As a boy Suffolk Summer front cover illustrator Steven Binks sat mesmerized by the wonderful windmill sequence in Marcel Varnel’s Oh Mr Porter, as Will Hay and the gang hung on for dear life, never quite losing their grip. 

The film tickled him pink, still does, but it’s that beautiful windmill that made a lasting impression.

You might say it marked the start of a long and successful career in the art of nostalgia, paving the way for paintings of rusty tractors and agricultural utopia that would grace many a gallery wall, greeting card and magazine covers as far as the Mid West of America. 

Luckily for Steven he didn’t have to travel far for a real life glimpse of the famous mill, standing as it once did at Terling in Essex, not a million miles from the family home at Bulmer, and providing inspiration for the first in an ever-growing portfolio which spans over 30 years.    

In 1970 Steven’s painting of Terling Mill made its way to The Royal Academy in London, having been picked out as one of the winners in the Sunday Mirror Children’s Art Exhibition.  

He admits that seeing his work on display at the Royal Academy was a sizeable achievement for a youngster, but humbly continues: “I’ve never achieved that in my adult life.” 

That may be so, but as artistic achievements go having the Royal Academy under your belt when you’re just about into double figures isn’t half bad. 

Five years later and the Hedingham Secondary School pupil thought he wanted to be a carpenter. Mum, a Second World War Land Army girl, and Dad had other ideas.

“I wasn’t sure whether to take up a career in carpentry or in art but my parents sort of pushed me into doing graphic design because they wanted me to have a proper job in art. 

“I went to Colchester Art School and did a foundation year to dabble in the different forms of art to see which type interested me the most. The most commercial aspect of art was, and still is, graphic design so after that I chose to do a three-year course on graphic design.”

Steven soon found work designing packaging for the food industry, which, given the nature of assignments (mostly biscuit and crisp packets) didn’t satisfy his voracious appetite for all things creative (“I got bored out of my brain doing that.”) 

The next step was to go freelance, especially as he had already had an excellent response to his other niche  - painting pub signs, something he still enjoys. 

Staying on the pub scene, Steven also does graphic design work for Mauldons Brewery of Sudbury, recently re-designing their seasonal Broomstick Bitter. 

“When I was at college Tolly Cobbold held a competition to design pub signs for their local pubs. I won the competition for doing the Black Boy at Wivenhoe and got the job of painting the real sign. I enjoyed doing that and eventually got so fed up with packaging design that I went self employed, ended up doing a lot of pub sign work and got a contract with Greene King as one of their artists.

“I worked from my parents’ house at the time. We lived in quite a large Georgian farmhouse and there was a great big room at the back where I had my studio.

“In the 1980s it was just so manic – I was doing freelance work for an advertising agency and there was just so much work that I ended up working there nearly all the time – it just took over my life and I ended up getting a full time job again.”

The boom-time bubble eventually burst, resulting in a tide of redundancies  - like so many others Steven didn’t escape but, looking back now: “It was a blessing in disguise.”

He goes on: “What I did learn from that career was how to print things and communicate with printers. I got a redundancy payment and with that I launched my first two fine art prints from paintings that I’d done, which were rusty tractors. 

“I’d been selling a lot of rusty tractor paintings at the Hadleigh Show and they were fetching quite good money. In 1991 I did these two paintings that I did as fine art prints and sold one directly at the Hadleigh Show. As I was walking to the car with the painting that hadn’t sold, some guy chased me and said he was interested in buying it.

“I explained that it was actually booked in for the very first art show at the Suffolk Show and said, look, if you really want to buy it you’re going to have to contact the organisers of the Suffolk Show Art Tent. And that was the very first painting sold at the very first Art Show at the Suffolk Show.”

From then on Steven Binks’ limited edition fine art prints (of which there are about 20 odd in the current range) were in great demand, though some art galleries were hard nuts to crack “because it was a subject that they hadn’t sold before.” 

The man behind such titles as “Suffolk Horses Ploughing,” “50’s Harvest” and “Chris Feeding Suffolk Sheep” (Chris being his good friend and farming neighbour Chris Boast) chooses to tuck himself away in the blissfully peaceful setting of Clees Hall, Bures. 

Steven fondly recalls an idyllic childhood spent with his parents and sister down on the farm. 

The countryside is where his heart belongs and his understanidng of the intricacies of vintage farm machinery developed but it’s nice to balance the anti-sociality of painting in solitude with getting out there and meeting people (“that’s why I still do my pub sign and graphic design work.”)

“I was brought up on Armsey Farm, a small tenant farm. The interest started as a kid because we lived on a farm where everything was accessible and we were allowed to help out – I was the kid just mucking about on the sacks that had been tied up and having a passenger seat ride with the lorry driver back to the barn.”

In the world of immortalising vintage vehicles and agricultural machinery accuracy is paramount. The enthusiasts know their manifold from their magneto, hence his knowledge of mechanics comes in handy. 

“Because I’ve restored my own tractor and I dabble in mechanics myself, you sort of know what the shapes are. It helps no end to know how something works. It helps you paint the detail accurately. People soon pick out things that are not right. There are always people who come along and say it’s a nice picture but….

“Sometimes they’re right and sometimes they’re wrong.”

Steven, who cites the work of John Constable, Alfred Munnings and Terence Cuneo as inspiration, works from photographs, the setting up of which can take enormous amounts of time and energy. 

Sometimes he’ll just happen on a golden moment, quite literally – as was the case with Suffolk Horses Ploughing scene, when, during a vintage tractor ploughing match at Nayland, he nipped off to capture the moment, and perfect light, on camera.

The same goes for the splendid Sole Bay Inn scene on the cover of EADT Suffolk Summer.

“I was up in Southwold last year and I had a camera with me. It was a lovely sunny day and I just happened to be in the right place at the right time. I was outside the Sole Bay Inn and there was a group of Morris Dancers dancing outside the pub and it just seemed to be the perfect setting. There were even some little kids dancing in rhythm to the music. I based the style of painting on 1930s railway posters.”

Other scenes take considerably more time to set up. “Chris Feeding Suffolk Sheep,” for example, which involved hiring and insuring a Massey Ferguson 35X tractor from dealers in Great Waldingfield. 

It was well worth the effort though as the tractor also features in one of his greeting card designs and Border Fine Art Plates, due for launch in January 2003. 

“For the last five years I’ve been working as a freelance artist for Country Cards based in Scotland. It’s not all tractors  - I’ve done motorcars, people and even my own truck, a Ford Transit, which I bought last year. 

So what of the future?

“I’m looking forward to seeing the Border Fine Art collection out in the shops – It’s a different medium for my work. It’s a bit like winning the lottery  but you can’t have the money for about 10 months because I finished the paintings around Easter time and I’ve got to wait until January to see them in the shops.”

While Steven has pretty much everything he could wish for in his career, the one thing he needs is more time to fit everything in.   

“I’m finding at the moment that every year I live only has about six months to it – it’s going so fast! It never used to be like that when I was in the advertising agency – the clock used to slow down.”

That’s what comes of loving your job. 

Contact Steven Binks at 5, Clees Hall, Alphamstone, Bures, Suffolk, CO8 5DZ.

Tel & Fax: 01787 228105

E-mail: info@stevenbinks.co.uk
Log onto www.stevenbinks.co.uk
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