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The village of Chinnor is not one that usually features when it 
comes to listing places with artistic (in the broadest sense) 
associations. But the village and the neighbouring area have 
enjoyed a rich heritage in the early 20th century when it comes to 
attracting artists and authors. 
Chinnor lies in the long shadow of the Chiltern scarp face, chalk 
hills that rises abruptly from the land, and in an area that has been 
long known as the Plain of Aylesbury. Once famous for its white 
ducks (and they were a favourite dish of Ian Fleming at the White 
Tower restaurant in London) the Vale was also a centre of the lace-
making industry, chair-turning, apple orchards and arable 
agriculture. And while Chinnor lies in Oxfordshire, it has an air that 
is more Bucks than Oxon. The village is ancient and once the pre-
Roman Icknield Way ran through it and there are faint traces of 
Iron Age habitation but nowadays that is well hidden by sometimes 
sprawling and unsympathetic modern development. 
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Map showing Chinnor and the surrounding area. (The Oxen-Bucks 
border is on blue.) 
The area became attractive to artists in the early part of the 20th 
century for reasons that have never been described. Perhaps it was 
the beauty of the Chiltern beech woods and the flat simplicity of 
the Vale that opened up panoramic vistas of the sky. Perhaps it was 
because it was then easily reached from London by direct train or 
car, and likewise it was easy to visit the dreaming spires of Oxford. 
One such artist was Hilda Cowham (1873-1964), who had a holiday 
home in the village as described in the article a little way below. 
Cowham is possibly not a name that comes immediately to mind 
but in the early to mid 20th century she was a celebrated illustrator. 
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Hilda Cowham’s work on a tea set for Shelley Potteries. 
After studying at the Wimbledon School of Art, Lambeth School of 
Art, and finally the Royal College of Art she became an illustrator 
for magazines such as Punch, The Graphic and The Sketch. She was 
also well-known for the work she did illustrating children’s books, 
such as Fiddlesticks (1900), Peter Pickle and his dog Fido (1906), Curly 
Heads and Long Legs (1914), and Blacklegs and Others (1911). 
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A delightful postcard illustrated by Hilda Cowham. 
One of her characters, a bush haired, black stockinged imp wearing 
a big red bow in her hair and infinitesimal petticoats, became 
famous and was nicknamed the Cowham child. 
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The Cowham Child, with doll. 
In the period 1924 to 1935, she was employed by Shelley Potteries 
Ltd to provide illustrations for baby’s plate and nursery ware, and 
then in the 1930s Cowham designed a number of posters for 
London Underground. 
In 1900, Cowham had married Edgar Lander (1872-), also an artist. 
His father was a barrister’s clerk but Edgar and two daughters 
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studied art. Immediately after their marriage the couple took an 
apartment in Joubert Mansions in Chelsea, and in the 1901 Census 
both are listed as artists. By the mid 1920s, Hilda Cowham and 
Edgar Lander were dividing their time between 92 Clifton Hill, St 
John’s Wood, and Chinnor. 

 
Marriage Certificate. 

 
Home Chat. August 1929. A description of the country home of Hilda 
Cowham and her husband Edgar Lander. Cromwell Cottage in Chinnor 
dates back to the 17th century. 
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A continuation of the cottage’s description. 
The cottage was called Cromwell Cottage and was on the High 
Street. 
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1940s illustration of the cottage. In fact it might be a wood engraving. 
 
It is still there, little changed from the outside other than the 
thatched roof is now tiled, but today the house is numbered 50, 
High Street. 
 
 



As mentioned earlier, what brought Hilda Cowham to Chinnor is 
unknown but it was neither a village nor area devoid of artistic and 
literary talent. The short story writer, AE Coppard lived in the 
village from 1922 but likely moved in 1924-25 to the Henley area. 
They may have overlapped for a year or two. The artist John Nash 
lived in nearby Meadle from 1921 to 1944 and it would be strange if 
they did not know each other; Clare Leighton lived in Monks 
Risborough from 1930 for ten years. In nearby Thame, the 
innkeeper John Fothergill kept the Spread Eagle from 1921 to 1931, 
and had many literary figures staying or dining such as Shaw, Wells 
and Waugh. The hotel’s sign was designed and painted by Dora 
Carrington. 

In a history of Chinnor written by the Women’s Institute (WI) in 
1929, it lists Coppard as one of the ‘well known people who have 
resided or visited Chinnor.’ [Unpublished, a copy can be found in 
Chinnor Library.] It goes on to list the writers J B Priestly, Sir Philip 
Gibbs, Peggy Webling, Mr & Mrs Nevingon (sic) (Miss Evelyn 
Sharpe) and Gerald Bullett. None of these lived in Chinnor and it 
seems a reasonable assumption that they are listed because they 
visited Coppard or Cowham – the connections between them are 
reasonably obvious, for example Priestly and Coppard were on the 
editorial board of the Golden Book Magazine (UK Edition.) 
Coppard wrote a review of one of Bullett’s books, The Street of the 
Eye a collection of ten short stories. However, the WI history fails to 
mention Hilda Cowham. 

We know that she and her husband were still living in Chinnor in 
1937. (See below.) 



 
 
Mrs Hilda Cowham (Lander). 
 

Naming the cottage Cromwell, while quaint, was in error. Oliver 
Cromwell had never stayed in the village although his troops had 
been billeted there in June 1643, and perhaps this was one of the 
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houses they used. The troops suffered badly from a raid by Prince 
Rupert’s Cavalier troops, with over a hundred being taken prisoner 
and another fifty or so were killed. With that number of troops, and 
the village being small it is likely that most of the houses were taken 
over by the Parliamentarians. 

By the end of the 1930s the family had left Chinnor and London, 
and were living in Single Oak Cottage, Wornesh Park, near 
Guildford. 

1939 Census. 

Edgar died first in 1958; Hilda Cowham died 29 September 1964 in 
Guildford leaving almost £50,000 in her will. 
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