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FORTHCOMING
ACTIVITIES

20 January 2017
Talk by Dr Richard
Churchley on Local
Industries before the
Railways.
Village Hall, 7.30pm.

31 March 2017
A visual tour of Worcester
Cathedral and talk by
Howard Robinson on
Masonry, Monuments and
Memorials.
Village Hall, 7.30pm.

DAME LAURA KNIGHT

In September Heather Whatley,
chair of the Friends of Dame Laura
Knight Society, gave members a
fascinating and profusely illustrated
talk about one of the most popular
and successful painters in Britain.
Laura Knight, who had a studio in
Malvern during the war, made a huge
contribution to British art. 

Born Laura Johnson in 1877, she
was encouraged to take up painting
by her mother, who taught part-time
at the Nottingham School of Art and
managed to enroll her there as an
artisan student at the age of 13.
Another promising student was
Harold Knight, then aged 17, and
Laura decided that the best method
of learning was to copy his
technique. They became friends,
and married in 1903.

Laura was a realist who painted
life as she saw it, initially
concentrating on fishermen and
factory workers. In 1907 the Knights
moved to Cornwall, becoming
leading figures in the Newlyn artists
colony. Harold established himself
as a portrait painter, while Laura
developed an impressionist style. 

Her Self Portrait with Nude
painted in 1913, in which she shows
herself wearing a red jacket and
fedora hat looking at her model, is
in the National Portrait Gallery. It
has been described by the historian
Simon Sharma as a masterpiece
and incomparably, her greatest
work.

After WWI the Knights moved to
London where Laura painted some
of the most famous ballet dancers of
the day. In the late 1920s she
became fascinated with the circus

and for two years toured with
Bertram Mills, painting several
groups of performers. 

Winner of a silver medal in
painting at the 1928 Olympics in
Amsterdam with her study of a
boxer, she was made a Dame the
following year. In 1936 she became
the first woman since 1769 to be
elected to the Royal Academy. The
same year she published her first
autobiography, Oil Paint and Grease
Paint, which became a best-seller.

From 1933 the Knights became
regular visitors to Malvern, making
an annual visit to the Malvern
Festival, which had been
established by their friend Barry
Jackson. During one such visit
Laura met George Bernard Shaw
and painted his portrait on his 80th
birthday. A blue plaque at the Mount
Pleasant Hotel commemorates the
time the Knights spent in the area.
They found much inspiration for
their work on the Malvern Hills and
in the surrounding countryside and
by the start of WWII the couple were
living in Colwall.
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WORCESTERSHIRE WILDLIFE TRUST

In Worcestershire, we are about as far away from the sea as
you can get in the UK, yet the county is home to 17 breeding
pairs of a bird more often seen on the coast, the avocet, which
feeds on the flies attracted to a rare inland saltmarsh at Upton
Warren (near Webbs of Wychbold), the premier birdwatching
reserve of the Worcestershire Wildlife Trust. Other creatures
that can be seen at Upton Warren include the bittern, which
needs large reed beds where it eats eels and other fish, and
water voles, which have declined by over 90% in the past 10
years due to the invasion of their habitat and predation by mink.

At our November meeting Hannah Thomas talked to
members about the work of the Trust, which owns and manages
75 nature reserves across the county, totalling about 2000
acres. Run by a Board of Trustees, this charity depends on the
support of its 20,000 members and 350 volunteers.

Hannah explained that the wildlife trust movement began life
as The Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves, which
was formed by the banker and entomologist Charles Rothschild
in 1912. There are now 47 wildlife trusts in the UK,
Worcestershire’s being founded in 1968. It now has 20% of
Britain’s lowland meadows, most being hay meadows managed
in conjunction with local farmers and volunteers.  

The county’s main nature reserve is Lower Smite Farm
(between Worcester and Droitwich), a 150 acre working arable
farm that is managed to demonstrate how sensitive farming
techniques can improve the quality of the agricultural landscape
for wildlife. It has a nature trail that includes a traditional orchard,
wetland, arable fields and bird food crops. Skylarks can be heard
in the spring and reed warblers during the summer months.

The nearest reserve to the Hanleys is Brotheridge Green,
which occupies what was once part of the old Tewkesbury to
Malvern railway line. It supports a large range of plants and, in
turn, butterflies, with more than 30 species recorded. 

In the mid-1930s Laura
befriended groups of gypsies
at the Epsom and Ascot
racecourses, frequently
painting them from the back of
her vintage Rolls-Royce.

During WWII she became
an offical war artist, producing
several works showing women
in the forces and in civilian
jobs, including Corporal
Daphne Pearson, the first
woman to receive the Empire
Gallantry Medal, and a team
of women hoisting a barrage
balloon into position with the
chimneys of Coventry in the
background.

After the War Laura
returned to her previous
themes of ballet, circus and
gypsies, and continued to
divide her time between
London and Malvern. When
Harold died in 1961, the
couple had been married for
58 years. Laura continued to
work, producing a second
autobiography and overseeing
three retrospective exhibitions.
She died in 1970, aged 92.

A balloon site, Coventry, 1943

George Bernard Shaw, 1932

Avocet at Upton Warren


