Dorchester

A little town with a big story
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Look for the Virtual Dorchester button
Click to find the map location

The Dorchester Henge

W

hen Waitrose supermarket was built here in 1984,
archaeologists found signs of huge wooden posts and a
curving ditch.
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Drawing to show how the henge was built in Neolithic times
(about 5,000 years ago). Wooden posts were tipped into pits,
which were then back-filled to hold the posts up.

Each post was about a metre across and had been cut from a mature
oak tree. They were regularly spaced about a metre apart. Twenty one
post holes were found in an arc shape and some had also been found
earlier in Church Street. Archaeologists worked out that the posts and
the ditch must have been part of a huge circular monument - about 380
metres across. It is one of the largest Neolithic monuments in Britain.
Large circular monuments like this are known as henges, named after
Stonehenge. The Dorchester henge was about three times the size of
Stonehenge, although it was never a stone structure. It wasn’t the only
one in the neighbourhood; there were also henges at Maumbury Rings
and Mount Pleasant, just outside Dorchester.
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Thomas Hardy went to school near here between 1850
and 1853. Other schoolboys often stole his school cap,
throwing it into the shop of Sally Warren – a fierce old
lady who Hardy had to brave to get his cap back!
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Stonehenge has been thought to be a religious centre, an astronomical
observatory, a calendar for ensuring crops are planted at the right time
and to have many other uses. Nobody knows what Dorchester’s henges
were for, but they are part of a very rich archaeological landscape.
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The three large local henges were built about 5,000 years ago in the
Neolithic period. This henge appears to have fallen out of use in the
Early Bronze Age, the wooden posts rotted and the site returned to
grassland. Mount Pleasant also fell out of use, but Maumbury Rings
remained and the Romans converted it into an amphitheatre.
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In the main
picture, how are
the people moving the
tree trunk?
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The excavations on
the Greyhound Yard
site in 1984.
The remains of the
wooden posts show
up very dark against
the soil and chalk
surrounding them.

Evidence of later buildings
was also found here. One
of the most interesting
was a dovecote. It was a
round building with ledges
for the birds to nest. In
the centre was a pit for
the bird droppings. These
were used to tan leather
and to make gunpowder.

Plan showing the possible extent of the circle of posts

Prehistory to Roman
Inside Dorchester’s massive Neolithic wood henge, Iron Age people are
busy weaving woollen cloth. Roman soldiers defeat local tribes at Maiden
Castle and build the town of Durnovaria with villa, shops, market and
fountain.
Upper left is the Woodhenge, built approximately 2000 BC. It is over a mile
in length; its full extent was revealed when the car park below Waitrose was
built. The tree trunks are over one metre in diameter and only one metre
apart, so there was probably a palisade. The Autumn Festival is in progress!
Next on the right, Iron Age home life is represented, including textiles
The lower left shows the Roman burning of Maiden Castle, where a Celtic
skeleton, now in the Dorset County Museum, was found.
To the right is the reconstruction of the best-excavated villa with an
imaginary town scene, featuring shops, a market and a fountain.

The Dorchester 700 Community Tapestry was designed by Suzanne Finch and
embroidered, painted and quilted by local volunteers and children from Dorchester’s
middle schools. It was created to mark the 700th Anniversary in 2005 of Dorchester’s
recognition as the County Town of Dorset in the Charter of King Edward I.
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Celtic henge?
Roman amphitheatre?
Civil War army camp?
Maumbury Rings was all of these,
and a place for the people of
Dorchester to gather for circuses, fairs,
executions, political meetings and town
celebrations. It can accommodate a
crowd of around 12,000 people.

Drawing to show how the Neolithic henge monument might have looked.
There is a circular ring of deep pits in the inner ditch.

‘Maumbury’

The prehistoric henge

Maum

When Maumbury Rings was excavated in 1908-13, it was discovered that there was a
prehistoric henge here before Roman times. It had roughly the same outline you see
today, but lower banks and a deep inner ditch.

Of uncertain meaning but possibly Old
English mealm, meaning ‘chalky soil’ or
maene, meaning ‘common’ (perhaps
referring to the gatherings of people
in a common place) or Celtic, main
meaning stone.

Bury
From the Old English burgh,
meaning ‘earthwork’. (It also
means ‘fortified town’.)

Archaeological excavations led by Harold St George Gray in 1908.
An excavated section of the bank, cutting through the
remains of the prehistoric henge and the later Roman
amphitheatre.

Henges were built by Britain’s first farmers in the Neolithic or ‘New Stone Age’. They had a circular
ditch and outer bank interrupted by one or more entrances. Some had stone or timber circles. Here
archaeologists found 45 ‘shaft’ pits dug in the bottom of the ditch, some more than 13 metres deep.
Material from the ditch and pits was heaped into an outer bank. There was a single entrance in the
north, where there may have been a large single standing stone. Eight pits were investigated, revealing
burnt material along with carved chalk objects and human and animal bones dated to between 20002800 BC, around 4500 years ago.
Other large henge sites are known just east of the town at Mount Pleasant and Flagstones. Another,
discovered nearby in the 1980s beneath Greyhound Yard and Acland Road, once had a great circle of
massive timbers. These impressive sites show that, long before the town was here, this area was the
centre of a major Neolithic ceremonial landscape comparable to those at Stonehenge and Avebury.

One of the excavated prehistoric pits containing ritual deposits.
It was dug by Neolithic people over 4.500 years ago using
picks and shovels made of deer antlers. The soil and chalk
was brought up with ropes and baskets. Roman posts are
in the trench at the top of the picture.
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How the walls were built.
The town’s defences consisted of an outer
ditch, then a bank and the wall at the top of
the bank. The wall was about 3m (9 ft) wide
and 7-7.5m (20-25 ft) high. The width of the
walls and ditches together was about 100m.
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The Roman Walls
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This is the only surviving
section of Dorchester’s Roman walls.
The Roman town of Dorchester, called Durnovaria,
was a provincial capital with a garrison of soldiers.
The town was protected on three sides by walls and
ditches, and on the north side by a wall and the river.
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The walls were built by order of the governor Augustus, when he took the British legions to
the continent to make himself emperor. Protective walls enabled towns to maintain control with
smaller army units. In Dorchester there is also some evidence of an earlier wall.
Stone for the walls was quarried in the Ridgeway quarries, a few miles away near Upwey, and
probably transported here by oxen cart. Blocks were shaped with iron tools and cemented
together with lime mortar. The stones here are the inner rubble core of the wall; they would have
been faced with straighter blocks each side. Most of the stone was recycled by later generations
and used in other buildings in the town, but you can still see the line of the Roman walls by
following the tree-lined Walks around Dorchester.
“Casterbridge announced old Rome in every street, alley and precinct. It looked Roman, bespoke
the art of Rome, concealed dead men of Rome. It was impossible to dig more than a foot or
two deep about the town fields and gardens without coming across some tall soldier or other of
the Empire, who had lain there in his silent unobtrusive rest for a space of fifteen hundred years.
He was mostly found lying on his side, in an oval scoop in the chalk, like a chicken in its shell; his
knees drawn up to his chest; sometimes with the remains of his spear against his arm; a fibula or
brooch of bronze on his breast or forehead; an urn at his knees, a jar at his throat, a bottle at his
mouth; and mystified conjecture pouring down upon him from the eyes of Casterbridge street
boys and men, who had turned a moment to gaze at the familiar spectacle as they passed by.
Imaginative inhabitants, who would have felt an unpleasantness at the discovery of a
comparatively modern skeleton in their gardens, were quite unmoved by these hoary shapes.
They had lived so long ago, their time was so unlike the present, their hopes and motives were
so widely removed from ours, that between them and the living there seemed to stretch a gulf
too wide for even a spirit to pass.”
Thomas Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge.

This section has been incorporated into a garden wall since at least the early 19th century. It was
given to the town by Lucia Stone in 1886.

What happened
on New Year ,s
Day in 1886?

The
Dorchester
Dormouse
trail

Aerial view showing the
Walks.
The Walks were laid
out at the same time
as the Boulevards
(tree-lined walks)
in Paris. Other than
in Fordington, on
the eastern side,
Dorchester did not
expand much beyond
its Roman walls until the
19th century.

The Roman West Gate

Within the walls lay a carefully planned grid of streets. The main east, west, north
and south routes are only very roughly the same as today’s roads, and smaller Roman
streets are buried beneath the medieval and later town.

Visit the Roman
Town House
behind County H
all.
Read Roman Do
rset by Bill Putnam
,
and Dorchester by
Steve Wallis.
Discover items
from the
Roman town of
Durnovaria
in the Dorset
County Museum
.

We do not know the exact site of the West Gate, nor what it looked like, but using
evidence from similar towns in Roman Britain, we can show what it might have been
like in the fourth century. A timber bridge crosses the ditch and the road passes
through a two-storey gateway, which has battlements and is built of the same stone as
the walls.
The East Gate, down the hill, would have been the grandest gate, as it faced towards
the capital, Londinium.
From After the Fair by Thomas Hardy
And midnight clears High Street of all but the ghosts
Of its buried burghees,
From the latest far back to those old Roman hosts
Whose remains one yet sees,
Who loved, laughed, and fought, hailed their friends, drank their toasts
At their meeting-times here, just as these!

Dorchester was an
army town from the time of the
Romans until not that long ago.
Can you see another army
building from here?

The Duorchester
Dormo se trail
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Durnovaria was a walled town. Dorchester’s tree-lined walks follow the line of the walls,
and you can see the remains of part of the Roman wall about 20 metres to your right.

How the West Gate
might have looked.
The gate led to the
Decumanus Maximus,
or High Street.
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From here ran Roman roads to other important towns; Ilchester - to your left - and
Exeter - behind you. Ahead of you, down the hill, was the forum at the centre of the
Roman town, possibly in front of St Peter’s Church (the one with the tower on the left
side of the road), and the road to London.

Find out
more...

Sc a

T

he western gate of the Roman town of Durnovaria stood near here, probably
slightly further south towards the Borough Gardens.
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The Roman Baths
The bath-house was built of stone. Most of the stone was recycled by
later generations for other buildings in Dorchester, but archaeologists
have found the remains of walls, water tanks, mosaics and hypocausts
– the underfloor heating systems.
Many pottery drinking vessels were found, which suggest that there
were rooms for meetings and banqueting. The baths had several
suites of hot, cold and tepid rooms, saunas and a large exercise yard.
Water was supplied by an aqueduct nine miles in length. Part of its
route can still be seen on the side of Poundbury Hillfort.

How many
different types of bath
did the Romans
have?
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The baths were excavated in 1977 and were then covered with sand
to protect them when the car park was built. Perhaps one day they
will re-emerge!
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Archaeologists also found unusual blown window glass. Similar glass
has been found at Exeter and Gloucester, and the baths at Exeter are
very similar. These were associated with the Second Legion Augusta,
so it is possible that specialist craftsmen attached to the army unit
helped construct the baths.
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The 1977 excavations of the Roman baths.

his is the site of the Dorchester Roman baths. The baths are the
largest remains of any Roman building found in Dorchester so far.
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Maumbury Rings

Fi

When the Romans built their new town of Durnovaria (Dorchester) in
around 60 AD, rather than build an entirely new amphitheatre, they
re-modelled the prehistoric henge.
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They dug out and flattened the inside of the ring to create an arena, which was
floored with rammed chalk and sand. The arena is one of the largest in Britain – but
among the smallest in the Roman empire.
The extra chalk and soil was used to raise the banks to about the height they
are today. There may have been wooden seating built into the sides and there is
evidence of a wooden safety fence around the arena. Behind the safety fence was a
service corridor.
The Romans also built new entrances and, on the east, west and southern sides,
they built small recesses into the banks. It is not known what these were for –
perhaps pens or cages, or small rooms with shrines or religious statues. It is possible
that stands – like theatre boxes – were constructed above these small rooms.

Roman Shows
It is likely that the amphitheatre was built by the Second Legion Augusta of the
Roman army when they established a base here in Dorchester. One possible site for
the Roman barracks is across the road at the Market site.
The amphitheatre would have been used for practice and demonstrations of army
skills. No strong evidence of gladiators has been found, but there were probably
circuses, bull fights and wild beast shows. Wolves, bears and wild boar were present
in Britain at this time and may have been captured for shows.
The use of Maumbury Rings transferred from the army to the townspeople, but it
gradually fell out of regular use.
The Roman amphitheatre at Arles, France, where bullfighting still takes place.
This was built of stone, unlike Maumbury Rings. The Roman Emperor
Caligula is said to have been the first to introduce cushions to soften the
stone seating in Rome!

A Roman gaming board found here.
The game, latrunculi, resembled
draughts.
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What
event is happening
in the Roman
amphitheatre?
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The Old Hospital Site
The Dorset County Hospital was here between 1841 and 1998.
Roman town houses

The largest of the mosaics found on the site
Mosaics were made locally and researchers
think there are more Roman mosaics in
Dorchester than any other British town.

I

n 2000-2001 archaeologists discovered the remains of several buildings
– grand Roman town houses with mosaics, metalworkers’ workshops,
agricultural buildings and stone ovens.

Roman rubbish tips and cesspits revealed that residents ate grains,
lentils, grapes, olive oil, all sorts of shellfish, sheep and goats, cattle, pigs,
domestic fowl, game and deer, nuts, apples and sloes. Some foods were
imported from the Mediterranean, along with wine, pottery and glass.

Onofrio’s Fountain, Dubrovnik, Croatia, built 1438
This is just inside the main gate of the city walls
and is a public water supply at the end of an eight
mile aqueduct. Perhaps Dorchester had a similar
one in Roman times. The modern fountain to
your right is inspired by the Roman one.

A Roman bone hairpin found here in the
excavations of 2000-1.

They also found evidence that allec – a fish sauce – was made here. This
is the furthest west that it has been found in the Roman empire.
The Dorset County Hospital

T

he earliest hospital recorded in Dorchester is the Hospital of
St John in 1324. A hospital and orphanage for children was
established in 1617, and workhouses were built in the 18th and
19th centuries. The County Hospital was established here in 1841 on land
given by Robert Williams.

Reconstruction of Roman buildings on the site

The DoDrcohrester
mouse trail
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Somerleigh Court, behind the main building, was originally the private
residence of the banker Robert Pearce-Edgcumbe. When the
Weymouth Old Bank collapsed in 1897 the bailiffs took the house
and it was sold to the hospital for a maternity wing and nurses’ home.
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The main building was designed by Benjamin Ferrey (1810 – 1880), who
was one of the first members of the Royal Institution of British Architects.
The first operating theatre was on the top floor, and there was no lift.
The first matron was trained by Florence Nightingale.
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Roman gold ring, copper rings and a brooch
Metalworkers’ tools were found here.
Several counterfeit coins were also found.
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Cornhill and the Corn Exchange

The Town Pump obelisk was built of Portland stone in 1784. The water pump was removed
in the 1930s (1940s?), but the Town Pump is still very much the heart of Dorchester particularly on New Year’s Eve.
The Corn Exchange and Town Hall across the road replace an earlier Town Hall which had an
arched passageway into North Square. The present Town Hall was designed by Benjamin Ferrey,
who also designed All Saints’ Church and the old County Hospital. It was built in 1847-8.
The clock tower was added to the Town Hall in 1864. It was known as ‘Galpin’s Folly’, after
Mayor Galpin who partly paid for it and who approved Benjamin Ferrey’s designs for a tower
on a slender pillar. There was public concern that the tower would fall off. It hasn’t yet!

Can you
f ind this?
What is it
for?

The Duorchester
Dormo se trail
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Dorchester became the county town in 1305 and in 1629 a charter enabled it to have a
mayor, bailiffs and aldermen. In 1630 five guilds were set up to regulate trade – Merchants,
Clothiers, Ironmongers, Fishmongers, Shoemakers and Skinners. Cloth was then the most
important trade.
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ear here was the site of the Roman forum, the administrative centre of the district.
The market was also held here from very early times.
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This has been the centre of Dorchester since Roman times.

r
stteer
ees

ve Do
ctli Dorcrhch
aa

tia

mdea p l oocreafe
co
for m

t
Find ou
.
.
.
e
r
o
m Exchange and

Corn
Visit the
ts of all
ere even
h
w
,
ll
a
Town H
held.
sorts are
ast and
chester P
r
o
D
d
a
Re
era
ster Cam
e
h
c
r
o
D
A
aper.
by Jo Dr

How the Forum and Basilica might have looked.
The main public buildings would have included
offices, meeting rooms and a public square
for markets or assemblies. Here the Ordo, or
Town Council, of 100 men would meet. Four
magistrates were also elected. Taxes were raised
to provide for public buildings and facilities.
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The Town Pump and market, 1835

The Corn Exchange before the clock tower was built.
The photograph also shows the upholsterer’s shop where Sir Frederick
Treves was born. He described the Town Pump as the Arc de Triomphe
of Dorchester.

Interior of a corn exchange in the 1900s
There is no photograph of the Dorchester Corn Exchange in
operation. This one is in Hitchin, Hertfordshire.

Saxon and Medieval
Roman Durnovaria decays in Saxon Dorchester. The town’s Reeve is
murdered by Viking traders when he demands income tax from them. A
royal charter is granted to enable building of the prison. This scene is later
re-created by Community Players for the Dorchester 700 celebrations.
Upper left shows the destruction of the Roman town.
Upper right represents the unfortunate moment when the Saxon Reeve
of Dorchester decided the Viking traders at nearby Chickerell should pay
income tax and was killed. This was the first recorded violence by Vikings on
the British mainland.
Beneath are the medieval town and its Franciscan Priory. The scene is a
fictitious version of the celebrations when Dorchester was granted its charter
to build a prison which effectively confirmed its status as county town.
The scene shows community players, dancers and musicians from the
Dorchester 700 celebrations held at Maumbury Rings in 2005.

The Dorchester 700 Community Tapestry was designed by Suzanne Finch and
embroidered, painted and quilted by local volunteers and children from Dorchester’s
middle schools. It was created to mark the 700th Anniversary in 2005 of Dorchester’s
recognition as the County Town of Dorset in the Charter of King Edward I.

Fordington
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Archaeological surveys in Fordington have revealed many prehistoric sites
- barrows, ditches and henges, and there are large Roman cemeteries.

Go to the church and find
the carving above the doorway inside the porch.
It is very old. You may not be able to see it if
the outer door is locked.
In the middle, riding the horse, is
St George. How many soldiers wearing
helmets are there each side of him?
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Mount Pleasant, just outside Fordington
The archaeological excavation of a 12 acre circular enclosure
surrounded by a ditch and bank. The remains of a massive wooden
building were found inside. Excavations of many sites in Fordington have
shown what a hugely important area this was in the Bronze Age.

Henry Moule was the Vicar of Fordington from 1829 to 1880. In the
early 19th century Fordington became overcrowded, poverty-stricken
and squalid, especially in the Mill Street area. Cholera broke out in
1849 and 1854, and there were also outbreaks of smallpox, typhus and
scarlet fever. Henry Moule and his wife Mary personally cared for the
sick parishioners and fought hard to improve their living conditions.
Moule designed a dry earth closet to help improve sanitary conditions.
It sold all round the world.

St George’s is a fine medieval church, built over the foundations of a
smaller, earlier, possibly Saxon church. Above the door is a Norman
carving of St George taking part in the First Crusade at the battle of
Antioch in 1098.
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utside Dorchester’s Roman walls lies the parish of Fordington.
This is the centre of the village, with the tower of St George’s
Church and the green in front.

Fordington was a Royal manor and had its own manor court-house,
farms and mills. The parish land was wrapped round the southern and
western sides of Dorchester and most of it was owned by the Duchy of
Cornwall. It was divided into open strip-fields which were let to tenants.
This stopped Dorchester from developing outside its Roman walls until
the late 19th century, as it was not until 1874 that the land was enclosed
and divided up into five farms and parcels of land for building. The Duchy
still owns the surviving farmland and is building on West Fordington, or
Poundbury as it is now known.
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A Roman tombstone from the 1st or
2nd century was found in Fordington.
It reads: “Carinus, Roman Citizen,
aged 50, Rufinus and Carina and Avita,
his children, and Romana, his wife...”.
They are the earliest inhabitants of
Dorchester we know by name.

All Saints’ Church
and High East Street

t
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…
Save for the dancers’, not a sound
Disturbed the icy air;
No watchman on his midnight round
Or traveller was there;
But over All Saints’, high and bright,
Pulsed to the music Sirius white,
The Wain by Bullstake Square.
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The architect of the present church was Benjamin Ferrey, who
also designed Dorchester’s Town Hall and the old County
Hospital, as well as planning Bournemouth town centre. It is
Victorian Gothic in style and was built at a cost of £3,000.
The first curate of the new church was the Reverend Osmond
Fisher, a pioneering geologist and a friend of the painter,
John Constable.
All Saints’ has not been used as a church since 1970. It now
houses the Dorset County Museum’s archaeological
research collections.

The Chubb monument, 1625.
Matthew Chubb was town steward and MP for
Dorchester. He was a merchant and moneylender
(probably a ‘loan shark’ by today’s standards)
but he and his wife, Margaret, founded three
almshouses for the poor in Dorchester, Shaftesbury
and Crewkerne. You can see Chubb’s Almshouse in
North Square. He died in 1617 and his monument
was moved from the old church to this one.

The Dorset County Museum store.
The museum has collected archaeological material
from across the county since 1846. Not all the
material is suitable for display, but it is available to
anyone who wishes to research the archaeology of
Dorset.

One of the memorials in the Church.
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‘Twas Christmas, and the Phoenix Inn
Was lit with tapers tall,
For thirty of the trooper men
Had vowed to give a ball
As ‘Theirs’ had done (‘twas handed down)
When lying in the selfsame town
Ere Buonaparté’s fall.

VIinrtteur

The Phoenix Inn was one of the pubs
used by soldiers garrisoned in Dorchester.
It appears in Thomas Hardy’s poem ‘The
Dance at the Phoenix’:
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The second church had been demolished by the 1840s.
Thomas Hardy wrote in 1910 that “Old All Saints’ was,
I believe, demolished because its buttresses projected too
far into the street. What a reason for destroying a record
of 500 years in stone!”

The Duorchester
Dormo se trail

High East Street in about 1890.
Carriers’ carts are making deliveries to
shops. On the right is the Temperance
Hotel, where alcohol was forbidden.

Sc a

In 1685, when the County Gaol was full, the second church
was used as a prison for two or more years, housing some
of the Duke of Monmouth’s rebels awaiting trial in Judge
Jeffreys’ ‘Bloody Assizes’. The building was much damaged
and had to be fumigated when fever broke out.

Somewhere on the church
there are two stone carvings
which say: Praise the Lord
All Ye His Saints
Can you f ind them?
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T

here has been a church here since medieval times. The
medieval church was damaged by the great fire of 1613
and was rebuilt.
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Elizabethan and Stuart
The Chideock Martyrs are executed for their faith - statues by Elisabeth
Frink. Fire strikes the town in 1613 - design by St Osmund’s Middle School
pupils. Puritan Rector John White founds the Nappers Mite Almshouses
and Grammar School, and sends a Pilgrim ship to the New World.
Top left represents Elisabeth Frink’s statues of two Elizabethan Catholic
martyrs facing Death. The statues are in South Walks, near the site of the old
gallows.
The Great Fire of 1613 destroyed much of the largely wooden medieval town.
Pupils from St Osmund’s Middle School designed the fire.
Dorchester has been altered rather than rebuilt and the town holds layers of
hidden history in many of its buildings.
Puritan Rector of Dorchester, Reverend John White founded the Nappers
Mite Almshouses, the Boys Grammar School and girls schools. He arranged
for one of the first Pilgrim Fathers’ ships, the Mary and John, to sail to the
New World.

The Dorchester 700 Community Tapestry was designed by Suzanne Finch and
embroidered, painted and quilted by local volunteers and children from Dorchester’s
middle schools. It was created to mark the 700th Anniversary in 2005 of Dorchester’s
recognition as the County Town of Dorset in the Charter of King Edward I.

William Barnes, St Peter’s Church and John White
William Barnes (1801-1886)

St Peter’s Church

John White (1575-1648)
Engraving of St Peter’s and the Old Guildhall by William Barnes
Barnes made some fine engravings of Dorchester. He was
a churchwarden at St Peter’s before becoming Rector of
Winterborne Came.

W

illiam Barnes was a remarkable man - a poet, schoolteacher, priest, artist, an
expert on the Dorset dialect and speaker of 17 languages.

He is best known for his poem ‘Linden Lea’, which was set to music by Ralph Vaughan
Williams. Most of Barnes’ greatest poems are in the Dorset dialect. He was an influence
on Thomas Hardy - and his friend.
Born near Sturminster Newton, Barnes moved to Dorchester in 1818 to work as a
solicitor’s clerk. He later moved to Mere, Wiltshire, to become a teacher. He married
Julia Miles of Dorchester in 1827 and they returned to live here in 1835.
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William Barnes, the
Dorsetshire Poet by
John Leslie
Barnes was often seen
like this, with back
pack and walking stick,
as he walked round
Dorchester and the
villages. He wrote a
number of articles on
the social conditions of
the poor.

How many
faces can you see on the front
of the Church? There are
animals as well as people.
What is unusual about
one of them?

hd
e

orchester
ThoremDouse trail
D

Find out
more...

Visit St Pe
ter’
All are wel s Church.
come.
Read the
guid
church, av ebook to the
ailable insid
e.
Discover
mor
Denzil Hol e about
le
s
at
www.par
liament.u
k

tou n
re
s!

In later life William Barnes became Rector of Winterborne Came, just outside
Dorchester. His familiar figure was often seen in the town, dressed as he is shown in this
statue. The sculpture is by Edwin Roscoe Mullins. It was unveiled in 1889, paid for by
public subscription.

Look out for the gargoyles and stone carvings. The new ones
from the most recent restoration are of the Verger, Richard
Duke, and the Rector, Jimmy Hamilton Brown, in the 1990s.

VIinrtteur

William and Julia Barnes were much loved in Dorchester, where they started a school.
Many pupils, like Frederick Treves, went on to achieve great success. Barnes was also one
of the founders of the Dorset County Museum and lectured on science, archaeology,
folklore and music. He saved Poundbury Hillfort and Maumbury Rings from destruction
by the railway companies in the 1840s.
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S

t Peter’s is Dorchester’s oldest church and its only surviving medieval building. The
main doorway to your right is surrounded by zig-zag patterned stone from Norman
times (11th century), and there are two medieval carved stone knights inside the
church. These may have come from the earlier church on this site.

T

he Reverend John White was Rector of both
St Peter’s and Holy Trinity parishes from 1606
until his death. He influenced the town in practical
as well as spiritual ways and became known as the
Patriarch of Dorchester.
When John White arrived in Dorchester it was a sleepy,
sleazy backwater. After the great fire of 1613 destroyed
over 170 buildings, White raised funds for the poor and led
reforms to the town’s institutions. He set up almshouses,
an educational institution to train young men and produce
cloth, and a public brewhouse. The brewhouse regulated
the drink trade and produced profits for further work: a free
school, a Christmas charity, street repairs and a town library.
White’s vision for Dorchester was a well-ordered, godly
commonwealth. He extended this aim to the new colonies
in America, setting up the Dorchester Company, which
was absorbed later into the Massachusetts Bay Company.
White never visited America himself, but settlers from
Dorset and the West Country founded first the Cape
Ann colony and later Dorchester, Massachusetts. It is
now part of Boston.
John White led Dorchester to become increasingly
puritan and in the Civil War Dorchester sided
against King Charles. In 1642 the town collected
£200 for the parliamentarian cause, but in 1643
it surrendered without a fight.
John White died in 1648 and is buried under
St Peter’s porch.

Robert Grenlefe left 20 marks (about £13) in 1421 for ‘the new construction of the body of
the Church of St Peter’. Most of the building dates from this time onwards.

Barnes’ Glossary of the Dorset Dialect was published in
1886. He was the first to record the ‘folk-speech’ and
‘word-shapening’ of the local dialect.

Winterborne Came Rectory
Barnes was Rector of Winterborne Came from 1862 until his death.
The rectory was not far from Thomas Hardy’s house at Max Gate.

Inside the church are several interesting memorials. One is to Denzel Holles, who was MP for
Dorchester at the time of the English Civil War. When Charles I tried to dissolve Parliament,
Holles was one of the MPs who held the Speaker down in his chair so that the House of
Commons could go on sitting. He fought for Parliament against the King, but later led the
movement for peace between the King and Parliament. After Cromwell’s death he played a
leading role in restoring and reforming the Monarchy.
There is a memorial to Thomas Hardy, who died in 1599. Not the writer, this is an earlier
Hardy who was a benefactor to the grammar school (now Thomas Hardye School). In 1856-7
the more famous Thomas Hardy worked as an apprentice to the architect John Hicks, who
restored the church.

John White,
the Patriarch of
Dorchester, played
by Chris Gallarus
in the Dorchester
Community Play,
2002.
Courtesy, Dorset
Evening Echo

Image from the Midway Museum, Georgia, USA

The Mary and John
This ship took puritan settlers
from the West Country to
Massachusetts in March 1630.
John White encouraged
travellers, saying ‘Those that love
their chimney corner and fare
not beyond their own town’s
end shall never have the honour
to see the wonderful works of
Almighty God.’

A relic box in the Historic New
England trust’s collections, USA
Said to contain a piece of bread
taken from Dorchester, England
to Dorchester, Massachusetts by
Robert and Agnes Pierce in 1630.
The Fire of Dorchester,
Corn Exchange Tapestry
The 1613 fire spread quickly.
Forty barrels of gunpowder
stored in Shire Hall could have
blown up. Local people wrapped
them in wet sheets and rolled
them into the fields. Shops and
stored corn burned, and ‘Gold
and Silver melted with Brasse,
Pewter and Copper’.
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John’s Pond and the Watermeadows
y on your Doorste
p
by Terry Hearing.

Discover signs

of old water
meadows up and
down
the Frome Valley.
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The water-meadows are no longer maintained, but you can see signs of the
channels and some of the hatches are still used to regulate water levels in
different stretches of the river.

Michael Henchard, Thomas Hardy’s Mayor of Casterbridge, looking
over Grey’s Bridge. Towards the end of the book he leans over the
weir at Ten Hatches:

hd
e

“To the east of Casterbridge lay moors and meadows through which
much water flowed. The spot at which the water’s instrumentation
grew loudest was a place called Ten Hatches, whence during high
springs there proceeded a very fugue of sounds.
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Water was diverted back into the river again when the meadow was needed for
sheep or cattle to graze. In Dorset farmers kept sheep on the water-meadows
between late February and late March. Then they flooded the fields again to
encourage the hay crop. After the hay was cut cattle were brought in.

Read More Histor

“The river here was deep and strong at all times, and the hatches on
this account were raised and lowered by cogs and a winch. A path
led from the second bridge to these Hatches, crossing the stream
at their head by a narrow plank bridge. But after night-fall human
beings were seldom found going that way, the path leading only to a
deep reach of the stream called Blackwater, and the passage being
dangerous.
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All down the Frome valley there were water-meadows. This system of water
channels, weirs and ‘hatches’ (small gates) to regulate the water levels was
developed by Dutch engineers in the 17th century. They discovered that a small
amount of water flowing across the soil kept the ground temperature up and
meant that the grass could grow all year round, rather than stopping growing in
the winter.

Find out
more...

VIinrtteur

T

he River Frome divides into several streams in this area. This section is
the Mill Stream, which powered Friary Mill. There were also mills to the
west (West Mill) and the east (Louds Mill).
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“In a second or two Henchard stood beside the weir-hole where the
water was at its deepest. He looked backwards and forwards, and
no creature appeared in view. He then took off his coat and hat, and
stood on the brink of the stream….”

John’s Pond is part of the system for regulating water in the Mill Stream and
may also have been used as a sheep dip.

Lots of animals make
their homes by the river.
How many types of bird
can you see or hear here?
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Aerial photograph of the area north of Dorchester.
The channels of the former water-meadows can be seen. They covered
an extensive area down the valley of the River Frome.
A working water-meadow near Salisbury.
The water-meadows at
Coker’s Frome,
late nineteenth century.
Watercolour by H.J. Moule.

Maumbury Rings

Find out
more...
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Information
Centre.

The Civil War camp with wooden
palisades and watchtowers.

Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, 1897.
6,000 people attended a service here.
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During the English Civil War (1642-48) the amphitheatre earthworks were
remodelled by Parliamentary forces in Dorchester to defend the town against
possible attack from Lord Caernarvon’s Royalist troops in Weymouth.
A ramp at the southern end was built to move heavy guns to the top of the banks. Smaller ramps
were added to the east and west sides of the interior. Ditches or trenches were dug outside the
bank and outside the northern entrance, and a covered trench linked this site to another fort at
Dorchester’s southern gate (near where the war memorial is today).
The defences cost over £19,000 to build but, according to one critic, would only have lasted about
half an hour. We don’t know if he was right, as the fortification was never used; in 1643 the town
surrendered to the Royalists as soon as they appeared!

Town celebrations for the marriage of Prince William to Kate Middleton,
April 2011. Maumbury Rings continues to be used for events today –
including theatre, circuses, festivals and sports.

Maumbury Rings
has often been
used for political
meetings. This was
a gathering of the
Peace Pledge Union
in 1936. 8,000 10,000 people are
believed to have
attended.

Later History
Maumbury Rings has been used for town gatherings from Roman times to today.
In 1706 Mary Channing was executed here, watched by 10,000 people. She was strangled and
burned at the stake at the age of 19, having been convicted of poisoning her elderly husband. The
trial took place in July 1705, but, as Mary was pregnant, the execution was delayed until after her son
was born. She defended herself at her trial and protested her innocence till the last.
“Not one of those ten thousand people ever cared particularly for hot roast after that” wrote
Thomas Hardy.
When the railways came to Dorchester in the 1840s the original routes would have caused damage
to both Poundbury Camp hillfort and Maumbury Rings. A campaign by the poet, William Barnes,
and others led to changes in the routes and the setting up of the Dorset County Museum in 1846.

Judge Jeffreys’ Lodgings

T

he Lord Chief Justice and notorious ‘Hanging Judge’, Judge
Jeffreys (1645-1689), visited Dorchester in 1685, announcing
that he was there to “breathe death like a destroying angel
and to sanguine his very ermines in blood.”*

Tradition has it that this building was his lodging while he oversaw the
‘Bloody Assize’, possibly held in the Oak Room in the Antelope Hotel,
just around the corner.

Judge Jeffreys in his courtroom.
The painting shows the trial of Richard Baxter, a puritan minister and writer from Kidderminster.
He was tried, aged 70, in 1685 (though not as part of the Bloody Assizes) for supposedly libelling
the church in his writings. Baxter was fined £400 and imprisoned until he paid.
The trial became notorious for the way Jeffreys treated Baxter – “driving on furiously like that
Great Hanebal, making his way over the alps with fire and vinegar”.
“I see the rogue in your face,” said Jeffreys.
“I was not aware my face was so true a mirror,” replied Baxter.

Earlier that year the Protestant Duke of Monmouth – an illegitimate
son of Charles II – led a revolt against his Catholic uncle, James II, who
had just become king after the death of Charles. Monmouth’s rebel
army landed at Lyme Regis and was eventually defeated at Sedgemoor
in Somerset.
More than 300 men were condemned to death in the Bloody Assize
for their part in the Monmouth Rebellion. Judge Jeffreys tried 312
men in Dorchester; 74 were hanged, drawn and quartered and 175
transported to the Caribbean.

The ground floor frontage is a Victorian restoration, but older
windows can be found above. Inside you can see Tudor style fireplaces
and 17th century wood panelling.
Ermine was the fur of which judges’ white collars were made. Sanguine means to cover with blood.

Why is ‘1685’
on the signboard ,
with Judge Jeffreys ’
picture?
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Playing cards showing the story of the Monmouth Rebellion

Metal spike, said to have
been used to display the
heads of executed rebels
outside St Peter’s Church.
The original is on display in
the Dorset County Museum.
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The building is one of the oldest in Dorchester. Although timberframed, it survived several fires in the town. It was probably built not
long before the major fire of 1613.
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18th Century
Monmouth Rebellion prisoners are marched to Dorchester gaol before
appearing before Judge Jeffries at the Bloody Assizes. The town pump
and Grey’s Bridge are built. Nat Searle and his pet sheep Caroline are
seen around the town. Planting starts in the North Walks.
This begins with the earliest known illustration of Dorchester’s gaol, to which
the Monmouth Rebellion prisoners were taken during the notorious Bloody
Assizes. The gallows, Judge Jeffries in chambers and his lodgings are all
shown in the top section.
The rest of the panel shows the new Grey’s Bridge and, below that, High
East Street which has changed very little since this time. The Town Pump
was built and a lively market surrounded it. Nat Seale and his pet sheep
Caroline were often to be seen in the Town!
Much of Dorchester was rebuilt or renovated, including two new prisons,
one of which is shown at the bottom left. The town began to plant its famous
walks of trees.

The Dorchester 700 Community Tapestry was designed by Suzanne Finch and
embroidered, painted and quilted by local volunteers and children from Dorchester’s
middle schools. It was created to mark the 700th Anniversary in 2005 of Dorchester’s
recognition as the County Town of Dorset in the Charter of King Edward I.

The King’s Arms
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‘Why,’ said the old man, ‘’tis a great public dinner of the
gentle-people and such like leading volk - wi’ the Mayor in
the chair. As we plainer fellows bain’t invited, they leave the
winder-shutters open that we may get jist a sense o’t out
here... That’s Mr Henchard, the Mayor, at the end of the
table, a facing ye; and that’s the Council men right and left...’”

Hardy used many real Dorset buildings and places in his novels,
although he sometimes moved them about. The King’s Arms
was always central to Casterbridge and Dorchester. It is a
fine, mainly Georgian building, which had a new frontage and
the bow windows added in the 19th century. There are many
handsome bow windows in Dorchester from about the same
date. The inn is said to have had the first electric lights and
private telephone line in Dorchester.

Channon’s Carriage and Motor Works, 1905.
Just down the road was Channon’s motor
works. In the 19th century Channons built
and repaired carriages. In 1905 Ernest
Channon designed and built the first car in
Dorset. Undeterred by the lack of success
of their cars, the Channons also built their
own biplane, which they launched off
Maiden Castle.
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Thomas Hardy The Mayor of Casterbridge, 1886.

Thomas Hardy’s tale of Michael Henchard, an agricultural
worker who, while drunk, sells his wife at a fair, is set in
Dorchester. (Casterbridge was Hardy’s name for the town.)
In the story Henchard vows not to touch alcohol again, and
after many years becomes rich, respected and Mayor of the
town. In the scene at the King’s Arms he is at the height of his
career. Then his wife and daughter turn up....
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“The building ... was the chief hotel in Casterbridge - namely,
the King’s Arms. A spacious bow-window projected into the
street over the main portico, and from the open sashes came
the babble of voices, the jingle of glasses, and the drawing of
corks. The blinds, moreover, being left unclosed, the whole
interior of this room could be surveyed....

Looking down High East Street in 1922.
The King’s Arms became a hotel that catered for early tourists arriving by car to explore
Thomas Hardy’s Wessex, with the help of Herman Lea’s guidebooks published in 1913.

VIinrtteur

The King’s Arms was one of the main coaching inns in Dorchester. Coaches and carriers also left
from the Antelope, the Greyhound and the White Hart. This engraving by Thomas Rowlandson
shows a fashionable carriage arriving at the King’s Arms while locals look on. The drawing also
shows the church that existed before the present All Saints Church was built.
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The side
entrance is now for cars.
What used to drive through
here? Why are there round
posts on each side?

19th Century Buildings
Dorchester’s distinctive nineteenth century architecture, depicted in this
panel designed by Year Six students from Dorchester Middle School, is
still a lively and powerful presence in the town.

The Dorchester 700 Community Tapestry was designed by Suzanne Finch and
embroidered, painted and quilted by local volunteers and children from Dorchester’s
middle schools. It was created to mark the 700th Anniversary in 2005 of Dorchester’s
recognition as the County Town of Dorset in the Charter of King Edward I.

19th Century
The Tolpuddle Martyrs are transported for forming a union. Cholera in
Fordington leads to campaigns by Reverend Henry Moule and Sarah
Eldridge to improve conditions. The existing prison is built. Dorchester’s
Walks are at their finest. Steam engines and agricultural equipment are
built in the town.
The Tolpuddle Martyrs’ story forms the first part of this panel. The tragic
outbreak of cholera in Fordington brought to light the devastating poverty of
much of Dorchester.
Reverend Moule and Sarah Eldridge led campaigns to improve conditions.
Moule’s ‘patent earth closet’ was an invention that saved many lives and
Sarah’s work led to the building of the hospital (centre).
Part of Dorchester Barracks, The Keep and the new prison were built in this
century and the Town Walks were at their very best.
Dorchester was home to some of the biggest manufacturers of steam
engines and agricultural equipment in the south of England.

The Dorchester 700 Community Tapestry was designed by Suzanne Finch and
embroidered, painted and quilted by local volunteers and children from Dorchester’s
middle schools. It was created to mark the 700th Anniversary in 2005 of Dorchester’s
recognition as the County Town of Dorset in the Charter of King Edward I.

Fairfield Market
There has been a market in Dorchester for many centuries.
Formerly held at Cornhill and the Bow in the town centre, the livestock market
moved here in the 1850s and the vegetable and other stalls followed later,
although there are still some street stalls in the town centre. The site was laid
out as a market in 1877.
As its name suggests, Fairfield was used for fairs as well as markets. Circuses
and sporting events also took place here.

A vegetable stall in Cornhill.
Although the main market moved to Fairfield, a few
stalls remain in Cornhill and operate daily.

The Coronation Ox, 1911.
For the celebrations of George V’s coronation held at
Fairfield, James Foot donated an ox to roast for the public
celebrations. The before and after pictures show the ox and
the roasting, followed by the Mayor and Corporation tucking
into the beef!

eoDrocrc
tivD
hh
aacl

nt
F in

Sc a

hd
e

to
urn
es!

VIinrtteur

r
stteer
ees

The market in the 1930s. Cattle auctions were held on Wednesdays and Saturdays
and large numbers of sheep were traded, as can be seen here. Behind the market are
James Foot’s warehouses where he sold corn, seed, oilcake, hay, straw and forage. He
was also a government contractor, haulier and miller. Foot’s closed in the 1990s.
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In the market there
is a stone carved with ‘Presented to
the town of Dorchester in affectionate
memory of Major Vincent Wing
RHA, 25 May 1888’. It is now used
for flowers, but what was
it for originally?

Nat Seal (1793-1887), a well-known market
character, with his dog.
Nat Seal was a drover and self-appointed
market overseer. When the Corporation
tried to sack him he threw a full beehive
at the Beadle. He wore a hat made out of
hedgehog skin to stop people patting him
on the head.
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brewery operated on this site between 1881 and 2003. It was run by Eldridge
Pope & Co. and brewed ales such as Huntsman’s Ales, Royal Oak and Thomas
Hardy’s Ale.
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Dorchester had a long tradition of fine brewing. In Dorsetshire, published in 1720, Thomas
Cox wrote that ‘Since by the French Wars the coming of French wine is prohibited, the
people here have learned to brew the finest malt liquors in the kingdom, so delicately clean
and well tasted that the best judges not only prefer it to the ales most in vogue as Hull,
Derby and Burton, but look upon it to be little inferior to common wine.’
The brewery was founded by Charles and Sarah Eldridge at the Green Dragon tavern in
Durngate Street. Sarah ran the brewery while Charles was a wine and spirit merchant. Sarah
was a shrewd business woman who continued to run the business after Charles’ death.

Find the carved
stone with the date of the
building. It is high up.
What letters are on the
shield below it?

After Sarah’s death and the retirement of her business partner Alfred Mason, the brewery
was bought by the Popes, a local family of landowners and lawyers.

At work in the
bottling hall, 1933.
The school leaving
age was then 14,
and some of the
workers do not
look much older
than that.

‘The Lads of Dorset’ photographed
in the Rose and Crown, Bradford
Abbas, 1934. Their ages totalled 434
years! They would obviously have
agreed with Thomas Hardy when
he described Dorchester beer in the
Trumpet Major:
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Dorchester Beer,
a nineteenth
century ballad.
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The brewery
in about 1912,
showing the
bonded stores and
company offices
at the front and
the maltings to
the right of the
main brewhouse.
A railway siding
led directly into
the site to make
deliveries and
distribution
efficient.

The brewery site is being developed as Brewery Square with housing, leisure and
shops. Dorchester has always had imaginative architecture, although it hasn’t always
preserved it. The photograph shows the fantastic art deco building that was Thurman’s
shop in South Street. The frontage was tiled in blue and black, with an electrically lit
globe and flagpost on the roof. It was built in 1932 and demolished after World War II.

VIinrtteur

Eldridge, Pope & Co. grew from one of several small Dorchester breweries to be one of
the town’s largest employers.

ster
e
h
c
r
o
D use trail
e
h
T ormo
D

tia

e
cm
odea p l oocreaf
for m

‘It was of the most beautiful colour
that the eye of an artist in beer could
desire; full in body, yet brisk as a
volcano; piquant, yet without a twang;
luminous as an autumn sunset; free
from streakiness of taste; but, finally,
rather heady. The masses worshipped
it, the minor gentry loved it more
than wine, and by the most illustrious
county families it was not despised.’

20th and 21st Centuries
Thomas Hardy is remembered with a statue near County Hall. The town
grows with distinctive shops and markets. The Borough Gardens, created
in 1896 and renovated in 2007, are a venue for Dorchester Festival.
Poundbury, symbolised by the Brownsword Hall, brings further expansion.
In the last century Dorchester has built and lost many spectacular
commercial buildings, some of which are seen here.
The Borough Gardens, created in 1896 and renovated in 2006-07 is a
regular venue for community events such as the Dorchester Festival.
Thomas Hardy sits by County Hall and Dorset County Hospital. The town
fountain was built in 2000.
One of the most colourful and enduring aspects of Dorchester is the weekly
market.
The expansion of the town is represented by views of the Brownsword Hall
and Poundbury Farmers Market.

The Dorchester 700 Community Tapestry was designed by Suzanne Finch and
embroidered, painted and quilted by local volunteers and children from Dorchester’s
middle schools. It was created to mark the 700th Anniversary in 2005 of Dorchester’s
recognition as the County Town of Dorset in the Charter of King Edward I.

And midnight clears High Street of all but the ghosts
Of its buried burghees,
From the latest far back to those old Roman hosts
Whose remains one yet sees,
Who loved, laughed, and fought, hailed their friends, drank their toasts
At their meeting-times here, just as these!
Excerpt from ‘After the Fair’ by Thomas Hardy

