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

James Hamilton

November 2021
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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

[image: image]

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
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