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Set in the heart of the Dorset countryside – the inspiration for many 
Thomas Hardy novels - Kingston Maurward’s 750 acre estate 
comprises a renowned land-based college, working farm & dairy, 
commercial equestrian centre & stables, animal park, formal gardens 
and thriving wedding and conference venue.

Its impressive main house was originally built from red brick - in the 
classic Palladium style that characterised the period - by Thomas 
Archer or John James of Greenwich between 1717 and 1720 for 
George Pitt, cousin of the then Prime Minister, William Pitt.

George Pitt and his wife Lora (née Grey) had lived in Kingston 
Maurward’s Elizabethan manor house, built by her great-great 
grandfather in 1597. The Grey family had owned the estate for many 
generations, having acquired it through marriage from the Maurward 
family, who were the ancient Lords of the area. As George’s wealth 
grew, he decided that he needed a more fitting home for his family. 

After George’s death in 1734, his son William inherited estate, 
followed by his brother John, who made many additions to the 
House and Garden. 

John’s son William Moreton Pitt inherited the estate in 1787, at 
which time King George III is believed to have visited the House 
frequently. During one visit the King told William he disliked red 
brick houses, and William promptly had the entire house encased in 
Portland stone.

In 1836 William was succeeded by his son William Grey Pitt until 
1845 when the estate was sold to Francis Martin.

A History  of  Kingston  Maurward  House
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Hanbury family and staff of Kingston Maurward House

Foyer of the Main House
Students in the Common Room, now part of 

the Coach House Cafe

Martin’s wife taught the young Thomas Hardy, first at the House and 
later at a school opposite the post office in Lower Bockhampton. It is 
thought that Knapwater House in Hardy’s novel Desperate Remedies, is 
in fact Kingston Maurward House.

Between 1853 James Fellowes, followed by Major Kenneth Balfour, 
owned the house until 1914 when it was bought by the Hanbury 
family.

In 1918, the Hanburys added the Portland stone chimneys, marble 
fireplaces in the hall, hand-painted ceilings by Italian artists, and the 
oak staircase. 
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Lady Hanbury instigated the creation of the formal gardens and the 
Armistice Walk beside the lake, where eleven oak trees were planted 
side by side to symbolise the ‘eleventh hour of the eleventh day of 
the eleventh month’,honouring the end of the first world war and 
later Remembrance Day.

In 1922 work on the 35 acres of formal gardens was completed 
within the existing framework of an eighteenth century Capability 
Brown style parkland setting.

After her husband died, Lady Hanbury remained at the house until it 
was taken over by the armed forces in 1939 for the duration of the 
Second World War.

During its occupation by the Royal Army Medical Corps and the 
US Army, the house was damaged; the park was used as a petrol 
storage depot for the D-day invasion, and the gardens fell into 
disrepair.
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Dorset County Council bought the estate from Lady Hanbury in 1947 
to create a new Farm Institute, with the first intake of 30 students 
arriving in October 1949. 

The gardens were restored in keeping with photographs from the 
1930s, using innovative planting within the existing framework of 
terraces, balustrades and steps, and were opened to the public in 
1991.
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World  War  II  Preparat ions
In the run up to D-Day, Kingston Maurward played it’s part in the 
preparation of the D-Day invasion force before they set sail to 
Normandy on 6 June 1944.  Huge marshalling camps were set up 
all over the south coast of Britain to house the thousands of allied 
troops required for the invasion. Kingston Maurward was used 
as fuel supply depot for the troops on the way to Normandy and 
was used as a hospital for the wounded returning from the beach 
assault. 

Troops were based at many of these camps for weeks or even 
several months before D-Day. At the end of May, the camps were 
sealed, meaning that the troops inside were not allowed to leave. 
This was a step to minimise the risk that enemy spies – or the British 
public – might realise that D-Day was drawing very near. 

U.S. troops prepare to leave Weymouth harbour on landing craft



www.kmc .ac .uk

Map showing the marshalling camp that was set up at Yellowham Wood.  Kingston 
Maurward is shown bottom left of the map, marked ‘Q324 Petrol’

U.S. troops marching along Weymouth seafront
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The  Monuments  Men
The Hollywood blockbuster, The Monuments Men starring George 
Clooney, is based on the real life exploits of a specialist group 
who spent the war protecting fine arts and 
religious artefacts from the Nazis.  One of 
these men was Ronald Balfour (right), who 
grew up at Kingston Maurward and was one of 
only two men who were killed whilst carrying 
out missions for the Monuments, Fine Arts 
and Archives (MFAA) section of the Supreme 
Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force 

The MFAA unit may have been American-led but it was an 
international campaign with over 350 male and female members 
coming from around 17 countries with Britain being the second 
country with most members. MFAA volunteers who were sent 
behind the enemy lines and WWII’s front lines underwent basic 
military training wore a military uniform, given a rank and an area in 
Europe to work in.
It was the last months of WWII in Europe which proved to be the 
most chaotic of all as armed gangs roamed and operated at their 
own will.
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In the middle of this turbulent scene were MFAA officers labouring 
greatly to preserve the cultural wealth of Europe. Balfour, who 
was ranked as a major and was attached to the Canadian army, 
was given custody of the area which included Northern France, 
Belgium and northwest Germany – a sector where countless cultural 
heritages in forms of paintings, key sites and historical architectures 
are found.

Balfour had to hitchhike his way from one war-torn location to 
another frequently just so he could look over the damages and the 
losses. In the end, his passion to preserve culture and arts costed 
him dearly. Early 1945 – Balfour was in Cleves, the heavily contested 
city in north-western Germany. Fresh from saving a 14th-century 
archive, he pleaded to the Canadian army not to blow up the 
medieval Steintor city gate at nearby Goch. On March 10, he then 
went beyond allied lines with two German civilians in an attempt to 
protect church artefacts but was unfortunately killed by a shell burst 
while he was moving pieces of a medieval altarpiece to safety.
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Today Kingston Maurward College offers full-time and part-time 
courses, higher education and apprenticeships. Course areas include 
agriculture, horticulture, sport and outdoor adventure, wildlife and 
ecology conservation, foundation learning, animal welfare and 
science, construction, floral design, equine studies, IT, and business.

Visited by thousands every year, the estate hosts many popular 
annual events including Lambing, Easter, Animal Festival, Open Day, 
equine events, Wedding Fairs, Antiques Fairs and Christmas parties.

The onsite Animal Park is a popular family attraction alongside the 
formal gardens, and enjoyed by visitors from far and wide.
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The estate is home to Dorset Studio School 13-19 year olds 
specialising in land-based studies – the first of its kind and with 
significant investment to the region.
It also houses an Animal Science Centre, with industry applied 
standard facilities replacing outgrown and outdated buildings, 
contemporary horticulture glasshouses and state of the art agri-tech 
facilities.

The opportunities and activities are endless at Kingston Maurward 
– the College, the estate, its gardens and its history will continue to 
evolve and grow for many generations to enjoy.
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