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Chapter one 
Early ambitions

When writing to his future wife sophy about his early 

life, in 1896, Ernest arthur rowe gave tantalisingly 

little information about the first sixteen years. Al-

though he included a lot of  detail about his experiences after that 

age, all he wrote about his childhood years was the following: 

“born in 62 the youngest of  5…went to a middle class school 

Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp.

Or what’s a heaven for?

robert browning 

until I was 16 years old (soon got through 16 years of  my life).” 

From the surviving records we know that arthur, as he 

was known to his friends and family, was born on 21 august 

1862 at Forest Lane, Stratford, Essex (now part of  East Lon-

don). His father, Thomas George Rowe, worked as a solicitor’s 

clerk and as such was a member of  the middle classes, which had 
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been steadily increasing their numbers since the industrial revolu-

tion at the beginning of  the century.1 Thomas George was born 

in maidstone and the family continued to have connections with 

the county of  Kent, with the artist himself  eventually settling in 

the area.

Growing up, Arthur had a good relationship with his 

mother adelaide rowe (née Wallis) and he remained close to her 

throughout her life. But Adelaide was deaf  and it seems that she 

let her disability hold her back. In one letter to Sophy, Arthur 

commented that, “she has been the best of  mothers to me but 

she has had no experience of  the world, having been deaf  since 

she was a young girl & never caring to go anywhere”.

The family was a tightly knit one. When Arthur was older 

he supported, to varying degrees, his mother and elder sisters 

Florence Jane (Flo) and Adelaide Isabel (Bella). His eldest sister, 

Anne Elizabeth (Annie), frequently took care of  Arthur’s own 

children during their early years. It was only Arthur’s one brother, 

George Henry, who appeared to escape his family responsibili-

ties, leaving home once for a short stay in america and then for 

Tasmania where he managed a butter factory. George’s flight 

inevitably had an impact on Arthur, who was then expected to 

shoulder much of  the financial burden of  his family members 

after the death of  his father in 1885.

at some point during his childhood there may have been 

a downturn in the family’s fortunes, as Arthur wrote in a letter 

to Sophy in 1896, “Don’t think that we are at all grand in any 

way, we are of  very humble origin and don’t even keep a servant, 

haven’t since I was five years old.” It was common for middle-

class families in the Victorian era to employ a maid. The Rowe 

family’s loss of  domestic help could have been caused by several 

factors. Perhaps there had been some loss of  income that made 

keeping a servant no longer practical for the Rowes at this time. 

it may have been simply that the family moved house and there 

was no longer room for a maid. By the time Arthur was eight 

years old, census records show that the family was no longer 

living in Stratford but was by then at 14 Priory Road, Lambeth 

(now 129 Landsdowne Way).

The information on Arthur’s boyhood is limited, but the 

little that is known, when pieced together, paints a picture of  a 

fairly happy and carefree existence. Arthur’s interest in old hous-

es and gardens began as a child, perhaps on visits to relatives in 

Kent. According to an interview, “he would walk miles to see an 
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old timber-house surrounded by some garden also of  ancient 

lineage” during his boyhood. There is also a painting in the Rowe 

family’s collection that is thought to be of  the garden at 14 Priory 

road, on the back of  which is written, “i remember i remem-

ber where I used to swing”. This suggests that Arthur looked 

back affectionately on his early years.

these cheerful recollections aside, the lambeth of  ar-

thur’s boyhood was not a healthy place in which to grow up. 

lambeth was an industrial as well as a residential area and the 

local potteries and glass works2 had a negative impact on the en-

vironment. The streets that Arthur walked were dirty and dusty, 

and the air was often thick with smog. There was a gas works 

a few streets away from the family home, and the ever-present 

‘pea souper’ took its toll on the health of  Arthur’s father and 

probably had a long-term impact on Arthur’s health as well. In 

a letter to his son in 1884, Thomas George wrote about the 

subject:

This is a wretched foggy morning and it is having an effect 

upon me. I am suffering much with my breath. So I did last 

night for it was cold and they heaped up the fire while the heat 

arrived by the Gas almost did for me. The effect is very depress-

ing and makes me almost despair of  getting about again.

Thomas George Rowe died the following year and Arthur in turn 

suffered from various lung complaints throughout his life.

Arthur was educated at Priory Grove School until the age 

of  sixteen. He showed early promise in art as a boy and was 

awarded a certificate at the age of  fifteen in freehand drawing, 

practical geometry, linear perspective and model drawing by the 

Department of  Committee of  the Council of  Education. It ap-

pears that arthur understood his strengths and weaknesses from 

a young age and applied himself  to the subjects that held the 

most interest for him. He later compared his education to that of  

his son ronald, writing,

I did not grasp properly what did not interest me very much. 

He is quick enough in the things I did well at I think — 

geography, drawing & calculation.

With the likely heavy encouragement of  his father, and with the 

help of  family friend Frank butterworth, arthur began work as 
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an apprentice lithographer after leaving school. Printing was a 

growing trade, and lithography was a good, steady profession for 

a young Victorian lad and one in which Thomas George probably 

felt that his son could utilise his natural artistic ability. Thomas 

George paid fifty-five pounds, a not inconsiderable sum at that 

time, for his son to begin a five-year term as an indentured ap-

prentice lithographer in October 1878. At Montague Chatterton 

and Co in Grays Inn Road, Middlesex (now in north London) 

young arthur learned the craft of  drawing with grease on to a 

treated piece of  stone to create the original artworks that were 

used in the printing of  book illustrations.3 

Many of  the prints that were made using Arthur’s origi-

nals are still in existence and he clearly excelled in his work, but 

lithography was not satisfying or challenging him. Even then he 

had a desire to paint. He wrote about his apprenticeship to Sophy 

in 1896:

…served five years (not in prison) but articled to a Crown 

Lithographer — at the end of  my time I was a sort of  jack 

of  all its branches and master of  none consequently I wasn’t 

worth much and as I wanted a change I left — all this time 

I wanted to learn to paint but saw no chance — though I 

spent the one or two weeks holiday I had every summer try-

ing to sketch.

at some time during this period arthur submitted two of  his 

‘sketches’ — the name he often used when referring to water-

colour paintings — to the Royal Institute of  Painters in Water 

Colours, which was about to open its doors to students at its new 

school in Piccadilly. Arthur’s ambition to become an artist would 

not be quelled, and he was keeping abreast of  developments in 

the world of  fine art in the hope that he could get a foot in the 

door somehow.

but the problem of  what he was to do until then would 

not go away, and arthur could not free himself  from the grip 

of  lithography so easily. Two months after leaving his first job 

arthur took up another lithography position, presumably after 

some pressure from his father whose money, after all, had paid 

for his son’s initial training. Thomas George would not have 

wanted to see his investment come to nothing and probably per-

suaded Arthur to take another job in the same field in the hope 

that this time he would stick at it. He was to be disappointed: this 
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job only lasted for a month, as Arthur later explained: “there was 

no work to do and i got the sack and left Feb 2nd.”

Just two days after arthur was sacked, an event occurred 

that was to change his fortunes dramatically and would lead the 

aspiring artist down a new and more promising path. On Monday 

4 February 1884 the Royal Institute of  Painters in Water Colours 

opened its school. The paintings that Arthur had submitted to 

the institute had been deemed to be of  a sufficiently high stan-

dard and on the basis of  them, at the age of  twenty-two, he was 

accepted as a probationer at the school. He wrote about it in a 

letter to sophy in 1896:

I never supposed for a moment that I should ever be able to 

work there. I thought I would start work until I heard of  

something else — in two months I had passed my probation 

and was admitted as a student for two years.

Arthur’s initial self-doubt was unjustified. The tutors at the Royal 

Institute of  Painters in Water Colours’ school recognised that 

Arthur had talent, be it raw and unrefined, and accepted him 

with open arms. Although he had encouraged his son into lithog-

raphy, Thomas George was supportive of  this move, initially at 

least, as arthur went on to state, “my father was alive then so of  

course I was living at home with few expenses.” 

but some event occurred during this time to distract ar-

thur from his path, as in september of  the same year he left 

London for Middlesbrough to take a position in the field of  li-

thography again. This must have been deeply disappointing for 

young Arthur after he had finally begun to work towards his goal 

of  becoming a professional artist. Additionally, he was used to 

being surrounded by a tightly knit circle of  friends and family. To 

find himself  in this rapidly expanding industrial northern town 

without his support network, and forced to go back to a job he 

loathed, must have been painful. It was not the right move for 

arthur, and he stayed in middlesbrough for just three months 

before returning to London and the Royal Institute school. 

During his two years at the school Arthur experimented 

with his subject matter painting, for example, scenes from the 

village of  Clovelly in Devon. But as early as 1884 he travelled 

to a house, the garden of  which would become prominent in 

Arthur’s later work, namely Penshurst Place in Kent. Sir Henry 

sidney had constructed this garden, with its distinctive walls and 
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terraces, during the Elizabethan era. After a period of  neglect, 

the house was inherited by the 2nd Lord De L’Isle of  Dudley 

in 1851 who set about restoring the garden to its former glory. 

one of  the main features that he introduced was the mile-long 

yew hedge that divided up the garden into a series of  rooms, 

each with its individual style.4 In one early painting of  Penshurst 

by arthur, entitled The Orange Court, the garden is neglected en-

tirely, as the artist focused on the house itself  (in contrast to ar-

thur’s later work). There is no sign in this painting of  the vibrant 

colours that would fill Arthur’s ‘sketches’ in later years. Also, in 

The Orange Court Arthur followed the fashion of  including figures 

in eighteenth-century costume. In the following year, the artist 

painted Penshurst Place again in a work that he called Formal 

Garden. in this painting, the house is relegated to the background 

while the garden is given prominence. Despite this, there is still 

not the slightest hint of  colour other than greens and browns 

in the painting, with the artist concentrating instead on the geo-

metric shapes of  the hedges and pathways of  this meticulously 

designed garden.

it is not clear whether or not arthur had to pay to attend 

the Royal Institute school. If  he did, it is possible that he had 

some financial assistance from his father, or he may have sold 

the odd painting here and there to see him through. In any case, 

the problem of  funding became more acute in march 1885 with 

the death of  Arthur’s father. Thomas George left each of  his five 

children two hundred pounds in his will, but despite this finan-

cial cushion arthur realised at this point in his life that he would 

have to, “think about making money somehow”. The relatively 

carefree existence that he had enjoyed during his boyhood and 

early adulthood was over. Things were about to get serious for 

Ernest Arthur Rowe.

the young artist decided that the best thing that he could 

do at the time was to put his money into bricks and mortar. With 

the two hundred pounds that was left to him, combined with 

sixty pounds borrowed from his mother, Arthur purchased 9 

Placquett Road, East Dulwich (now 150 Copleston Road, Cam-

berwell). This was the first of  several houses that Arthur would 

buy over the years, and they proved to be wise investments as the 

rents from some of  his properties would later come in very use-

ful when work was thin on the ground. 

Financial insecurity aside, arthur was about to achieve the 

first major success of  his career, although it must have pained 
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him that he was not able to share his success with his father. In 

May 1885 he was awarded the President’s medal for landscape, 

issued by the Royal Institute of  Painters in Water Colours. This 

beautifully embossed silver medal was awarded to the artist for 

an unknown painting of  an old garden. Arthur modestly said 

of  the prize in a letter in 1896 to his future wife that he “got it 

much to my own surprise and everybody else’s”, although to win 

this award from such a prestigious institution was clearly a mea-

sure of  Arthur’s obvious talent, even as a fledgling painter. This 

medal, which is still in the Rowe family, is an exceptional object 

in itself  being the only one of  its kind ever awarded by the royal 

Institute. Arthur stayed on as a student for another year but in 

may 1886 the royal institute school closed, although the institute 

continued to exhibit paintings at its Piccadilly gallery and still ex-

ists to this day.

in the summer of  1885, perhaps to divert his mind from 

his grief  at the death of  his father, perhaps simply motivated 

by money or the lack of  it, Arthur began to work feverishly. He 

travelled around the south of  England from Kent to Devon for 

seven weeks with a paintbrush in his hand almost continually. He 

explained this period to Sophy in 1896 by saying that he spent 
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The Girl’s Head (above right) and another of  Arthur’s early portraits (above)
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these weeks “working from 6 in the morning till 9 at night — 

until I couldn’t see”. This dedication to his art paid off, as Arthur 

sold a number of  paintings and earned the grand sum of  ninety 

pounds that year. 

With Arthur’s studies cut short by the closure of  the Royal 

institute school, he looked for an alternative academy of  learn-

ing. Before long he was accepted as a student at the Lambeth 

school of  art and he studied there almost every evening and 

many Saturday mornings for the following ten years. At the Lam-

beth school he practised portraiture among other things; the 

school regularly hired models for the students to sketch. Some of  

Arthur’s early black-and-white portraits still exist and they show 

that he was just as adept at painting people as he was at painting 

gardens. He complained later in a letter to Sophy that portrait 

painters earned more money than garden painters. Perhaps he 

had a minor regret that he had not chosen this career path, for he 

would surely have had just as much success in it as he had in the 

painting of  gardens.

Encouraged by his initial commercial success in the sum-

mer of  1885, arthur continued to paint at a ferocious pace 

with the expectancy that he would sell every painting that he 

produced. He would even make several copies of  some of  the 

original works, each one slightly smaller than the one before, in 

anticipation of  finding a market for them. Years later, though, 

he confessed to sophy that he had used up all his friends, and 

although he had thought that he was going to make his fortune, 

reality had quickly bitten: “after that they didn’t want any more, 

so I managed to rub along and made about £100 a year.”

times became very hard for arthur, and although he con-

tinued to paint almost non-stop, the work still did not have any 

real focus and arthur had not yet succeeded in making a name 

for himself.

the artist at this time used much more muted hues than 

he would employ in his later works, notably in Evening Light — a 

delightful oil painting of  Tinker’s Cottage in Boscastle, which ef-

fectively portrays a warm Cornish summer’s evening and which 

Arthur exhibited at the Royal Academy. In another example of  

an early work entitled The Old Dovecot, arthur appears to have 

experimented with symbolism. The scene depicts a child digging 

a grave for a dead bird, possibly a reference to events outside the 

world of  the painting.

With the commercial success that he had hoped for elud-
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ing him, arthur found himself  slipping into debt in the years 

1887–1891. It was only with the financial support of  both his 

mother and his sister, Florence, that he was able to carry on 

working and studying during these years. Money was so tight that 

he was often unable to afford the bus fares and would walk for 

miles just to save a penny. 

arthur had some recognition from the art establishment 

during this period, winning silver medals from the Dover school 

of  Art in 1889 and 1890 for his watercolour work. Annually 

works were submitted to the south Kensington school of  art 

by various art schools around the country. These works of  art 

would then be judged by government examiners, who awarded 

twelve gold medals, thirty silver medals and sixty bronze med-

als each year. So Arthur’s work must have beaten hundreds of  

other paintings to win his two silver medals, yet art buyers were 

still not taking the bait. In his letters to Sophy, Arthur described 

1890 as his most “disastrous year” when he made just over thirty 

pounds and he was forced to borrow ninety pounds from his 

sister, Florence. Things were looking bleak for this young art-

ist. With no real direction to his work and a limited market for 

the kinds of  paintings that he was producing, arthur seemed to 

be digging deeper and deeper into a pit of  financial ruin. Then 

in 1891 he decided to paint gardens full-time and his fortunes 

finally changed.
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