lady Beaumont’ regardless, while her son, nine years old when he inherited, became Sir George Beaumont, 7th baronet. John Gates moved in cultured circles locally and lived in a fine house opposite the church, and while his and ­Golding’s business interests bore some alignment, John Gates was a cut above the Constables. Nevertheless, Lady Beaumont with her wealth and connections was having a good time in Dedham, and she and the young baronet were people to know. According to a letter written by John many years later, his mother had known the 7th Baronet as ‘a little boy’. Unless she had met him through some other connection, this must be a misunderstanding as Sir George will have been about fifteen when his mother remarried and came to Dedham.2


While it may have been John Dunthorne, it may equally have been Lady Beaumont who lent young John Constable the Dorigny engravings after Raphael – she or a member of her circle in Dedham, or perhaps the young baronet himself. This was probably in the summer of 1795, the year in which Constable’s drawings after Raphael are dated.3 Beaumont’s was an unexpected fortune, amassed by his trustees during his minority. When he came of age the young man had to learn how to use his money, whom to befriend, and what path to follow. He went to Eton and Oxford, studied watercolour drawing and sketching, met the influential painters Richard Wilson and Joshua Rey­nolds, married, and spent two years on an Italian Grand Tour. By now his path was set: Beaumont admired artists and actors, collected work by the former, acted in the amateur theatricals of the latter, and was developing an art collection that became one of the most important and influential in the country. He also became a serious amateur painter, one who might have become ‘professional’ had not wider interests, his wealth and the social priorities he chose, intervened. Beaumont was an astonishing man to know, and over time his patronising interest in the youthful John Constable became a prolonged friendship.


Naturally John was in awe of Beaumont’s tales of the art world, and the pair may indeed have sketched together in the Stour Valley. Beaumont was of a thoughtful and generous turn of mind, a trait which accompanied the munificence that induced him to show his collection off to artists and others: by the century’s turn he owned paintings by Claude and Poussin, Rembrandt and Rubens, many old master prints, and was in the practice of buying work by living artists where they fell into step with his taste. ­Beaumont was a patron of modern literature also, being of crucial financial and emotional support to William Wordsworth and his family in the Lake District in the early 1800s.


Beaumont – or Dunthorne – may also have been the source of other things such as an engraving after Claude’s The Embarkation of Carlo and Ubaldo, a copy of which Constable drew and inscribed in full formal order ‘Claude Gelee Le Lorrain pinx. J. Constable del. 1795.’ 4 He was learning already about art historical shorthand: pinx. = ‘pinxit, he painted it’; delin. = ‘delineavit; he drew it’. Beaumont loved Claude with a passion, and would take his own little Claude, Landscape with Hagar and the Angel, wherever he went fitted into the roof of his carriage: ‘he travelled with it; carried it about with him’.5 When Constable first saw the painting in Dedham it electrified him, this limpid evening landscape with the figures meeting in a grove of trees, a small lake beyond, and a bridge and a castle in the distance. It is the kind of classic treasure that every young artist of the period was expected to admire and aspire to. At the same formative age Turner saw his first painting by Claude in Sir John Angerstein’s collection in Pall Mall. He was overcome by it, and allegedly burst into tears.6 Beaumont was proud to talk to young John Constable about his Claude, about old masters, and the life of the artist, and was greatly impressed by Constable’s Raphael copies.7 Here clearly was a talented and impressionable young lad, and Beaumont took him under his wing, inviting him to see more of his paintings, and encouraging him to come one day to London to see his collection at his house in Grosvenor Square.
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