
   

 
 

Fifty years of 
fine art for everyone 

Loyd Grossman, president of The Arts Society, 
explains how one enlightened idea flowered into a 

worldwide organisation celebrating its 50th birthday 
and Julie Harding talks to six of its valuable volunteers 

HE ARTS SOCIETY is the new and, 
as yet, relatively unfamiliar name 
for a large international organis-
ation that’s celebrating its 50th 

anniversary this year. Many have heard of 
and, indeed, belong to its predecessor 
NADFAS, the arcane-sounding acronym of 
the much-beloved National Association of 
Decorative and Fine Arts Societies. 

A 50th birthday may seem an odd time to 
give something a new name, but it was felt 
by many that NADFAS didn’t adequately or 
memorably describe what 90,000 mem- 
bers across the UK, Germany, France, Spain 
and a host of other countries were up to. 

Its roots go back to the late 1960s, a 
decade that certainly swung, but was so 
busy.



    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Left: Members of the Arts Society at All Hallows by the Tower, the oldest church in 

the City of London. Above: Recorders at St Mary Magdalene Church, Reigate, Surrey 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

celebrating the hedonistic and the ephem- 
eral that it tended to disdain the past. The 
consequences of two World Wars were still 
being felt: country houses were in jeopardy 
from decades of neglect and the threat of 
demolition, thousands of parish churches 
had little idea of their rich and varied 
holdings and specialist heritage skills were 
unfashionable and declining. 

There were few opportunities for public 
education in the fine and decorative arts 
and museum education programmes were 
scant or non-existent, yet there  was a thirst 
for knowledge and a desire on the part of a 
growing number of people to support—
with action—our endangered national 
heritage. 

This was the context in which a young 
Buckinghamshire housewife named Patricia 
Fay was inspired to organise an event at 
which Miss D. K. Millington discussed her 
collection of Victorian teaspoons in a lec- 
ture entitled ‘Small antiques in our homes’ 
at Chenies Manor in 1965 (see page 65). To 
her surprise, so many people flocked to the 
talk that more chairs had to be found and 
Mrs Fay, with a hit on her hands, was asked 
to organise more events. 

 

So many people 
flocked to the talk on 
Victorian teaspoons 

that more chairs 
had to be found 

She encouraged others to do the same 
and, from the modest beginnings of her 
Chiltern Antiques Group, a movement grew: 
local groups of enthusiasts established them- 
selves as societies and, in 1968, grouped 
together as NADFAS, which held its inaugural 
meeting at the V&A. 

NADFAS expanded rapidly and, early on, 
established the three pillars of its mission, 
which are still integral to The Arts Society 
today. First, there was the setting up of a pro- 
gramme of  lectures given by specialists from 
across the Arts, who were rigorously vetted 
not only for their knowledge, but for their 
ability to be articulate and engaging. Those 
experts who make the grade are listed in 
the Arts Society Directory, an enthralling 
compendium of 350-plus experts on sub- 
jects as varied as ‘West German Ceramics 

of  the  1960s     and 1970s’ or ‘Beautiful, Beastly, 
Bizarre: the art of Hieronymus Bosch’. 

Second, there’s a determination to provide 
practical help to the Arts and heritage through 
the recruitment and training of an army of 
volunteers to work in country houses, museums 
and galleries, to act as church recorders and 
to enthuse children and young people in the 
Arts. 

Third, the charity broadened its horizons 
with international study tours and, later, the 
setting up of decorative and fine-arts societies 
abroad. It was most definitely a growth busi- 
ness—there were 100 local societies by 
1980 and double that number by 1988. In 1984, 
the first overseas society opened in 
Germany; now there are 385 Arts Societies 
circling the globe from Petersfield to 
Penang. It’s been an inspiring and exciting 
story. 

All of this brings us to the new name. As 
the societies extended their remit beyond 
the fine and decorative arts, reflecting a 
greater enthusiasm for cinema, music and 
dance, and as the international reach and 
activities have taken it beyond the national, 
it was felt after lengthy, impassioned, even 
heated, discussion that The Arts Society 
better reflected the way in which the 
original vision had grown. 

Many of the problems that inspired the 
creation of NADFAS are long gone, but there 
are now greater challenges. State support 
of the Arts is declining in the face of many 
other demands and Arts education for the 
young is in a parlous state.  What  we’re  doing 
is working towards a society in which the 
Arts are a vital part of lifelong learning and 
in which everyone, of whatever background, 
interest or ability, has the chance to pursue 
their interest in the Arts and have their lives 
enriched. And we never  forget  the injunction 
of our founder   that, above all, it should be fun. 

 



   

 

 

Wendy Woods, Horsham, West Sussex 
‘Robert Runcie [Archbishop of Canterbury] 
called church recorders the “shock troops of 
conservation”,’ says Wendy Woods, a former 
classical-music producer for the BBC. ‘What 
he meant was that they’re always unearth- 
ing things at the back of  cupboards,  such 
as the dirty Aladdin’s lamp  discovered  in a 
Sussex church that the V&A found to be 
Anglo Saxon. As one vicar once said to me: 
“[The clergy] are more interested in souls 
than things.”’ 

As a member of the national team of 
Church Recorders, which is responsible for 
the recruitment, training and guidance of 
the 2,500 church recorders in the UK, Mrs 
Woods’s principal role is to advise group 
leaders on record compilation. Years ago, 
she helped to devise a recording template 
that’s still in use. 

‘I also assisted in setting up a digital index 
of the more important items discovered 
and I help to keep a tally of the churches 
recorded,’ says Mrs Woods, a member of 
her local Arts Society Horsham since the 
1980s. ‘My group has recorded 25 churches. 
Despite having to wear thermals in win- 
ter, the work is enjoyable—it’s been said 
that we’re creating  the  Domesday  Book  
of churches.’ 

 
Jennifer McDowell, Edinburgh 

 Jennifer McDowell and her team of heri-   
tage volunteers have been involved in a 
diverse range of conservation and archival 
projects in museums, galleries, libraries and 
historic houses around Edinburgh, ranging 
from the cleaning and conserving of books, 
drawings, correspondence and engravings.   

 
Seven years ago, the members of Jennifer’s 

group found themselves making hundreds 
of conservation-quality padded hangers and 
Tyvek bags to store clothing and accesso- 
ries belonging to the Jean Muir archive at 
National Museums Scotland. ‘It was one of 
our most memorable projects. A lot of the 
volunteers in Scotland are needlewomen 
and I wield a needle, too,’ says Mrs McDowell, 
who joined the Edinburgh DFAS when her 
children left home and who is area repre- 
sentative for children’s trails. 

 

Parish churches 
are amazing 
repositories of 

treasures that were 
largely overlooked    

Mrs McDowell is currently involved in 
photographing, cataloguing and dismantling 
items at Thirlestane Castle’s Border Country 
Life museum. ‘Although I might be nomi- 
nally in charge, everyone is equal,’ she says 
firmly. ‘What I like about volunteering is the 
knowledge you accrue, but you also meet new 
people and make friends.’ 

 
Bill Hastings, Isle of Man 

Bill Hastings always feels at home in the 
library of Milntown House on the Isle of Man, 
home to influential deemster (judge) John 
Christian from the 1830s. He joined the 

 
Barbara Cullimore, Chiltern 

Barbara Cullimore (right) will be hanging up 
her white-cotton conservator’s gloves at the 
end of this year. The nonagenarian, who 
joined the fledgling Chiltern Antiques Group 
(the first NADFAS group) in 1976 and was 
awarded an MBE in 2012, will call time on 
leading volunteers in the heritage sector 
after four decades working on some of the 
most nationally important projects to come 
under The Arts Society’s remit. 

She cleaned books in St George’s 
Chapter Library following the fire at 
Windsor Castle, found a 1649 passport at 
Dorney Court during archiving work, 
packed up artefacts for the Household 
Cavalry and helped to restore Henry VIII’s 
bedspread at the Treasurer’s House, York, 
and worked on patching up Disraeli’s cloak 
during a 10-year stint in textile 
conservation. 

‘One day, while working in the library at 
Chequers, I found a memo pad on which 
Rudyard Kipling had written 

a skit on his various work colleagues while 
he was based in India,’ she recalls. 
‘Another memorable moment was open- 
ing Napoleon’s personal album, which 
contained pictures of his children and 

a letter from his mother, written when he 
became emperor.’ 

Mrs Cullimore was previously PA to the 
European president of pharmaceutical 
company G. D. Searle. ‘When my boss 
retired, I decided it was time to do some- 
thing for me,’ she explains. She once met 
Patricia Fay, founder of the Chiltern 
Antiques Group, which started it all. ‘Who 
would have believed what would come of 
her idea? It’s such a wonderful 
organisation.’ 

 
 

300-member Arts Society Isle of Man five 
years ago and, two years later, regularly 
found himself sitting among piles of acquired 
books that required cleaning and catalogu- 
ing at the 16th-century house, the work 
forming part of the library’s restoration 
programme. He admits he sometimes 
became side-tracked as the 1,500 mainly 
legal tomes fascinated a man who was once 
chief executive of  the Isle of  Man Insurance 
and Pensions Authority. Initially, Mr 
Hastings received training in book 
restoration; he set up an online 
cataloguing system and, with his wife, Marion, 
put together and trained a team of 10 other 
Arts Society members. ‘We’re now moving 
on to cataloguing the artefacts in the 
house,’ he reports. ‘Our work on the 
books was very much a team effort and   we 
had hours of fun.’ 

 

 

 

                       Recorders of the Arts Society are said to be creating ‘the Domesday Book of churches’ 

Gillian Loveridge, Beaconsfield& Gerrards 

Cross, Buckinghamshire 

Some 35 years ago, The Arts Society Gerrards 

Cross was looking for a secretary. ‘I told 



    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A memorable 
moment was opening  
Napoleon’s personal 

album, which 
contained pictures 
of his children 

 
them I was prepared to do the job and so      
I was rushed to the top of the waiting list. 
Waiting to join NADFAS was common in 
those days,’ recalls Gillian Loveridge. 

In 1997, Gerrards Cross joined forces 
with Beaconsfield to set up a joint church 
recorders group under the leadership of 
Mrs Loveridge and Gillian Russell. It’s still 
going strong today and, thanks to its work, 
seven churches now have a full set of 
records. 

A former PA to an advertising firm and, 
later, a nursery-school teacher, Mrs 
Loveridge went on to became chairwoman 
of her local society and is now co-group 
leader for Beaconsfield & Gerrards Cross. 
She is, however, still involved at coalface 
level. 

‘We meet one day a month to record     a 
church and work in pairs. My speciality is 
stained glass,’ she says. ‘We still have six of 
the original recorders working with us. The 
majority of us are fairly elderly— I will 
shortly be 80—but what we do is 
thoroughly interesting. It helps to keep 
your mind active.’ 

 
John Blackford, Kent 

In the late 1990s, almost immediately after 
retiring as headmaster of Queen Elizabeth’s 
Grammar School in Faversham, John 
Blackford joined his local Arts Society and 
is now the church recorders’ area 
representative for Kent. ‘I was keen to give 
something back to the community,’ he 
explains. 

Mr Blackford was content recording 
memorials for the Faversham church 
recorders’ group, but then had his arm 
‘firmly twisted’ by Sarah Thatcher, the 
outgoing East Kent representative. He took 
over her role and, shortly afterwards, that 
of West Kent, too. 

He supports and advises the county’s 11 
church-recording societies and liaises with 
them over digitising individual church 
records. ‘On average, I  work  20  hours  a 
week,’ says Mr Blackford, who gives talks 
about the societies’ work in an attempt to 
attract new members. ‘It’s so worthwhile. 
Parish churches are amazing repositories of 
treasures that, before this process, were 
largely overlooked.’ 

 

Membership of The Arts Society (previ- 

ously NADFAS), which includes a quarterly 

magazine, opportunities to volunteer and 

invitations to events and trips, costs £10. 

To find your local society, telephone 020– 

7430 0730 or visit www.theartssociety.org 

 



   

 

 

You’ll never be bored 
Chenies Manor, Buckinghamshire 

The home of  Charles and Boo Macleod Matthews 

This Tudor house was the unlikely venue for the first 
meeting of the founding group of The Arts Society. 

John Goodall tells its remarkable story 
Photographs by Paul Highnam 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STORM at sea—if family lore is 

to be believed—launched the career 

of John Russell. On January 17, 

1506, heavy weather forced a ship 

carrying the king and queen of Castile ashore 

at Melcombe Regis in Dorset. By happy chance, 

Russell, the son of a local gentleman, was 

a linguist, so the harassed official responsible 

for  dealing with these  unexpected  royal 

visitors chose him as both an  interpreter 

and an escort to conduct the Castilians to 

Henry VII at Windsor. Russell never looked 

back: he became a courtier and then a com- 

panion to the young Henry VIII, in whose 

household—and between duties as a soldier 

and diplomat—he was steadily promoted. 

Relatively early in his career, in 1525 or 

1526, Russell married the wealthy heiress 

Anne Sapcote. She brought him a new res- 

idence at Chenies, convenient to the court 

and to London. He assumed the property as 

his principal seat and developed it on a suf- 

ficient scale to receive Henry VIII in 1534 

and again in 1542. The antiquarian John 

Leland, visiting in about 1540, the year after 

his ennoblement, commented on the result- 

ing transformation of the buildings: ‘The 

 



    

 

olde house of Cheyneis is so translated by 
my Lorde Russel…that litle or nothing of 
it…remayneth ontranslatid; and a great deale 
of the house is…of brike and timber: and 
fair lodgings be new erected in the gardein… 
And there be about the house 2 parkes, as I 
remember.’ 

Leland also recorded that the interior of 
the house was ‘in diverse places richely 

paintid with antique works of white and 
blak’. By this he probably meant that the walls 
were decorated with a combination of animal 
and vegetable forms also termed ‘gro- 
tesques’, decoration copied from the cavern- 
ous ruins or ‘grottos’ of Rome. To Leland, 
familiar with interiors hung with tapestries 
or wainscot, they were evidently a striking 
and fashionable feature of the house. 

Fig 1: The manor house and church 

 
Russell went on to serve Edward VI, by 

whom he was elevated to the title of Earl of 
Bedford in 1550. He declared for Mary I in 
1553. Following his death two years later,  his 
body was brought back from London with 
great pomp and laid to rest at Chenies. All his 
ancestors to the present day have  



   



followed him and their spectacular 
collection 

of tombs is gathered in the private family 
chapel on the north side of the parish 
church that stands immediately to the east 
of the present house (Fig 1). 

Russell’s son, Francis, 2nd Earl, served 
Elizabeth I and likewise received her on 
several occasions at Chenies. An inventory 
of the house, drawn up at his death in 1585, 
gives a flavour of its scale and opulence. It 
also mentions a bed in the downstairs par- 
lour ornamented with Henry VIII’s arms, 

almost certainly used by the king in his last 

visit when his physical condition made it 
inconvenient to go upstairs. 

Only a small fragment of the Tudor house 
survives today. It comprises two brick ranges 
set at right angles to each other on an L-shaped 
plan. The shorter range to the west is entered 
through a porch and its two floors are con- 
nected by a generous, spiral stair in brick. 
Recent tree-ring—or dendrochronological 
—dating of timbers from the building sug- 
gests that it was constructed in 1537–8. 

The much longer south range is punctu- 

ated by six massive gabled projections, each 
crowned by stepped battlements and richly 
carved chimneys (Fig 2). Accommodated 
originally within the volume of the project- 
ions were latrines and fireplaces at both 
ground and first-floor level. This arrange- 
ment—which effectively created a series of 
independent domestic chambers—almost 
certainly identifies the range as an accom- 
modation block for senior members of the 
household. The dating of timbers from the 



    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 2 left: The rear of the south wing—probably a lodging range—with its huge 

chimney and latrine stacks. Fig 3 above: A view into the so-called Queen Elizabeth 

Room with its 17th-century chairs. Fig 4 below: The Stone Room with its panelling. 

It was created in its present form in the 1970s 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

structure suggests that it was built in about 
1552 (and could not, therefore, have been 
seen by Leland). 

Both the surviving Tudor ranges formed 
part of an outer or base court to the main 
residence, which stood elsewhere. Such 
evidence as has been assembled to date 
implies the existence of other structures to 
the north of the present house. These 
include the archaeological identification, 
during a Time Team dig broadcast in 2005, 
of footings for a substantial range with 



   



Fig 5: The Long Room was used for the first meeting of the The Chiltern Antiques Group on January 22, 1965, the body that  

developed into NADFAS, now The Arts Society. This interior was used into the 20th century as a village hall 
 

projecting bay windows (a later addition) 
overlooking an area of gardens. There also 
survives in this area a vaulted cellar that 
stands completely independent from the 
present building. 

It’s an open question as to when the main 
body of the house was demolished. What is 
known, however, is that in 1608 the seat of 
the Earldom moved first to Moor Park, 
outside Rickmansworth, and then to 
Woburn Abbey in the 1630s, where it 
remains. It is perhaps a mark of 
abandonment in this period that one of the 
latrine chambers in the south range 
preserves a large daubed graffito dated 
September 1, 1619. This invokes the reader 
to remember Thomas Thoroton while they 
‘here do sit’ (presumably on the latrine) 
and concludes with the Latin epithet ‘time 
flies’. 

By 1728, the bulk of the house had been 
demolished. The west range, meanwhile, 
was rented for £23 per annum as a farm by 
one Mr Henry Blythe and the south range 
was in decay. A few years later, in 1735, the 
estate steward noted that ‘Chenies Place is 

a very large old house, brick built with 
some very large and lofty rooms, but the 
apartments are not very regular and of no 
more value than to be pulled down’. The 
buildings survived, as they would another 
demolition proposal in 1760. They also 
apparently escaped plans in 1746 to block 
up windows in response to the window tax, 
because Horace Walpole particularly 
admired the surviving stained glass in 
September 1749. 

‘There are,’ he wrote, ‘but piteous frag- 
ments of the house remaining, now a farm, 
built round three sides of a court. It is drop- 
ping down, in several places without a roof, 
but in half the windows are beautiful arms 
in painted glass. As these are so totally 
neglected, I propose making a push, and 
begging them of the Duke of Bedford. They 
would be magnificent for Strawberry- 
castle.’ 

Perhaps as a direct result of Walpole’s 
request, the Duke removed the glass to 
Woburn the following year. As   a final 
indignity, in 1760 the south range was 
divided into five tenements. 

The decline of the house was finally 
arrested in 1829. That year, a younger son 
of the 4th Duke, Lord Wriothesey Russell, 
was both married and appointed to the 
living of Chenies. He immediately repaired 
the manor with the help of the architect 
Edward Blore and made part of the south 
wing, now known as the Long Room, into a  
school  (pending  the  construction  of  a 
proper school house). Further changes 
followed in 1840, when the juncture of the 
two historic ranges was reconfigured with a 
bay window. In the 1860s, there were 
alterations to the fenestration of the build- 
ing, probably including the insertion of the 
present iron-lattice windows. 

In 1954, the association of Chenies with 
the Bedford estate finally came to an end 
when  the  manor  was sold  in one  lot for 
£182,000 to pay the death duties of the 
12th Duke. Part of the farm was then 
purchased by Lt Col Marston, DSO MC, a 
talented electrical engineer. 
In 1920, he had entered into partnership to 
found Statter and Co and built a  factory in 
Little  Chalfont making 



    

 
heavy-electrical switches. When he was 
eventually bought out of this venture, he 
purchased the estate with the proceeds. 
He did not, however, buy the house, which 
was initially bought out by its long-term 
tenant. When he sold up in 1957, he 
persuaded his recently married son-in-
law, Lt Col Alistair Macleod Matthews, and 
his 22-year-old bride, Elizabeth, to take it 
on and lent them some money. ‘You’ll 
never be bored’, he assured his daughter. 

Lt Col Macleod Matthews had served in 
the Intelligence Corps during the Second 
World War. Afterwards he joined British 
Petroleum, which took him regularly to 
the Middle East and also to the USA. They 
made a formidable team: he had an 
interest in historical research and 
antiques, especially carpets and she was 
practical and resident in the house, 
capable of driving forward the process of 
restoration while he travelled. 

‘My mother really led the charge with 
the restoration’ recalls her son Charles, the 
present owner. ‘She would take a couple of

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6: The dining room was furnished and decorated by Elizabeth Macleod Matthews 

rooms at a time and work away at them 
until they were finished.’ By degrees, the 
house was repaired and new rooms 
created. The consistent intention was to 
bring back the 16th-century spaces of the 
house and, where possible, remove later 
partitions. The Stone Room, for example, 
was created by clearing away a scullery 
and kitchen and the Victorian staircase 
that was sandwiched between them (Fig 
4). 

As new rooms were created, they com- 
plemented their collection of inherited pic- 
tures and furniture with new purchases. 
They had eclectic tastes embracing Stuart 

and Georgian furniture (Fig 6), tapestry 
and fabrics. A nine-month posting to the 
USA also yielded a hoard of oak furniture 
(Fig 3). 
It was on January 22, 1965, when this 
process of restoration was well underway 
that a new society, The Chiltern Antiques 
Group, gathered in the Long Room—then 
still used as a village space—to hear Miss D. 
K. Millington on the subject of ‘Small 
Antiques in our homes’, which described 
her collection of Victorian teaspoons (Fig 
5). The group later became the first 
constitu- ent body of NADFAS, now The 
Arts Society, 

and has maintained a close connection with 

the house ever since. 

As the house assumed its new form, the 

Macleod Matthews set out a formal garden 

to the west and south of the house (Fig 7). 

At the time of the purchase, much of the land 

around the house was still planted as a potato 

field, a legacy of the ‘Dig for Victory’ cam- 

paign. All that survived of the historic land- 

scape was an ancient oak. It is more than 

1,000 years old and, by tradition, it is the 

tree beneath which Elizabeth I lost a piece 

of jewellery. They established a tulip festival 

here every April and also a reputation for 

growing Dahlias, of which about 850 are 

Fig 7: The formal gardens to the south and west of the house. During the ‘Dig for Victory’ 

campaign in the 1940s, the surrounds of the house were turned into a potato field 

planted out each year. An isohedral maze 

was also laid out here after a design com- 

petition organised by The Times in 1991. 

In the 1970s, during the course of their 

restoration work, the house was opened to 

help raise money for the repair of the church 

roof. The experience encouraged more regular 

openings, using NADFAS volunteers as guides 

and a former tractor shed as a tearoom. 

This, a shop and other visitor facilities have 

been gradually improved. In 2002, a 16th- 

century ruin known as the Nursery was 

renovated as a house to prevent its collapse. 

Alistair Macleod Matthews died in 2001 

and his wife 15 years later. His son has 

reunited the estate by buying out his cous- 

ins from their share of the farmland 

purchased by his grandfather. Charles and his 

wife, Boo, continue to open the house to 

the public and make it available for filming, 

events and weddings. It is the gardens, how- 

ever, that perhaps remain the chief attract- 

ion of Chenies, setting off the rambling 

Tudor buildings to perfection. 

Visit www.cheniesmanorhouse.co.uk for 

further information 



  

 

 


