in turn would visit her friends and
acquaintances at the times and on
the days when they were ‘at home’.
The chauffeur would dress up in
his special uniform to drive her to
these visits, and also to the shops.
Her shopping, of course, mainly
concerned clothing and accessories,
or occasionally furniture. Household
items and food were ordered by the
cook and delivered to the house.
And Mr Balls, the owner of Balls
Garage, made a regular delivery of
cans of petrol for the car.
This Victorian lifestyle came to an
end with the Second World War.
Although her son and daughter-inlaw moved into Montmillan when
she died, they could not keep up
the same way of life. Despite his
privileged upbringing, her son
became a leading member of
the local Labour Party, and went
on marches in support of the
unemployed – although when his
wife had to have some teeth out
during the war, she was still able to
call the dentist and anaesthetist to
the house to perform the operation
rather than going to the surgery!

AN EXPLORATION OF THE TOWN’S BUILDINGS, PEOPLE AND EVENTS

Leaflet written by Katy and Michael Bennie

The House on
Knowles Hill

Mrs Roberts of Montmillan
In 1901 an architect from Liverpool
by the name of Roberts decided to
move to Newton Abbot. He chose
the town because it was a major
railway junction. His wife was from
Cornwall and this was the furthest
west he could go by train and still
get back to his work in Liverpool in a
day, while his wife was close enough
to Cornwall to visit her family. He
therefore bought a large Victorian
house on Knowles Hill, which he
named Montmillan.
Sadly, Mr Roberts died a few
years after buying the house, but
his wife continued to live there
until her death in 1940. And she
lived in some style. Her grandson,
Roger, remembers that the
household consisted of a cook,
two housemaids, a gardener and a
chauffeur. The gardener had ridden
one of the lead artillery horses
during the First World War and been
gassed, but he still managed to

keep the garden immaculate and
frighten Mrs Roberts’s grandchildren.
The house had a dining room, a
drawing room, a morning room,
a kitchen, a ‘back kitchen’ and a
scullery, with a large number of
bedrooms upstairs.
Wealthy women of that time had
specific times when they received
visitors, and Mrs Roberts had cards
printed with her name and the day
and time when she was ‘at home’ –
Thursdays between 3 o’clock and
4.30. She distributed them to her
friends and acquaintances, so that
they would know when they could
visit her. And on those afternoons
she dressed up in her best tea
gown and had the tea ready for
any visitors who called. And she

