
 

SIR ALFRED MUNNINGS KCVO, PRA (1891-92) 

Alfred Munnings was born on the 8th October 1878.  He revealed artistic talents at a 
very early age, even before his school days at Redenhall Grammar School and 
Framlingham College. 

Leaving Framlingham at the age of fourteen and a half, he was apprenticed to the firm 

of Page Brothers, lithographers of Norwich as a poster artist from which period date the 
designs of "lovely girls in large hats" for Caley's Chocolates. 

After working from nine in the morning to seven at night he attended the Norwich 
School of art for a further two hours each evening. He was full of ideas. He persuaded 
Caley’s to make milk-chocolate blocks and bars well ahead of the larger firms of Fry, Cadbury and Rowntree. 
He introduced the first fancy chocolate-boxes to the British confectionery market.  

During his six years of apprenticeship he came to the attention of John Shaw Tomkins, a director of Caley's 
Chocolates, who was his earliest patron and who greatly encouraged him and subsequently took him on a visit 
to the Continent. One of his earliest commissions was of john Shaw Tomkins' father posing on a garden seat 
with his collie dog - the picture "Daniel Tomkins and his Dog". 

Step inside an early painting by Sir Alfred Munnings and you are likely to find yourself at Mendham Mill, where 
he was born. The huge, white, weatherboarded edifice straddles the River Waveney on the borders of Norfolk 
and Suffolk. The water roars through the mill wheel under the house, foaming out the other side to greet 

disdainful swans. It was owned by Munnings’ father, who was the miller, and the artist himself was born here in 
1878.  He owned the studio he painted in, part of the carpenter’s shop in his native village of Mendham, on the 
Suffolk side of the Waveney Valley. He had bought it freehold for £50, out of his earnings. At eighteen, he had 

exhibited at the Royal Institute of Painters in Watercolours. At twenty, while still an apprentice at Pagets, he 
had two pictures (one called “Stranded”) in the Royal Academy, the first of the three hundred and more, which 
he was to exhibit there, often with resounding success, in the coming years. 

Apart from a period of study and painting at Julin's Atelier in Paris, he stayed and worked in Norfolk until 1911 

when he went to Cornwall, attracted by the famous Newlyn School. Having established himself with stables and 
studios at Lamorna, it was there that he became friendly with Harold and Laura Knight. 

Wishing to help two artists who were short of money, Munnings persuaded Mrs Procter to go with him to the 
Queen’s Hotel, Penzance, for the purpose of seeking the patronage of some wealthy people staying there. 

Hiring a dog-cart, they put a selection of the two artists’ best pictures in it and drove to the hotel, Munnings 
wearing a red handkerchief instead of a collar. The hotel commissionaire was brusque. ‘Nothing today, thank 
you’, he told them. When Munnings, with two pictures under his arm, marched forward into the hotel vestibule, 

there was a scuffle in which the commissionaire fell and sprained an ankle. While he was hopping around on 
one foot, Munnings slipped into the hotel and sold the pictures. 

In Cornwall, painting among the brooding hills, the haunted woods, the sacrificial stones, he was at first 

happier than he had been since living in Norwich. The companionship was delightful and so was the seriousness 
of the devotees attending Stanhope Forbes’s classes in the big converted sail-loft that was his teaching studio 
in Newlyn. 

It was from Lamorna that he made his excursions to Hampshire where he had discovered, in the gypsy hop-
pickers, a wealth of painting material. Such notable examples as 'Departure of the Hop Pickers' (National Art 
Gallery, Melbourne) and 'Gypsy Life' (Aberdeen Art Gallery) did much to establish his name and fortune.  

He lost the sight of his right eye in an accident when he was twenty (a blow from a briar when lifting a dog over 
a hedge) and, rejected on two occasions by the Army because of his sight, he spent the first three years of the 
1914-18 war mainly in Lamorna.  



 

At last, in 1917, he went off to the war. With the help of Cecil Aldin, accomplished artist in black and white who 

specialised lovingly in drawing horses, hounds and the old houses of England, he found a lowly place in the vast 
military apparatus that was being created for the defeat of Germany. Aldin, sometime master of the South 
Berkshire Hunt, was a temporary major in charge of the remount depot at Calcot Park, near Reading, where a 
thousand horses were arriving each week mostly from Canada. Aldin got Munnings accepted as a ‘strapper’, a 
job that involved scratching horses’ neck to see if they responded to mange (Aldin’s definition). 
 

He scratched the necks of several thousand horses, and applied foul-smelling mange-dressing to most of them, 
making himself indispensable to Aldin, who, at the end of twelve months, deplored his departure to the front as 
an official war artist attached to the Canadian Cavalry Brigade. He had been invited by Paul Konody, a leading 
art critic, to join a group of painters who under the auspices of the newly established Ministry of Information 
were to record the war on canvas. Augustus John and William Orpen had already been posted to the British 
army with the rank of major. With no rank Munnings reported to General J.E.B. Seely (later Lord Mottistone), a 
dashingly brave soldier-politician, who had succeeded Haldane as Secretary of State for War. His field 

headquarters were near the front line in the Arras sector, at a place called Small Foot Wood. ‘But there was no 
sign of a wood’, Munnings wrote, ‘only charred stumps of trees standing in desolate wastes of mud with duck-
boards about, leading to dugouts’. 
 
With the easy courtesy that was one of his distinctions, ‘Jack’ Seely welcomed Munnings into his headquarters 
mess, jollying him about his civilian status and at the same time respecting it. 
 

Munnings’s portrait of Seely on Warrior went to the National Gallery in Ottawa. For Munnings there was a more 
important sequel. The portrait helped to fix him in the public mind as an exceptionally skilful painter of formal 
equestrian subjects. From it flowed the long series of commissions, which he never regarded as his life’s work 
but which brought him money and fame in the years to come. 

One of his earliest paintings was of the cavalry charge in which Lieutenant Gordon 

Flowerdew (1894-99) won his VC in 1918.  This painting was done while he was 
attached to the Canadian War Memorials Fund art program. 

The last of his war commissions was to paint the Earl of Athlone, brother of the Queen, 
on a charger at Windsor Castle. Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone, had seen and liked 
the Seely portrait with Warrior. On the day that he was to go to Windsor he was a guest at luncheon at the 
Hampstead home of the Sunlight soap plutocrat, Lord Leverhulme - ‘a terrific affair, with much toasting and 

many speeches’. He left for Windsor in the late afternoon. The next morning he rose early to keep his 
appointment with Lord Athlone, who with the Princess, a groom and the charger, was ready for him to begin 
work. He then found that he had left his paint-box in London. ‘What a go!’.  ‘This room is full of memories - 
mounted hoofs with all the names of the horses; racing plates, gilded; portraits of harness, and bits of all sorts. 
This morning the King’s doctor, Sir Frederick Willans (1894-1900), came round and asked me to lunch 
tomorrow, a nice man. He went to Framlingham and is delighted with the picture. Everyone is. Later, Mr 

Vanneck, the Chief Constable of Norfolk, came round and he thought it a good one. Mr Howlett, the late King’s 
old confidential valet and Keeper of the Crown Jewels, etc., saw it and shed a tear. This picture is going to 
make a stir. It’s alright [sic]. 

The posthumous portrait, ‘King George V on his Pony, Jock, at Sandringham’, had been commissioned by the 
Hon. Douglas Tollemache for presentation to the town of Ipswich. 

In March 1920 he married Mrs. Violet McBride, a young widow who was a horsewoman of no mean renown, 
having won the Gold Cup at Olympia and many other prizes.  

He was elected President of the Royal Academy in 1944 and was knighted in the same year.  He did not really 
enjoy his Presidency, disliking intensely and finding burdensome the administrative and formal demands of the 
position. He did not hide his feelings about many aspects of modern art, nor did he mince his words.   

The controversy surrounding him may well have diverted attention from his sheer merit as artist although this 
merit has been increasingly recognised in the art market with record prices being achieved in this country and 
the U.S.A for a 20th century British artist.  His attitude to modern art, however well or badly expressed, was 



 

founded on his belief that much of it was a confidence trick on the public and not 

based on what he considered to be essential virtues of craftsmanship and hard work. 

It could be said of his work that his training in lithography helped him to develop his 

fluency and few artists have painted with greater speed and certainty.  And yet the 
large number of studies and sketches he made bear witness to the thoroughness with 
which he tackled a subject.  

His world-wide fame is based on his painting of racehorses, yet before 1919, when he 
was elected an ARA, he had never painted a thoroughbred and it is arguable that his 
best work was produced in the period 1898 to 1914 with his recording of the English 
and particularly the East Anglian rural scene in all its aspects of skies, landscapes, 
animal and human character portrayal.  Referring to his early efforts he said "There is no sophistry about 
them.  They were done in my twenties, before I had learned the wiles and tricks which 

artists are supposed to know".  

Apart from his great versatility as a painter, his ability as a sculptor as witnessed by 

the bronze 'Brown Jack' commissioned for the Jockey Club, was of high order and he 
rounded off a full and exciting life by a remarkable autobiography running to three 
volumes of reminiscence and comments on the English scene over seventy years.  

In 1957 Munnings published his “Ballards and Poems” with amazing drawings 
especially a series for “A Very Piggy Story” which was written at age 12 in 1891.  

Few artists have achieved fame and fortune in their own lifetime and fewer still have 
made the Nation the beneficiary of their life's work.   

He died in the summer of 1959 at the age of 80 and left his house and its contents to the Nation.    

 

Castle House, Dedham is now looked after by the Castle House Trust – see 
their website at http://www.siralfredmunnings.co.uk/index.html  

 

 

 

The Red Prince Mare sold for almost $8 million (£5 million) at Sotheby’s New York in 2004. 

He’s also the only OF I know who has had his work put on a postage stamp!  
His painting is the one in the top right. 

 

 

 

A small pen and ink drawing entitled “Tink the Carrier” hangs in the College library, its provenance ratified 
Munnings, who, however, could not recall its date or the reason for its execution. 

http://www.siralfredmunnings.co.uk/index.html


 

He is also noted for having the largest entry in 1967 register, with almost 2 complete pages.  It has been 

mentioned previously in the OF Magazine that a book entitled “Summer in February” by Jonathan Smith paints 
a slightly different picture about a group of painters who settled in Lamorna Cove in Cornwall just before WW1.  
His painting entitled “Chick the Carrier” hangs in the Head’s Office and a copy of “Under Starters Orders” hangs 
in the Common Room – see respective pictures below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The photograph below was taken by the son of Peter Scotchmer (R31-38) of Peter’s wife Grace, standing by 
original painting of Flowerdew’s Charge.  The picture was taken in the vaults of the Canadian War Museum, 
where over 40 Munnings paintings are stored. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

His painting entitled “Derisley Wood” is a portrait of Francis Wellsman (1888-92). 

In a review in The Times it says “Their leader was Alfred Munnings, a future President of the Royal Academy 
but then, as a young painter of exceptional promise, a reckless, lewd, laddish tosspot, redeemed by his talent 
and his gift of friendship.” 

In another article in The Times on 29 April 1987, reported in the Autumn 1988 OF Magazine :  



 



 

 

In “The Englishman – a biography of Sir Alfred Munnings”, published in 1962, the author Reginald Pound wrote: 
 

“Three weeks before his thirteenth birthday he was sent to Framlingham College, found in 1864 as the 
Suffolk county memorial to the Prince Consort. He was there four terms only. The fees were paid by his 
mother. She had gone into stock-farming in a small way on her own account, hiring land for the 
purpose between the mill and Walsham Hall, where two of her sisters still lived. 

 
“He left Framlingham at the age of fourteen with ‘bitter resentment’, his own words. ‘I hated the place. 
I was damned miserable there’. He could not forget a particular experience during a preparation period. 

‘I was drawing something or other. Suddenly the master spoke. “Will Munnings come here to me and 
bring with him what he is drawing?’” Disapproving of what was shown to him, the master gave him a 
caning before chapel. “There in his room did I bend over a chair, receiving in spite of my “Please, sirs”, 
six vicious cuts, all on the same spot. How I sat in chapel I can’t tell. This was villainous treatment for 
what I had done.’ The villain of that account was the second master and second modern languages 
master, Alfred Pretty. Young Gainsborough, over at Sudbury, a few miles away, had been more 
fortunate in his day. When he played truant from the grammar-school to fill his exercise-books with 

sketches from nature, his father proudly, exonerated him with the boast: “Tom will be a genius!’ John 
Munnings watched his son’s development as an artist with little curiosity and even less encouragement. 
 

“At Framlingham, alma mater of the sons of Newmarket trainers, well-off farmers and successful 
tradesmen, Pretty was the outstanding personality next to the headmaster, the Rev. Dr Oliver Digby 
Inskip (1852-1934). Pretty incurred Alfred Munnings’ lasting dislike as ‘a cross-grained fellow’ who 

inflicted other chastisements upon him with a severity their victim forever after thought unjust. ‘One 
day we rushed up the corridor a minute late for breakfast in the large hall. For this slip he ordered us to 
get up each morning at seven, fill his cold bath, and then parade up and down the school drive from the 
statue [of the Prince Consort] to the gates and back before breakfast, and until further notice….. We 
cursed that fool of a master’. Not every Framlingham old boy of that period would have endorsed 
Munnings’s unyielding verdict. Alfred Pretty, who died in 1950, was considered by many to be a 
successful deputy headmaster at a time when the College prospered in numbers and repute. 

 
“Art teaching at Framlingham consisted of the symmetrical free-hand drawing from copies that was the 
usual form of school art instruction. The art master was Edward Walter Lynch, who was genially proud 

of Munnings’ early successes as a painter. Munnings never acknowledged any benefit from the art 
teaching at the College, an omission not entirely due to his brief tenure as a pupil there. 

“Visiting Framlingham years later with Mr and Mrs Marshall Sisson, he told them how he used to stand 

in front of the school gazing at Framlingham Castle in the sunset, imagining it as Torquilstone Castle in 
Ivanhoe. ‘I really thought it was.’ He recalled his father, on his regular Wednesday visits to 
Framlingham Corn Exchange, bringing with him ‘a cardboard box full of cakes and pies from home, all 

tied up with odd bits of string’.  He spoke of the College as ‘a rotten place’, and said that he had been 
‘clapped and cheered’ for stating as much in a speech at the only Old Boys’ dinner he ever attended.” 

The Sunday Telegraph dated 20 September 2009 carried a fascinating story entitled 
“The artist, his admirer, her husband and a hidden picture.  The story is about a 
painting of Munnings that has recently been found concealed behind another canvas 

painted by an admirer.  The painting of Munnings is believed to have been painted 
by her husband.  See the Telegraph artile by clicking here 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-news/6209440/Secret-portrait-of-
British-artist-hidden-behind-another-canvas-by-admirer.html  

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-news/6209440/Secret-portrait-of-British-artist-hidden-behind-another-canvas-by-admirer.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-news/6209440/Secret-portrait-of-British-artist-hidden-behind-another-canvas-by-admirer.html


 

The other day I was out walking and visited the parish church in Mells, Somerset.  In the church was a 

memorial/statue to Edward Horner who died in WW1.  Glancing at a book nearby, I was surprised to read the 
following “The statue of Edward Horner is the work of Sir Alfred Munnings and is said to be the first horse 
sculpture by this famous painter of horses.  As a result of this work he was asked by the Jockey Club Members 
to make a statue of Brown Jack for the Epsom course.”  It is a very fine sculpture, see the following pictures :- 

 

 

 

 

 



 

On 14 November 2016 the following article appeared in the East Anglian Daily Times 

Sir Alfred Munnings art set to fetch £500,000 in New York auction 

Two pictures painted by Sir Alfred Munnings in the early 1900s before he became famous are set to 

fetch around half a million pounds when they are auctioned in America later this month. 

 

Munnings' The Horse Fair 

 
 

Munnings' The Plough In Early Spring 

Munnings’ 1901 oil painting The Plough In Early Spring is expected to sell for between $400,000-

$600,000 (£325,000-£484,000) at the auction at Sotheby’s in New York on November 22, while his 

1905 watercolour The Horse Fair is likely to fetch between $125,000-$175,000 dollars (£100,000-
£140,000). 



 

Both pictures have been put up for sale by a Connecticut collector and are among 11 Munnings 

paintings set to fetch between £2million-£3million at the auction.  

In the Sotheby’s auction catalogue Lorian Peralta-Ramos, a leading authority on Munnings’s life and 

work, says of The Plough In Early Spring: “Munnings’s childhood was spent at Mendham on the 

verdant fields of the Waveney valley farmed by his father. This early connection to the land and its 

people left a lasting impression and in the early 1900s Munnings sought out the area’s local 
residents as subjects for his painting.” 

Sir Alfred Munnings, son of Little Horkesley-born miller, John Munnings, was born at Mill House, 

Mendham, on October 8, 1878, and was educated at Redenhall Grammar School and Framlingham 
College. 

When he left Framlingham College at the age of 14, he became an apprentice poster artist with 

Norwich lithographers Page Brothers, and would attend the Norwich School of Art for two hours each 
evening. 

In 1919 he bought Castle House, in Dedham, which he described as “the house of my dreams” and 
which now houses the Munnings Collection. 

He lived and worked at Dedham for the next forty years, until his death on July 17,1959.” 

A bust of him sits in the dining room at the College and can be seen below. 

 



 

The following passage is taken from "The Life of Alfred Munnings 1878 – 1959" by Jean Goodman, 

with a foreword by the Duke of Edinburgh, published in 1988 with an enlarged edition published in 
2000. 
 
In the autumn of 1891, three weeks before Alfred's 13th birthday, there was enough money to send him to 
board at Framlingham College. Fees were £11 a term and a pound less for his younger brother who followed 
him there. They included "the mending of clothes and boots, but not the soling and heeling of boots". 

 
The school had been founded 16 years before Alfred's birth as Suffolk's memorial to Albert, the Prince Consort, 
whose bronze statue, eight feet high and mounted on a nine-foot granite pedestal, dominated the terrace in 
front of the main entrance. The fine, T-shaped building, built to accommodate 300 or so boys, stood in 15 acres 
of grounds on a hill opposite the huge ruins of Framlingham Castle across the valley. 
 
Alfred hated school. Separated once more from his family, he was one of four new boys in form Lower III, the 

next to the top form of the junior school. The school’s 221 boys slept about 20 a dormitory, washed in cold 
water in the hundred hand basins in the corridors and ate together in the huge dining hall where projecting 
stones supported the roof girders. The stones were carried by carved angels holding painted shields 
emblazoned with the heraldic devices of the governors and patrons of the College. Alfred was not the slightest 
bit grateful to them. "I was damned miserable there", he complained. 
 
School magazines of the time showed that he made no contribution to the social or sporting life of the school, 

despite the swimming prizes he had won at Redenhall Commercial School. He hated Euclid, algebra and other 
compulsory subjects. Only history, taught by a kind and wise master, Mr C.O. Raven, held his attention when – 
shades of fireside evenings at the Mill House – he read aloud to his pupils from the stimulating works of the 19th 
century historians, Thomas Macaulay and James Froude. 
 
Discipline was strict and Alfred suffered plenty of caning including six of the best administered by Alfred Pretty, 

the under-Head, a former pupil at the school. He was the son of a country doctor and a strict Victorian 
disciplinarian who taught modern languages. He was also a keen athlete and heartily disapproved when he 
caught the non—athletic Alfred drawing during Prep. 
 
Drawing and painting lessons, which mainly consisted of free-hand drawing from copies, were given by Edward 
Walter Lynch, "a peaceful, fat, curly-headed middle-aged bachelor" as Alfred described him. The description 
tied in more with Lynch's other role of Bathing Master which the boys were expected to subsidise from their 

pocket money along with a subscription to the Library Fund and games. 
 
“Bug” Lynch not only supervised swimming in a large bathing pool near the College but, with other masters, 
took the boys for bathing excursions by train to Aldeburgh on summer afternoons. The cost was 7d, plus a little 
extra for incidental expenses such as boats to accompany the sea bathers. It allowed the boys, according to the 
School Prospectus, "to have a dip in the Sea at less than ordinary risk, and five or six hours by the Seaside for 
about a Shilling". 

 
Alfred drew and painted in every spare moment. His letters home were usually embellished with lively drawings 
of knights in combat or illustrations of episodes from Wild West tales, always featuring horses. He and his great 
friend, Charles Hamilton Scott, 18 months his senior, hit on the idea of painting in the music room before 
breakfast until they were met by Alfred's arch enemy, the zealous Mr.Pretty. Their punishment was to get up at 
7 o'clock every morning, fill Mr. Pretty's cold bath and parade up and down the school drive, from the statue of 

Prince Albert to the gates and back, before breakfast until further notice. "We cursed that fool of a master," 
Alfred said. 
 
Ironically, Charles Hamilton Scott's name, not Alfred Munnings’s, was recorded in the school records for winning 
a drawing price. He was destined to become a stockbroker but drawing and painting remained his hobby, and in 
1947 there was an exhibition of his Suffolk pictures at Framlingham. The next year he was also represented in 
the Royal Academy – not as an exhibitor as a sitter in a portrait by Francis Hodge. 

 
Alfred's impression of Framlingham College was made perfectly clear: in the 1940s the headmaster, 
Mr.R.W.Kirkman, invited him to present a painting to his old school and his reply was an emphatic "No". 
 



 

After less than two years at a "rotten place", as he described it, he left at fourteen-and-a half, apparently 

fundamentally unaffected by his educational experience. He typified the roughly-spoken, bluff-mannered sons 
of the rustic bucolic farming fraternity who, with those of the local gentry and clergy and of Newmarket trainers 
and local tradesmen, made up the school community. 
 
He ended his inauspicious career in the Lower IV but, unlike many of his form-mates, he had no intention of 
following in his father's footsteps. His future promised to be far more precarious. In the days when even great 

artists could barely scrape a living, his one determination was to draw and paint. 
 
We have also come across the following article on Munnings but the origin is unknown : 
 
Munnings  -  The Artist and The Man 
 
Whether this famous “son” enjoyed or hated Framlingham, he is an OF and requires recognition from time to 

time.  On this occasion we acc……. a full article to Sir Alfred James Munnings, KCVO, PPRA. Munnings first 
exhibited at the Royal Academy at the age of twenty, and it  was not long before he felt sure enough of himself 
to become an independent artist, roaming East Anglian lanes with his paint-boxes and easel in an old caravan. 
For a time during the First World War he was official artist to the Canadian Cavalry Brigade; after  the war, he 
quickly began to acquire the reputation as an equine and equestrian portrait-painter which was to bring him 
wealth and the friendship of many famous and influential people in Britain, America and France. His figure 
became a familiar sight on Newmarket Heath and at all the other race-courses and hunting centre where he 

went to make studies. In 1944 he beat Augustus John in the election for the presidency of the Royal Academy, 
and a busy and often tempestuous period of office began. 
 
Munnings made his name as a painter of horseflesh, became President of the Royal Academy in 1944 and 
lambasted the arrival of modernism. His works, once unfashionable, are now prized once more.  Step inside an 
early painting by Sir Alfred Munnings and you are likely to find yourself at Mendham Mill, where he was born. 

The huge, white, weatherboarded edifice straddles the River Waveney on the borders of Norfolk and Suffolk. 
The water roars through the mill wheel under the house, foaming out the other side to greet disdainful swans. 
It was owned by Munnings’ father, who was the miller, and the artist himself was born here in 1878.  He owned 
the studio he painted in, part of the carpenter’s shop in his native village of Mendham, on the Suffolk side of 
the Waveney Valley. He had bought it freehold for £50, out of his earnings. At eighteen, he had exhibited at the 
Royal Institute of Painters in Water-colours. At twenty, he had two pictures in the Royal Academy, the first of 
the three hundred and more which he was to exhibit there, often with resounding success, in the coming years. 

 
All that he remembered learning there was to memorise the Marlborough battles by the code word BROM, for 
Blenheim, Ramillies, Oudenarde and Malplaquet, never dreaming that a day would come when he would paint a 
Duke of Marlborough at his palace in Blenheim. In “The Englishman”, published in 1962 and in which there is an 
acknowledgement of Major General RD Inskip. author R P….. wrote: 
 
“Three weeks before his thirteenth birthday he was sent to Framlingham College, found in 1864 as the Suffolk 

county memorial to the Prince Consort. He was there four terms only. The fees were paid by his mother. She 
had gone into stock-farming in a small way on her own account, hiring land for the purpose between the mill 
and Walsham Hall, where two of her sisters still lived. 
 
“He left Framlingham at the age of fourteen with ‘bitter resentment’, his own words. ‘I hated the place. I was 
damned miserable there’. He could not forget a particular experience during a preparation period. ‘I was 

drawing something or other. Suddenly the master spoke. “Will Munnings come here to me and bring with him 
what he is drawing?’” Disapproving of what was shown to him, the master gave him a caning before chapel. 
“There in his room did I bend over a chair, receiving in spite of my “Please, sirs”, six vicious cuts, all on the 
same spot. How I sat in chapel I can’t tell. This was villainous treatment for what I had done.’ The villain of that 
account was the second master and second modern languages master, Alfred Pretty. Young Gainsborough, over 
at Sudbury, a few miles away, had been more fortunate in his day. When he played truant from the grammar-
school to fill his exercise-books with sketches from nature, his father proudly, exonerated him with the boast: 

“Tom will be a genius!’ John Munnings watched his son’s development as an artist with little curiosity and even 
less encouragement. 
 
“At Framlingham, alma mater of the sons of Newmarket trainers, well-off farmers and successful tradesmen, 
Pretty was the outstanding personality next to the headmaster, the Rev. Dr Oliver Digby Inskip (1852-1934). 



 

Pretty incurred Alfred Munnings’ lasting dislike as ‘a cross-grained fellow’ who inflicted other chastisements 

upon him with a severity their victim for ever after though unjust. ‘One day we rushed up the corridor a minute 
late for breakfast in the large hall. For this slip he ordered us to get up each morning at seven, fill his cold bath, 
and then parade up and down the school drive from the statue [of the Prince Consort] to the gates and back 
before breakfast, and until further notice….. We cursed that fool of a master’. Not every Framlingham old boy of 
that period would have endorsed Munnings’s unyielding verdict. Alfred Pretty, who dided in 1950, was 
considered by many to be a successful deputy headmaster at a time when the College prospered in numbers 

and repute. 
 
“Art teaching at Framlingham consisted of the symmetrical free-hand drawing from copies that was the usual 
form of school art instruction. The art master was Edward Walter Lynch, who was genially proud of Munnings’ 
early successes as a painter. Munnings never acknowledged any benefit from the art teaching at the College, an 
omission not entirely due to his brief tenure as a pupil there. 
 

“Visiting Framlingham years later with Mr and Mrs Marshall Sisson, he told them how he used to stand in front 
of the school gazing at Framlingham Castle in the sunset, imagining it as Torquilstone Castle in Ivanhoe. ‘I 
really thought it was.’ He recalled his father, on his regular Wednesday visits to Framlingham Corn Exchange, 
bringing with him ‘a cardboard box full of cakes and pies from home, all tied up with odd bits of string’.He 
spoke of the College as ‘a rotten place’, and said that he had been ‘clapped and cheered’ for stating as much in 
a speech at the only Old Boys’ dinner he ever attended.” 
 

He had gone to Page Brothers straight from Framlingham College, when he was fourteen. His father paid a 
premium of £40 to put him with the firm, who required him to work from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m., with a half-day on 
Saturday. 
 
He was full of ideas. He persuaded Caley’s to make milk-chocolate blocks and bars well ahead of the larger 
firms of Fry, Cadbury and Rowntree. He introduced the first fancy chocolate-boxes to the British confectionery 

market. He took Munnings with him as a travelling companion on his business trips to Germany, Switzerland 
and France, giving Munnings the chance to visit the best of the Continental art galleries, while Tomkins went 
about his local business affairs. For the young artist it was a romantic and rewarding experience which impelled 
him to write years after. 
 
Munnings’s attitude to women generally seems to have been subject to the inhibiting idealisation of ‘Cherry 
Ripe’, the Millais picture of a little girl that had put such a spell on him in his boyhood. In Norwich, when he was 

a student, the auburn beauty and submissive charm of an amateur model gained her the name of ‘the Burne-
Jones girl’. Munnings appeared to enjoy being seen walking with her in the streets. Perhaps she took their 
friendship too seriously. She invited him to her lodgings. By the testimony of one who knew them both, he 
thought it ‘shocking’ that she should do so. He was ‘deeply upset’. He ceased to go out with her. 
 
There is no one now to say precisely when he forsook Norfolk for Cornwall. The attractions of the Newlyn 
School were impressed on him by a young woman student at Frinchingfield who had spoken of going there after 

finishing with Calderon and the animal-painting course. Munnings paid two or three short visits to Cornwall. 
He settled there on a more or less permanent basis from about 1911. 
 
Wishing to help two artists who were short of money, Munnings persuaded Mrs Procter to go with him to the 
Queen’s Hotel, Penzance, for the purpose of seeking the patronage of some wealthy people staying there. 
Hiring a dog-cart, they put a selection of the two artists’ best pictures in it and drove to the hotel, Munnings 

wearing a red handkerchief instead of a collar. The hotel commissionaire was brusque. ‘Nothing today, thank 
you’, he told them. When Munnings, with two pictures under his arm, marched forward into the hotel vestibule, 
there was a scuffle in which the commissionaire fell and sprained an ankle. While he was hopping around on 
one foot, Munnings slipped into the hotel and sold the pictures. 
 
In Cornwall, painting among the brooding hills, the haunted woods, the sacrificial stones, he was at first 
happier than he had been since living in Norwich. The companionship was delightful and so was the seriousness 

of the devotees attending Stanhope Forbes’s classes in the big converted sail-loft that was his teaching studio 
in Newlyn. 
 
At last, in 1917, he went off to the war. With the help of Cecil Aldin, accomplished artist in black and white who 
specialised lovingly in drawing horses, hounds and the old houses of England, he found a lowly place in the vast 



 

military apparatus that was being created for the defeat of Germany. Aldin, sometime master of the South 

Berkshire Hunt, was a temporary major in charge of the remount depot at Calcot Park, near Reading, where a 
thousand horses were arriving each week mostly from Canada. Aldin got Munnings accepted as a ‘strapper’, a 
job that involved scratching horses’ neck to see if they responded to mange (Aldin’s definition). 
 
He scratched the necks of several thousand horses, and applied foul-smelling mange-dressing to most of them, 
making himself indispensable to Aldin, who, at the end of twelve months, deplored his departure to the front as 

an official war artist attached to the Canadian Cavalry Brigade. He had been invited by Paul Konody, a leading 
art critic, to join a group of painters who under the auspices of the newly established Ministry of Information 
were to record the war on canvas. Augustus John and William Orpen had already been posted to the British 
army with the rang of major. With no rank Munnings reported to General J.E.B. Seely (later Lord Mottistone), a 
dashingly brave soldier-politician  who had succeeded Haldane as Secretary of State for War. His field 
headquarters were near the front line in the Arras sector, at a place called Small Foot Wood. ‘But there was no 
sign of a wood’, Munnings wrote, ‘only charred stumps of trees standing in desolate wastes of mud with duck-

boards about, leading to dugouts’. 
 
With the easy courtesy that was on of his distinctions, ‘Jack’ Seely welcomed Munnings into his headquarters 
mess, jollying him about his civilian status and at the same time respecting it. 
 
Munnings’s portrait of Seely on Warrior went to the National Gallery in Ottawa. For Munnings there was a more 
important sequel. The portrait helped to fix him in the public mind as an exceptionally skilful painter of formal 

equestrian subjects. From it flowed the long series of commissions which he never regarded as his life’s work 
but which brought him money and fame in the years to come. 
 
The last of his war commissions was to paint the Earl of Athlone, brother of the Queen, on a charger at Windsor 
Castle. Princess Alice, Countess of Athlone, had seen and liked the Seely portrait with Warrior. On the day that 
he was to go to Windsor he was a guest at luncheon at the Hampstead home of the Sunlight soap plutocrat, 

Lord Leverhulme - ‘a terrific affair, with much toasting and many speeches’. He left for Windsor in the late 
afternoon. The next morning he rose early to keep his appointment with Lord Athlone, who with the Princess, a 
groom and the charger, was ready for him to begin work. He then found that h had left his paint-box in London. 
‘What a go!’.‘This room is full of memories - mounted hoofs with all the names of the horses; racing plates, 
gilded; portraits of harness, and bits of all sorts. This morning the King’s doctor, Sir Frederick Willans, came 
round and asked me to lunch tomorrow, a nice man. He went to Framlingham and is delighted with the picture. 
Everyone is. Later, Mr Vanneck, the Chief Constable of Norfolk, came round and he thought it a good one. Mr 

Howlett, the late King’s old confidential valet and Keeper of the Crown Jewels, etc., saw it and shed a tear. This 
picture is going to make a stir. It’s alright [sic]. 
 
The posthumous portrait, ‘King George V on his Pony, Jock, at Sandringham’, had been commissioned by the 
Hon. Douglas Tollemache for presentation to the town of Ipswich. 
 
That year he was at Cottebrooke Hall, Northamptonshire, as sadness and regret that such works were allowed 

to go into decay’. 
 
His lecture, on Constable, was judged the better performance. Constable himself had lectured from that 
platform on landscape painting 116 years before. A Suffolk miller’s son of their own day saluting the genius of a 
Suffolk miller’s son of the eighteenth century was a thoroughly English equation that drew fervent applause 
from an audience that may have welcomed also the opportunity of registering its disdain of cosmopolitan art. 

When it appeared that at last he had come to the end of his discourse, the audience made a general movement 
to leave, only to be checked by his loud command: ‘Stop! Stop - there’s one more thing I have to say’; and he 
kept them listening for a further quarter of an hour. During that time one old gentleman stood transfixed in his 
place, gazing intently at Munnings, his overcoat only half on. 
 
Of the two or three important works that he had sent, his painting of the Queen’s horse Aureole was the most 
conspicuous. Its prece was £1,500 and Munnings gave the money to the fund being raised for the purchase of 

Gainsborough’s birthplace at Sudbury, Suffolk. Another picture of Aureole with two other horses from Boyd-
Rochfort’s stables at Newmarket was sold for £1,000, which sum he handed to the Hungarian Relief Fund. Red 
tabs, denoting sales, soon appeared on practically every picture and drawing. One of the purchasers was a 
Canadian woman admirer of his work who crossed the Atlantic specially to see the exhibition. 



 

 

Driving out with the art critic to see the Gainsborough birthplace at Sudbury, he was roused to indignation by 
the sight of village children being taken by bus to a central urban school, ‘where they lose the love and 
knowledge of the land and its ways become garage-minded’. He recalled, as a comment on rural conditions, 
that the Clerk of the Course at Newmarket had told him that he was ‘trying to breed a new strain of cattle that 
wouldn’t need feeding at the week-ends’. Munnings roared anew at the joke. ‘How can you be a countryman 
and have your week-ends off?’ 

 
As soon as they had set foot in the fine Perpendicular Gothic church at Long Melford, his voice was uplifted in 
fresh denunciation. ‘What damned fools they were to fill this lovely nave with these ghastly wooden bences! 
Clear the lot out, I say! Put in rush chairs’, a stirring of the memory perhaps from his sacrilegious adventure 
with the rebel priests of Cornwall. At Gainsborough’s house in Sudbury the walls re-echoed his respect for the 
master: ‘a genius far beyond our comprehension’, he had written, a genius born of our English climate, 
landscape and temperament.’ He told Jeannerat: ‘One of the greatest artists of all time! Think of it - £160,000 

from America for his “Blue Boy”! And here are we, scarping round for a few pounds to save his birthplace! 
Doesn’t any high-up in Fleet Street care about art?’ He had earlier confided to Jeannerat that, being childless, 
he had made ‘a considerable bequest’ to the Royal Academy in his will. It appeared that he had since revoked 
that intention. ‘What’s the good? Look at the stuff  
they’re letting in now’ 
 
No wonder he wanted to paint. This valley of the Waveney remains a rare sliver of English countryside at its 

very best, a pearl necklace of forgotten villages and pastoral riverbanks strung  between Great Yarmouth and 
Thetford Forest. Everyone has heard of Constable Country, where The Hay Wain and Flatford Mill were painted, 
but who has heard of Munnings Country? And who beats a path to live here? It has remained unspoilt perhaps 
because it lies betwixt and between, neither conveniently commutable to London, nor hand-in-glove with 
Norwich or Ipswich. 
For those who want real rather than painted scenes of rural life, part of the charm of Waveney Valley lies in the 

unspoilt contry towns that lie along the river – Beccles, Bungay, Harleston, Eye and Diss. All are pretty, old-
fashioned places, with proper butchers, bakers, fishmongers and delicatessens. 
 
Then there is the landscape itself, a delicate web of open commons, ancient village houses, steep thatched 
roofs, redundant mills, grazing marsh, fen and wet woodland wrapping itself around the Waveney, where otters 
and  
willows intertwine. 

 
Few villages, however, can compare with neighbouring Mellis, where the common is fringed with colourful 
cottages and the heath holds nightingales and orchids. 
 
 
To reach the mill you first have to tunnel through lanes of foaming cow parsley, criss-crossing the water 
meadows sparkling with buttercups, until the modern world is left behind. It hasn’t changed much since 

Munnings left to study at the Norwich School of Art and become a poster artist for Caley’s Chocolates, painting 
“lovely girls in large hats”. By the mill is the path depicted in The Path to the Orchard, and the rear of the mill is 
shown in The Ford, which sold a few years ago for £1.8 million. Stranded depicts two children dressed in blue 
and white in a rowing boat, floating along the very same river. 
 
Munnings’ brother, Frederick, had continued to run it as a mill until 1931 when it was sold and converted into a 

house. 
 
The Red Prince Mare sold for almost $8 million (£5 million) at Sotheby’s New York in 2004. 
 
In 1957 Munnings published his “Ballards and Poems” with amazing drawings especially a series for “A Very 
Piggy Story” which was written at age 12 in 1891. To quote one here ??? shown that pig cycles have not 
changed and pigs fetched less than a hen. 

 
“When farmers’ sow had baby pigs born, They were killed and buried under the lawn: ‘Twas done because they 
were so cheap and the farmers would rather behalf have sheep.”  


