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CONSTABLE 
COUNTRY 

Marianka Swain paints a picture of Suffolk, the captivating county 
that produced two of Britain’s most famous artists 
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Suffolk

WILLY LOTT’S 
HOUSE      

Instantly recognisable, this 16th-century 
structure (pictured on the opening pages) near 

Flatford on the River Stour was immortalised in one of the 
great English paintings: Constable’s 1821 The Hay Wain. The 
artist’s father owned Flatford Mill (left), while, across the stream, 
tenant farmer and family friend Willy Lott lived and died in this 
humble farmhouse. It was sympathetically restored in the 1920s 
and its name changed from Gibbeon’s Gate Farm to Willy Lott’s 
House to match Constable’s designation. Although the interior 
isn’t open to the general public, the Field Studies Council offers 
a range of courses with accommodation at the house or Flatford 
Mill, or you can take a guided tour of Constable’s Flatford. 

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/flatford

SUFFOLK
Childhood rambling through 
the picturesque villages 
and rolling countryside 
of Suffolk produced two 
of England’s most famous 
painters: John Constable and 
Thomas Gainsborough, who 
spent their formative years 
in the southeastern county.

Suffolk, meaning “southern folk”, was formed 
from the south part of the Anglo-Saxon 
kingdom of East Anglia in the 5th century. 
This east coast haven has kept one foot in 
the past, producing numerous significant 
archaeological finds – you can trace English 
history from the Stone Age through to the 
present day in its sites, buildings and artefacts. 

The county came to prominence thanks to the 
wool trade in the 15th century. Successful local 
merchants built fine houses, grand guildhalls 
and towering churches. Unfortunately, Henry 
VIII’s continental wars disrupted trading, but 
the decline of Suffolk wool towns did mean 
older buildings were well preserved while 
few could afford to construct new ones.

In both affluent times and hard, artists continued 
to draw inspiration from Suffolk’s quintessentially 
English splendour, including composer Benjamin 
Britten, who founded Aldeburgh Festival, and 
authors Arthur Ransome, Dodie Smith, PD James 
and Roald Dahl. Today, it’s still a haven for those 
with an artistic soul and an eye for beauty.
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LAVENHAM 
This beautifully preserved medieval village, in the heart of Suffolk close 
to the ancient towns of Bury St Edmunds and Sudbury, gained a new claim 
to fame when filmmakers chose it for Godric’s Hollow, birthplace of the 
boy wizard, in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. That’s far from the 
only attraction, however. The village’s success in the wool trade led to the 
construction of the Guildhall of Corpus Christi and the Church of St Peter 
and St Paul, whose cathedral-like proportions include an immense 141ft 
tower. Lavenham was once the 14th richest Tudor settlement in Britain – in 
fact, when he visited in 1487, Henry VII fined several families for displaying 
too much wealth. Today, Lavenham is rich in historic architecture, with 
some very fine shopping too. 

www.discoverlavenham.co.uk

SUTTON HOO 
England’s Valley of the Kings is critical to our 
understanding of the 6th and early 7th centuries, as 
Sutton Hoo’s royal burial sites produced a wealth of 
Anglo-Saxon artefacts from 18 cemetery mounds. 
The most intriguing discovery was an undisturbed 
ship burial, excavated in 1939, where a figure of great 
import was laid to rest in a 90ft ship surrounded by 
prized treasures. The most likely candidate is East 
Anglian monarch Raedwald, notorious both for his 
victory over Northumbria and for establishing altars 
for Christ and the old gods side by side. 

www.nationaltrust.org.uk/sutton-hoo

CHRISTCHURCH 
MANSION
Once you’ve seen Willy Lott’s House, 
visit Constable’s painting of the same 
name at Christchurch Mansion, on the 
edge of Ipswich. The 16th-century pile 
has a magnificent collection of work by 
Suffolk artists in the Wolsey Gallery – 
established on the 400th anniversary 
of Cardinal Wolsey’s death. Explore 
Christchurch’s period rooms, from the 
Tudor kitchen to the Victorian wing, 
and then venture into the 70-acre park.

www.cimuseums.org.uk/Christchurch-Mansion 
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GAINSBOROUGH’S HOUSE  
“Nature was his teacher, and the woods of Suffolk his 
academy.” So said an obituary of Thomas Gainsborough 
in 1788, emphasising the importance of his native county 
in the pre-eminent portraitist and landscape artist’s 
development. Gainsborough’s House places his art in 
context, so visitors can explore a fine collection of works 
while also learning about Gainsborough’s Sudbury 
upbringing, admiring his original paint scraper and studio 
cabinet, and strolling through gardens dedicated to plants 
available in his lifetime – like the mulberry tree dating to 
the early 1600s, when James I encouraged their planting in 
order to establish a silk industry.

www.gainsborough.org 
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ORFORD  
This scenic coastal town has something 
for everyone. History buffs won’t want 
to miss its 12th-century castle, built by 
Henry II, with its unusual polygonal 
tower, while birdwatchers will enjoy 
taking a boat from the charming quay 
over the River Ore to Havergate Island, 
whose RSPB sanctuary features breeding 
avocets and terns (pre-booking advised). 
There’s also an iconic lighthouse, 
reachable via an invigorating walk along 
the Orford Ness shingle, homemade 
doughnuts at Pump Street Bakery – 
hailed in director Mat Kirkby’s 2015 
Academy Award acceptance speech – 
fresh seafood and cosy country pubs.

www.orford.org.uk

HELMINGHAM HALL  
This moated manor house, begun in 1480 by John Tollemache and featuring 19th-century 
additions by esteemed architect John Nash, has been drawing up its two drawbridges every 
night since 1510. Gain entrance, and you’ll find a spectacular semi-formal mixed garden 
featuring exquisite herbaceous borders, a rose garden, a box parterre, a knot garden, an 
orchard and an Elizabethan kitchen garden – appropriate, as Queen Elizabeth I herself 
visited for the christening of her godchild, Lionel Tollemache. Beyond, there’s a fine walk 
through the 400-acre park, home to red and fallow deer. Helmingham Hall’s gardens are 
accessible from May to September.

www.helmingham.com



Suffolk
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IPSWICH   
Ipswich, Suffolk’s historic county town, is England’s oldest 
continuously settled Anglo-Saxon town. From its medieval 
streets and churches to fine buildings and vibrant waterfront, 
Ipswich’s winning mix of old and new is easily explored on 
foot or by water. Guided walks leave from the town’s tourist 
information centre at St Stephen’s Church, bringing to life 
1,500 years of history, architecture and people connected 
with the town, such as Cardinal Wolsey and Charles Dickens. 
Or explore the beautiful River Orwell on a river cruise from 
the waterfront out towards the sea at Harwich Harbour. 
Cruises pass through Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty as 
well as through the bustling ports of Felixstowe and Harwich.

www.allaboutipswich.com; www.visitsuffolk.com EN
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FRAMLINGHAM CASTLE  
Power is the defining feature of this 12th-century fortress. Norman family the Bigods used it as 
a base from which to scale the ranks of nobility – by 1213, they were entertaining King John. 
Perhaps the food wasn’t to his liking, as the king besieged it three years later. It was here Mary 
Tudor, on the run from Lady Jane Grey’s supporters, learned she’d been proclaimed England’s 
first ruling queen. One of her first acts was to restore Framlingham to the Howard family.

www.english-heritage.org.uk 

VISITALDEBURGH  
World-class classical music and 
equally prestigious fish and chips: it’s 
a match made in heaven. Resident 
composer Benjamin Britten founded 
Aldeburgh Festival in this idyllic 
coastal town in 1948; his home, the 
Red House, is now open to visitors. 
This year’s concert line-up includes 
Pierre-Laurent Aimard performing 
Messiaen’s Catalogue d’Oiseaux 
against an appropriate backdrop of 
birdsong at Snape Maltings and RSPB 
reserve Minsmere – beautiful music 
in a beautiful setting. Aldeburgh’s 
seafront promenade features  
pastel-coloured 19th-century villas 
and a pebbly beach where local 
fishermen display their catches; 
there’s boating along the Meare at 
nearby Thorpeness, which features 
Peter Pan-inspired islands; and, 
of course, don’t forget to visit the 
Aldeburgh Fish and Chip Shop.

www.visit-aldeburgh.co.uk



Suffolk 

THE SWAN   
Even surrounded by other medieval gems, the 
15th-century Swan in Lavenham shines, with 
lattices of ancient woodwork garnishing the 
exterior and the interior. Guests slumber beneath 
exposed oak beams, with open fires and cosy 
corners making the Swan an inviting place to rest 
after exploring the village’s Tudor architecture. 
With its name referencing Lavenham’s rich 
history, the Weavers’ House Spa has over 30 
luxurious treatments that will help you relax.

www.theswanatlavenham.co.uk

ICKWORTH HOUSE  
This Georgian palace is an awe-inspiring spectacle. In 1795, the 4th Earl of Bristol 
commissioned Italian architect Asprucci to design a classical villa, with a 105ft-high 
rotunda in which he could house priceless treasures collected on his travels through 
Europe. The result is an extraordinary neoclassical masterpiece, complete with Ionic 
and Corinthian pilasters, and – a grand feature in itself – corresponding Italianate 
gardens and Capability Brown-designed parkland. In 2002, the East Wing opened its 
doors as a luxury hotel, where guests have exclusive after-hours access to the gardens. 

www.ickworthhotel.co.uk; www.nationaltrust.org.uk/ickworth SE
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SECKFORD HALL   
Seckford Hall in Woodbridge is steeped in Tudor history. Thomas Seckford, the 
family’s most famous member, was one of two “Masters in Ordinary of the Court of 
Requests”, whose duty it was to accompany Queen Elizabeth I when she travelled 
in the provinces. It is believed that the queen held court at Seckford Hall and slept 
in a four-poster bed in the Tudor room. It’s also said that one of the armchairs in the 
Great Hall is where King Edward VI was sitting when he died. Today the four-star 
hotel, set in 34 acres of rolling Suffolk countryside, offers luxury accommodation 
with 32 rooms, a Tudor Bar, its 1530 restaurant and traditional afternoon teas. 

www.seckford.co.uk

STAY


