
Dear members, 
Sheila Ralls writes: 
“As some of you will already know, Mike has become very ill 
and therefore unable to carry out any of his roles for the History 
Group. Mike and Sheila would very much appreciate members 
doing what ever they can to support the Committee over the 
coming year.” 

Mamhead House and Estate History 

Following up on an article which Tricia Whiteaway wrote in the 
March 2000 Newsletter on the Balles of Mamhead, I would like 
to continue with the history of the house and estate. 
The Balles were a family that had connections with the 
Mamhead Estate that began in1547. Giles Balle of Axminster 
purchased it in 1547 and the family remained owners until 1749. 
Prior to this Mamhead had belonged to the Peverell family in the 
13th century before it passed by marriage to Sir Thomas Carew 
in the early 14th Century. 
Sir Peter Balle (d. 1680) rebuilt an existing house near the parish 
church in the middle of the 17th century. He, and his descendant 
Thomas Balle (d. 1749), were noted sylviculturists interested in 
the cultivation of forest trees such as cork oaks, acacias and 
Spanish chestnuts, to mention but a few. Thomas Balle 
employed the Exeter nurseryman, William Lucombe, as 
gardener. 
The gardens were depicted in a painting of c 1780 as being 
formal, with terraces, fountains and pools on the hillside above 
the house. As Thomas Balle was the last of the family, it passed 
on to his relative, Thomas Apreese, in 1749 upon his decease at 
the age of 82. Apreese sold the property to a Joseph Nightingale 
whose subsequent heir became the third Viscount Lisburne in 
1776. 
In 1769 Robert Adam provided plans for the improvement of the 
house and modified a cascade house. These appear to have been 
implemented. In 1778 the grounds were also improved with the 
advice of Lancelot (Capability) Brown. The estate remained the 
principal seat of the Lisburnes, until it was sold by the then third 
Earl Lisburne, to a merchant from Dartmouth in 1822. The 
merchant, R W. Newman, was MP for Exeter and was created a  
baronet in 1836. Anthony Salvin designed a new house, began in 
1828 and completed it in 1830 when the old house was 
demolished. 

The new house remained the home of the family until  
c 1985. It was registered by English Heritage for its 
special historic interest in 1953. The house is listed 
grade I and other parts of the estate are grade II. In the 
mid 19th century, planting of the terraces was 
undertaken by Veitch, as well as Lucombe and Pince, 
all of Exeter.  
More recently, the fifth baronet had let it as a holiday 
centre for evangelical clergy. Later it became a school 
before the House and stables became company offices. 
The Orangery, kitchen garden, Palm House and lodges 
are now in separate private ownership. The present 
pattern of drives and walks around the House are very 
much like those shown on the Tithe map of 1839. 
Mamhead Park is situated c 5km north-west of Dawlish 
and c 4.5km west of the village of Starcross. The estate 
occupies a total of c 166Ha of which some 7Ha are 
gardens and pleasure grounds, another roughly 90Ha are 
parkland and a further 69Ha are plantations.  
In May 2013 the BBC reported that Mamhead House, 
with its 16 bedrooms and 8 bathrooms, went on the 
market for £8m after having been recently restored. 
For more information see: http://
list.historicengland.org.uk/resultsingle.aspx?uid=1000555                                   
  
                                                               Ian Thomson 

Watercolour and Ink “View of Mamhead House, 
Devonshire, attributed to John Preston Neale, c. 1832, 
(Reproduced from page 158, “The Art of the Devon 
Garden” by Todd Gray)          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THE LUNATIC AND THE PIER THAT NEVER WAS 
 
Geoff Hodgkinson writes: In April, 2014, while the Dawlish 
railway line was a hot topic, I bumped into a ‘shore 
plan’ (pictured) dated 1895 that appeared it might, just might, 
have helped prevent the sea-wall disaster. The plan caught my 
eye at an auction room preview. It showed a substantial 
concrete ‘shelter island’ approximately 200 yards off shore, 
connected to the existing groyne by an iron bridge. It 
described how this could be built (like the Mulberry harbours 
of D-Day) and who should fund its construction. Arched 
breakwaters were drawn around the Coastguards boathouse 
and in the bottom right hand corner was a signature – G N 
Kelsall, ex-RE, 1895. “Will you accept a commission bid?” I 
asked. A week later he called and said: “It’s yours!” 
Who was Kelsall? And what was the construction meant to 
be? Kelsall himself proved tough to find; the main story just 
long-winded. Over a 9 month period I eventually uncovered 
the story. Kelsall’s plan was in fact the third in a series of 
five attempts across a period of 40 years to build a pier, a 
landing stage or a harbour – or a combination – at Dawlish. 
Kelsall joined the Royal Engineers in 1855 aged 19 and 
served at the siege of Sebastopol, when trench warfare was 
born and artillery used extensively by both sides. He saw 
action again in India but in 1868 was retired on grounds of 
ill-health (PTSD?). He entered Wonford House Hospital for 
the Insane in 1872 and in 1883, when Wonford House 
bought Plantation House, he came to Dawlish. In other 
words, Kelsall was officially a ‘lunatic’ when he drew up his 
plan! 

Kelsall’s Pier was actively promoted by the Ratepayers 
Association but the Local Board prevaricated and, like other 
Boards before them, failed to grasp the opportunity. A new 
Urban District Council eventually took over and they made 
two further attempts to build a pier at the end of the century. 
Had any of the five attempts succeeded, much greater 
numbers of visitors would have arrived in Dawlish by train 
and sea and the fortunes of the town might have been vastly 
different. But Dawlish remains pier-less today. Is it better 
off without a pier, or not? 

A film called ‘Kelsall’s Pier’, dealing with the man and his 
story in a docu-drama style, is in development. Separately, a 
documentary and a book telling the whole story are being 
produced. If any History Group member has any 
information to contribute to this story, especially about the 
Local Board personalities (see below), then I’d be pleased to 
hear from them. I would particularly like to see photos. I am 
keen to collaborate with the History Group and have already 
provided an image of an 1853 maritime map found on ebay, 
which accurately depicts the route of the railway, for a 
future exhibition. 

Local Board Members in 1893-5 

G B Avant (Upholsterer/Auctioneer),  F M Cann (Surgeon 
and GP), H L Friend (Clerk to School Board), J E Hearn 
(Solicitor), J H G Lamacraft (Carpenter and Builder), J H 
Somerset (not known), Mrs Whitehead (Matron, Plantation 
House), W C Tapper (House Agent, JP), J Shapter (Painter/

Decorator), , E H Bayldon (Stockbroker, Mine 
Owner), Capt. Doxat (Retired Commander RN) 

Geoff is a member of Teignmouth Film Makers, and 
a screenwriter, journalist and photographer. He can 
be contacted at geoff@ggh.co.uk or on 01837 
851253. 

Dawlish Local History Day 

This ambitious event was set for the 18th July and 
planning was well underway with colleagues from 
the Museum when it became apparent that Mike and 
Sheila were not going to be able to participate due to 
Mike’s illness. Accordingly it was decided to 
postpone the event and to reconsider it later in the 
year. 

Dawlish Museum Report  
The start of the 2015 season at the Museum has been 
very interesting – a steady flow of visitors have made 
some very flattering and constructive comments. 
Some of the most common remarks are how much 
bigger it is, the general cleanliness and the wide 
variety of artefacts. The new stewards – recruited 
from many of the various local organizations – are 
very enthusiastic; so we look forward to having a 
minimum of three stewards on each shift, which will 
enable us to chat more and answer queries while still 
manning the entrance and the first floor.  
   The video of “The Great Storm” is selling very well 
– people coming in just to buy the video – which is 
great. Once again the Museum had a stall at “Let’s all 
go down the Strand” – financially rewarding and good 
publicity.  
M.Stuckey 
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