
Keeping Members Updated on Events
The last nine months have been 
extraordinary for all Arts Society 
members.  During this time, your 
committee has been working hard 
trying to maintain some continuity 
with the Blackwater Society. 

I have sent out regular emails 
informing you about Blackwater, 
Essex Area and Head Office.  

Our lecture programmers have been 
very busy talking with lecturers, 
securing a new programme for 2021 
and constantly having to rearrange 
their forward plans.  

For the latest information please 
always refer to Blackwater’s 
website which is maintained by our 
President, Dr William Allen OBE.

The biggest change to the operation 
of our Society has been the move 
to Zoom webinar lectures.  Our first 
digital lecture was on 3 December.  

Based on a Christmas theme the 
response from members was very 
encouraging indeed.  As a result, we 
will maintain our lecture programme 
for 2021 by using Zoom webinar.  
The use of Zoom is very simple - 
even I can use it!

Full instructions will be emailed 
to you before each lecture.  Peter 
Medhurst gives the opening lecture 
of 2021 on 7 January discussing 
Gilbert & Sullivan.

During the Covid-19 restrictions, the 
Young Arts team has been working 
with a new project at the Church 
of England Southminster Primary 
School.  The team is also continuing 
their help at Heybridge Community 
School.

Our Heritage Volunteers are 
currently involved with Maldon’s 

Plume Library packing up their 
invaluable collections of books 
so they can be shipped to the 
Essex Records Office.  This move is 
required to safeguard these items 
while urgent repairs are made to the 
library’s building.

Urgent Recruitment Needed

I must mention recruitment both of 
members and committee.  Before 
the pandemic we had increased 
membership from 165 to a very 
healthy 200+.  I am hoping our 
numbers can be maintained till we 
all meet again.

New committee members are a 
must.  All of the current committee 
are staying in office until the 
Covid-19 restrictions end, but 

Continued on page 3
Who’s wearing an anti-Covid-19 
mask?  See pages 2 & 3 for clues!

A Blackwater Society first: the screengrab from the Society’s first 
internet lecture delivered over Zoom.com to members by Leslie 
Primo (pictured top right).  The trial event proved a huge success. 



I first visited The Munnings 
Art Museum in Dedham in 
2011 and I have been back 
to enjoy his paintings and 
the atmosphere of Castle 
House, his home and now 
the museum, most summers 
since then. 

Every year there is a selection of 
about 220 oil paintings from the 
museum’s significant collection 
of 700 oil paintings by Sir Alfred 
Munnings.  A chronological hang 
from the permanent collection 
changes every year and the 2020 
display began in a most engaging 
way with the artwork from his first 
20 years as the focus. 

Usually, there is also a special 
exhibition on a particular theme 
or aspect of the painter’s long 
and prolific career, often including 
loans of paintings from other 
collections.  

The 2020 exhibition was based 
on the theme ‘Yours with Love, 
AJ: Letters from Sir Alfred 
Munnings to his wife Violet 1920-
22’, spread over three of the most 
delightful rooms in the house. 

A selection of his early letters 
was on display in one room, 
together with relevant sketches 
made by him.  Two further rooms 
had paintings that were under 
completion at the time Munnings 
wrote the selected letters.  

Many of these were commissions 
of equine portraits but there were 
also landscapes/rural scenes 
which he painted when time 
allowed while he was away on 
commissions. 

Amusing Anecdotes

A beautifully presented 
publication written by Brenda 
Parrish, a curatorial assistant at 
the museum, accompanies the 
exhibition. 

Munnings travelled widely to 
undertake painting commissions 
and the letters provide insights 
into how he was feeling at 

the time, and often amusing 
anecdotes of his day-to-day 
life.  He enjoyed his work, but 
he sorely missed his wife, Violet 
and his recently acquired Castle 
House, bought in 1919. 

He called it ‘the house of my 
dreams’ and he lived and 
worked in this elegant Tudor and 
Georgian building with Violet for 
40 years until he died in 1959. 

The experience of re-visiting the 
museum in late September, under 
Covid-19 restrictions, had its 
advantages and disadvantages.  
We had to wear masks, but 
we were amused by a bronze 
bust of Munnings, also wearing 
a custom-made mask, which 
depicted one of his paintings. 

Our visit had to be booked ahead 
and was for only one and a half 
hours.  However, as numbers 
were limited to six per timeslot, it 
felt as if we had the lovely house 
to ourselves.  

Heritage Volunteers

It felt just like a home, not a 
museum, and we were able to 
view the wonderful paintings and 
appreciate the original furniture 
and fittings more fully than usual. 

Munnings’ Studio in the spacious 
grounds was open and was as 
fascinating as ever but the nearby 
café remained closed, as it has 
throughout 2020.  

There were fewer room stewards 
- 20 of whom are Arts Society 

The Ford 1910 by Sir Alfred Munnings: copyright the Estate of Sir 
Alfred Munnings.  The masked bust, page 1, is of Sir Alfred.

Stephanie Jones re-visits

The House of 
Munnings’ Dreams



Heritage Volunteers - but those 
that were there, were as helpful 
and informative as ever.  

Between six and nine Heritage 
Volunteers also undertake vital 
work in the archives, cataloguing 
all of Munnings’ artwork, papers 
and photographs.

Exhibition continues into 2021

As the museum was only able to 
be open for just over two months 
in 2020, the same chronological 
hang and special exhibition will 
continue this year with just a few 
changes that will be carried out by 
the curatorial team.  

I look forward to visiting Castle 
House again later this year, 
hopefully without Covid-19 
restrictions.  I would like to 
thank Jenny Hand, Director of 
The Munnings Art Museum, 
for offering the use of the 
photographs and for giving me 
background information.

Museum popular with Society

I would also like to add that 
our Society had a visit to the 
museum in 2016 and quite 
a few members went and 
I am pretty sure that many 
other members will have also 
visited the Museum too in the 
past which is why I tried to 
concentrate on the museum in 
2020 for my report.

For more information about The 
Munnings Art Museum, please go 
to www.munningsmuseum.org.
uk

Dining Room 2 at the Munnings Art Museum in Dedham.  
Below: Woolsthorpe, A Young Entry by Sir Alfred Munnings.

Continued from page 1

we must secure new committee 
members to provide continuity of 
the Society.  We need members to 
fill all positions, including Chairman.  
Please contact me if you are 
interested.

Apart from our lecture programme, 
forthcoming events include our 

2020/21 AGMs in June and our 
annual Wine and Cheese party in 
July.  These events are subject to 
the Village Hall being fully opened.  
Lectures will return to the hall as 
soon as possible.  If partly open we 
will relay lectures to members seated 
and spaced out in the hall.  This will 
help those without a Zoom facility.  
Covid-19 allowing we will have a 
Study Day in September.

As you can see we are operating 
within severe restrictions.  Like you 
I am looking forward to a return 
to seeing you in 2021.  Look after 
yourselves.  If you know of any 
member who is lonely and needs 
support please contact me.

My best wishes.

David Anderson, Chairman



OUR SOCIETY GOT OFF
TO A FLYING START

2021 marks the 50th 
Anniversary of the 
formation of the 
Blackwater Decorative 
and Fine Arts Society 
(BDFAS).  Our President 
Dr Bill Allen OBE 
outlines a little of the 
history of Blackwater 
and its relationships 
with the central 
organisation, now 
named The Arts Society 
(AS), and the Essex Area 
tier. 
To begin at the beginning – the 
very first meeting took place on 
Friday March 26 1971 when it 
was decided to form a steering 
committee until an official 
inaugural meeting could be held 
and a proper working committee 
elected.  

Mr Berridge was Chairman with 
Mrs Gabriel as Treasurer, Miss 
Rochford and Mrs Hitchcock as 
joint Secretaries and Mrs Donlea 
and Mrs Jackman making up the 
team. It was suggested that Mr 
Gordon Doubleday should be 
invited to be Vice Chairman. 

Unchanged format

The Society got off with a bang 
and at the April committee 
meeting it was reported that 
there were 60 paid up members.  
With confidence, lectures were 
booked for the rest of the year. By 
May 1971 membership numbers 
had risen to 87 members - an 
impressive expansion!

The format has changed little 
over the years: monthly lectures, 
visits to cultural sites as day 
trips and regular organised 
holidays within the UK and 
Europe.  Members have had 
opportunities to volunteer – 
Church Recording, Young Arts 
supporting local schools and 
Heritage Volunteering at sites 
near Wickham Bishops – a long 
term example being stewarding at 
the Maldon Museum. 

The late Dr Paddy Lacey further 
expanded this history in an article 
in the Blackwater Newsletter 
(Issue No.13 Winter 2011 – 
available on the website) 

“The first lecture of the new 
Society took place on 18 March, 
with Mrs Nancy Armstrong from 
Hampton-on-Thames speaking 

on ‘Faberge’.  The second lecture 
was by Peter Darty speaking on 
’The Gothic World’.  His fee in 
1971 was £15.75p.

The first visit was held in April 
1972 to the Fitzwilliam Museum 
in Cambridge followed three 
months later by a visit to Ickworth.  
The cost of the coach hire on 
this occasion was £14!  The 
membership fee in the first full 
year 1972-1973 was £2.50p.”  

Membership steadily grew and 
now stands at 200 with an annual 
subscription of £47 and of course 
costs have risen in parallel with 
the sub.  

Part of the annual expenses of 
Blackwater include an Affiliation 
fee to the AS centrally which also 
subscribes members to the AS 
Magazine.  

Celebrating 50 wonderful years



The cost of running lectures 
includes lecturer fees, hire of 
hall, expenses for audio-visual 
equipment etc.  All explained and 
justified at the Society’s AGM 
when accounts are presented for 
the approval of the members.  

Premises to run the lectures were 
originally the temporary Village 
Hall in Wickham Bishops but that 
became gradually more and more 
dilapidated.  

The move to the new Village 
Hall on the same site in 2005 
dramatically improved the 
facilities for the meetings.  At the 
same time the slide projection 
and audio equipment were 
upgraded. 

An ongoing process which 
has been repeated as digital 
lectures and an even better audio 
system has been put in place.  
Successive Chairmen have 
been supported by a willing and 
able committee whose presence 
behind the scenes ensures the 
smooth running of Blackwater.

The history of NADFAS & AS 
has been explained in detail in a 
publication “Behind the Acanthus 
– the NADFAS Story” by Helen 
Clifford – still easily obtainable 
second hand at ABE Books UK 
website at modest cost.  

Briefly, NADFAS started in the 
1960’s from a pioneer institution 
– the Chilterns Antique Group.  
It was described in The Times 

as “a new kind of women’s 
society”.  Led by Patricia Fay 
OBE, female friends around High 
Wycombe were the instigators 
– upper middle class to upper 
class women whose hobbies 
included ‘Beagling’ but desirous of 
setting up a society to share and 
increase the knowledge of Fine 
Arts and Antiques. 

From this acorn a massive oak 
tree grew. No longer confined to 
the South East of England the 
movement spread nationwide, 
and to Europe, Australia, and 
New Zealand.  

The Arts Society is a Charity and 
Company Limited by Guarantee 
with a Trustee Board to set Policy 
and Principles of the organisation. 

Florian Schweizer leads a staff 
who run the AS and are helpful 
to answer queries.  In the 1980’s 
an Area tier was created to better 
serve the member Societies.  

The Area acts as a focus for 
discussion and information 
between the 12 Societies in 
Essex and acts as a conduit for 
information and ideas between 
HQ and member Societies.  
Essex Area has had two 
Chairmen from Blackwater – Mrs 
Jackie Berry-Richards and Dr Bill 
Allen OBE. 

 A recent review of the structure 
and functions of Areas has 
confirmed the value and need for 
this tier, which will continue.

With this expansion came a 
change in the gender profile.  
Blackwater now has a strong male 
membership and the old joke 
that NADFAS stood for National 
Association of Dragons, Females 
and Spinsters has long gone. 

The strengths remain:

•	 Quality and diversity of the 
lecture programme

•	 A loyal core membership

•	 And a sense of community, 
friendship, and localism.

Like many similar and equivalent 
organisations, the weaknesses are 
evident and should be addressed.

•	 An ageing membership

•	 Lack of diversity

•	 A poor public image and 
awareness

The challenge for us all as 
we move on from 50 year’s 
existence and post the 
Covid-19 pandemic is to 
re-vitalise Blackwater and 
The Arts Society.  

The aim should be to meet 
the needs and aspirations in 
Education and Volunteering 
that were the reason for 
creating an Arts Society in 
the first place. 



I came across this book by chance 
when I was reading a review of 
another book, and it was mentioned.

To have missed it would have been 
a shame as it is one of the most 
enjoyable books I have ever read.  I 
was sad when it came to an end.  

It is written by Christopher de Hamel 
who was the librarian of the Parker 
Library in Cambridge.  He previously 
had a long career at Sotheby’s where 
he probably handled and catalogued 
more illuminated manuscripts than 
anyone alive.

When he decided to write this 
book he actually visited everyone in 
their library sanctums around the 
world, and he takes us with him to 
experience the atmosphere of these 
places as well as the thrill of handling 
the fascinating subjects of his quest.  

He has chosen twelve manuscripts 
which he presents in chronological 
order, but he does not just describe 
them, he tells of their owners, 

collectors, sometimes robbers, 
including kings, popes, tsars, 
revolutionaries, and Hermann 
Goering.  The scribes who wrote the 
books are investigated as many were 
produced by more than one hand, 
sometimes over several years.

Many of the manuscripts will be 
familiar to you; The Book of Kells 

Society’s Art Cart finds a new home in Southminster
Because of the Covid-19 emergency restrictions, Maldon Museum could not 
take the art cart that we had planned to donate using the money raised by 
our Christmas raffle in 2019.

Through a personal contact with a newly qualified primary school teacher, 
the Young Arts team decided that the art cart would be well used in her new 
school, Southminster C of E Primary.  It is being used by the whole school!

The teachers provided us with a list of materials they would like and from 
that list it was obvious that they were enthusiastic and hoping to engage the 
children in more than the usual poster paints. 

 They asked for pastels and printing inks, coloured card, sketching materials 
and lots of cartridge paper, most of which we were able to supply.  I hope 
that we may see more examples of their work in the future.

Sheila Bates

Book Review by Sheila Bates and The Hours of Jeanne de Havarre.  
One in particular was of great 
interest to me, The Carmina Burana.  
I have sung Carl Orff’s cantata twice 
and was fascinated to learn more of 
this original 13th century manuscript, 
in Christopher’s opinion the finest 
surviving anthology of medieval 
lyrical verse and song, one of the 
national treasures of Germany.

Access to these treasurers was 
not always easy and he had to pull 
strings and call upon his friends in 
the international librarian’s circle.  
The first two pages of the book are 
full of the most amazing reviews of 
any book that I have ever seen.   

I quote one of them “Christopher 
de Hamel’s outstanding and original 
book pushes the boundaries of what 
it is and what it means to write 
history.  

By framing each manuscript as the 
story of his personal encounter with 
it, he leads the reader on many 
unforgettable journeys of discovery 
and learning.  

Deeply imaginative, beautifully 
written, and unfailingly humane.  A 
masterpiece.”  

Another reviewer says it is 
spectacular, sensational, delightful.  
If I could walk you to your nearest 
bookshop and place this wonderful 
book in your hands I would.

MEETING WITH 
REMARKABLE 
MANUSCRIPTS



Essex has been at the heart of aerial 
warfare in both world wars due to its 
proximity to London.  The Great War 
saw German aircraft and Zeppelins 
bombing Essex, London, and the 
Southeast while in the Second 
World War bombing was again 
concentrated in these areas.

The Battle of Britain saw the RAF 
defending the country from attacks 
by the German Luftwaffe.  In Essex, 
the main fighter stations were at 
Hornchurch and North Weald.  Also, 
very involved was the so-called Big 
Wing at Duxford, Cambridgeshire led 
by Douglas Bader.

My entrance to the world took 
place during the London blitz.  I was 
born in my grandmother’s flat near 
Hornchurch Airfield.  After delivery, 
I was placed by the midwife in a 
drawer under my mother’s bed!  
In later years I served in the RAF 
section of my school’s CCF.

In the Second World War our local 
RAF stations included Bradwell and 
Rivenhall.  Both were soon closed 
after the war.  Other small airfields, 
such as Earls Colne still exist.  The 
skies over Essex were filled with 
RAF and American planes during the 
whole war.

The history of wartime flying starts 
in 1912 with the formation of the 
Royal Flying Corps (RFC) followed by 
the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS).  
These two bodies combined in 1918 
to form the RAF.

The development of early war 
planes saw the German Zeppelin 
balloons and the Gotha Heavy 
Bomber.  These craft started 
bombing London in 1915.  

At that time British fighters were 
primitive with poor ammunition 

and were not suitable for bringing 
down the enemy.  The RFC rushed to 
open airfields at places like Rochford, 
Chingford, Burnham on Crouch and  
Widford to service early aircraft.

One of these airfields, opened in 
1914, was Stowe Maries, home to B 
Flight 37 (Home Defence) Squadron 
RFC to service aircraft defending 
London.  

This airfield is unique in Europe and 
contains 24 of its original buildings 
built to house aircraft, pilots, and 
ground crew.  It was stood down in 
the 30’s.  Volunteers are needed to 
help with the current conservation 
project and our Society supports this 
appeal.

Many books have been written on 
Essex air warfare with full details 
of airfields, air crew, dog fights and 
crashes.  However, I will mention just 
one – The Destruction of a Zeppelin 
at Little Wigborough.

Zeppelin L33 was returning to 
Germany at 13,000 ft after a 
bombing raid with other balloons. 
Damaged after being hit by anti-
aircraft fire, the Captain, Alois 
Böcker, descended to 800 ft. 

Meanwhile New Zealander Alfred de 
Bathe Brandon of No 39 Squadron, 
RFC, was patrolling in his BE2.  He 

attacked above Kelvedon Hatch but 
failed to destroy the Zeppelin and 
returned to base.  

The balloon gradually descended 
over Witham, Maldon and 
Tolleshunt Major.  Eventually it 
landed, virtually intact, at Copt Hall 
Lane, Little Wigborough.  The crew 
of 22 escaped with little injury and 
Böcker set fire to his command to 
avoid British inspection.

The crew were detained and 
arrested at Peldon Post Office by 
PC Charles Smith and handed to 
the British Army.  As a result of 
the arrest Smith was promoted to 
sergeant and given the nickname 
‘Zepp’ by the locals.

To those interested visit the  RAF 
Museum at Hendon, the Imperial 
War Museum/American Museum 
at Duxford and for vintage aircraft 
the Shuttleworth Collection at Old 
Marden, all having flying display 
days.

Throughout Essex and East Anglia 
there are many interesting small 
museums and memorials.

David Anderson

War in the Air over Essex
A HIDDEN 
AVIATION HISTORY 
OF THE COUNTY

One of two plaques fixed to a 
railway arch at Walthamstow 
Marshes to commerate the first 
successful flight in an all British 
aeroplane.

The Arts Society Blackwater news-
letter is edited by Paul Desmond.  
Please submit any articles and 
photographs to pauldesmond4@
gmail.com


