Hillside Hotel: origins and ownership

Mary Grove’s inn at Steephill by Thomas Rowlandson.
The history of Hillside begins in the area to the west known as Steephill where Mrs. Mary
Groves owned and kept an inn. When her lease expired in 1801, the landowner, Lord Dysart,
provided her with a new building at the foot of St. Boniface Down which became known as
the New Inn and then Groves Hotel.
‘Old John Green’, the parish clerk of St Lawrence, recounts the story of her move to Ventnor
in his memoirs:
“There was a house built for an inn for the late Widow Groves by the side of St Boniface
Down, now called Hillside House, began to be built in the year 1800. Though Mrs Groves
had but a small house for an inn at Steephill, she accommodated the greater part of the
gentry that came to the Undercliffe in those days. She had many fine shady trees and
arbours around the inn, the gentry could walk through the late Earl of Dysart’s grounds
and into this cottage. Mrs Grove’s was the only accommodation for gentry between
Shanklin and Niton, except what little was sometimes done at the Crab and Lobster Inn at
Ventnor.
While the preparations were being made for the building of the large inn under St Boniface
Down, Mrs Groves carried on the business in the small cottage. She had a shed for her
kitchen and tap-room, and tents pitched by the side of the down to accommodate
company”
The small cottage can be seen in front of ‘Groves Hotel’ in the engraving below.

The New Inn or Grove’s Hotel engraved by T. Higham 1824.
The cottage later became the hotel tap-room until its demolition in 1938. During the landscaping of
this area in 2009 by the current Hillside owner, Gert Bach, several oak ship’s timbers were discovered
that had been used as floor joists in the cottage.

Hillside Hotel: ownership after Mary Groves
John Sterling
In 1843, Grove House was sold to John Sterling as a private residence. Sterling was a
literary gentleman, the owner of the Athenaeum Magazine and a contributor to
Blackwood’s Magazine. He published a novel, some poems and several tales. He was a close
friend to the Victorian philosopher and historian Thomas Carlyle who wrote a biography of
Sterling in 1851.

John Sterling 1806-1844
Sterling suffered from tuberculosis and came to Ventnor which, due to its micro-climate,
was already famous as a health resort for those suffering from chest complaints. He added
an upper floor to the building before moving in with his six children.
Captain Newall
Sterling died within a year, whereupon the property remained empty until 1851 when
Captain David Rae Newall became the occupant of Grove House with his wife Mary and
three sons.
Although the house was then a private residence, the 1851 census also shows Harry Keele,
Physician to the Carisbrooke Lunatic Asylum, as living there.
Mrs. Newall died in 1854 but Capt. Newall was still there in 1871 with three of his sons. He
then let the furnished property to Mrs Harriet Heal and family who owned the Railway Tavern
just up the hill from Hillside.

The Mitchells
The 1881 census lists George Henry Mitchell and his wife Mary as keepers of a private
boarding house. 1891 George Mitchell takes on a lease from Col. and Mrs. W.E. Evans for 8.5
years at £110 p.a. He was then with his second wife, Georgina Mitchell, and the number of
boarders and staff had increased from ten to twelve. Mitchell Avenue, previously Newport
Road, was named after Mary Mitchell who lived at Macrocarpa House just up the hill from
Hillside.

George Henry Mitchell

Georgina Mitchell

Some of the attractions at Hillside Private Boarding Establishment were described by the
Mitchells:
“ The house is a three-storey building of very attractive external appearance, and has a
charming situation on the most desirable part of the Undercliff. It stands in its own prettily
laid-out grounds, and is within five minutes' walk from the railway station. There are upwards
of fifteen bedroom in the house, in addition to the dining, drawing, sitting, and smoking rooms.
The requirements of indoor amusement are met by an excellent piano forte and a first-rate
bagatelle board, while outside there are splendid croquet lawns, tennis courts, greenhouses,
conservatories, &c. Very fine views of the town and of the sea may be had from the windows of
Hillside, and the house forms one of the most agreeable and pleasant places of residence that a
visitor could desire.
Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell do not confine their attention to promoting the comfort of their guests
within the house only. They study their convenience and entertainment in various other ways,

and at one o'clock each day they send a private conveyance down to the Esplanade, so that any
of their patrons who may prefer driving up the hill to walking, may do so, free of charge. This
is only one of the many evidences displayed of careful consideration for the interests and
comfort of guests. The cuisine and attendance at Hillside are excellent, and a liberal table is
provided, many delicacies being served in season. ln short, Hillside may be strongly
recommended as a first-class boarding establishment, where every home comfort awaits the
visitor. With a reputation extending over eighteen years, this house, we need hardly say, is
well and favourably known, and it enjoys the patronage and recommendation of a very select
and influential connection”.

The Mitchells were active in the local Congregational church and the local paper reported a
church fete that was held at Hillside in 1908:
“In the evening the grounds were very prettily illuminated by fairy lights and Japanese
lanterns, the effect of the lights among the foliage being particularly beautiful. The very
excellent band of the Ventnor Battery of the 2nd Wessex (Howitzer) R.F.A., under
Bandmaster J. Hess, played selections in the grounds fr o m seven o'clock to ten, and their
programme included the " contest" piece which recently won them the first prize in the
Island Bands Contest at Shanklin —a piece that was, needless to say, very much enjoyed
by the listeners. By the kind thoughtfulness of Mr. Mitchell, a large electric arc lamp was
temporarily erected in the charming avenue in the grounds, under which the band gave its
performance. Despite the wind and the showers the position of the grounds is such, and
the shelter of the trees so complete, that very little inconvenience was experienced with
the illuminations or by the promenaders”.

George Mitchell’s half brother, Percy Mitchell, and his wife took over Hillside from 1921. The
1933 electoral register shows Percy Mitchell as resident together with Beatrice Annie Mitchell
and Florina Georgina Mitchell.
Twentieth Century owners
The Dickenson family came in Spring 1934 and although Dick Dickenson died in September,
his wife continued until 1940 when she had to relinquish the lease because the Government
declared the Isle of Wight a ‘Defence Area’ during WW2 and visitors to the Island were
prohibited. The hotel was requisitioned for use by military personnel. RAF Ventnor was a
radar station on top of the downs which led to heavy bombing raids in the area.
After the war Mr. & Mrs. Martin Plumridge bought Hillside for £2,000 in 1946. An auction sale
of Hillside Private Hotel in 1951 failed and they stayed until the sale of 1968 for £14,000.
Martin Plumridge also purchased the Dower House, just across the road from Hillside, as an
annex for staff quarters and overflow guests.
Donald and Marie Read came to Hillside with their son and six daughters in 1968. John and
Shirley May purchased Hillside in 1979 and remained there until it was sold to Peter and
Brenda Hart in partnership with Peter’s sister and her husband. Peter and Brenda later took
over the hotel as sole proprietors. Peter died in 2005 and Brenda sold Hillside in December

2008. In 2009 the present owner Gert Bach purchased Hillside and undertook a major
refurbishment.
Starting as the New Inn, the establishment has had several changes of name: Groves Hotel,
Grove House, Hillside, Hillside Private Hotel, Hillside Private Boarding Establishment,
Mitchell’s Private Hotel and Boarding Establishment. Then the name changed back to Hillside
again.

Hillside was part of Ventnor’s development
The purchase of the Steephill estate in 1828 by John Hambrough marks the beginning of the
development of Ventnor which, at that time, was little more than a few fishermen’s
cottages, a mill, the Crab and Lobster Inn, and two farms. Ventnor then developed rapidly
as a health resort during the first half of the Nineteenth Century.
The removal of Mary Groves from her inn at Steephill placed her, and her New Inn, in an
advantageous position. In 1830 James Clark, who later became physician to Queen Victoria
and Prince Albert, published a book describing the types of climate that were beneficial to
those who suffered certain diseases. He identified the Mediterranean climate of Ventnor and
the Undercliff as well suited to those suffering from tuberculosis which was a very common
and incurable disease at that time.
The Ventnor estate was rapidly bought up by numerous developers and speculative builders
so the town developed quickly in a chaotic and un-coordinated manner. Land prices and
rents rapidly increased, numerous lodging houses and villas were built for those seeking a
cure. Most of these invalids would take advantage of the comparatively mild Ventnor winters.
John Hambrough and his family took part in many property developments in Ventnor and he
sponsored the building of the first parish church, St. Catherine’s, its parsonage and two
parochial schools. At one point the Hambrough estate owned over sixty properties in the
Ventnor area.
The visiting invalids needed transport and shopping facilities, so the town quickly developed a
range of trades and businesses. Hillside was soon in competition with other, new hotels: The
Royal Hotel 1832 and the Marine Hotel in 1839. These hotels attracted a high class of visitor,
including royalty, some of them from the continent.
From 1866 Ventnor became accessible by rail and it also had a pier where paddle-steamers
could collect and set down passengers. Ventnor’s role as a health resort was further
enhanced in the 1860s when work began on what was to become the Royal National Hospital
for Diseases of the Chest. The hospital expanded to ten blocks and had its own chapel. It
could accommodate 132 patients who were treated to a regime of fresh air, healthy food and
exercise.

Later on Ventnor was able to complement its winter convalescent visitors with a developing
summer holiday industry. In June there were 45 trains a day between Ryde and Ventnor and
they carried over 36,000 people every day.
***********************
This history of Hillside has been compiled by Richard Downing with contributions from Gert
Bach and Alan Champion. 2014.
A brief, but comprehensive, history of Ventnor was published in 2010 and is available at
Hillside and for purchase in the town: Michael Freeman. Ventnor: the English Mediterranean.
A visit to the Ventnor Heritage Museum in Spring Hill may also be of interest.

