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Dorset
Museum

A Museum in the Making

NOW OPEN
Roman
Town House

Introduction

W

ELCOME TO this first edition of Dorchester’s Heritage
Magazine where you will find information on local organisations that have researched and promote the town’s past.
We want to encourage our residents to get to
Dorchester’s history stretches back 6000
know their heritage better, and to encourage
years from which it has inherited a rich mix of
more visitors to come to the town, enjoy their
special places, artefacts, structures, architecexperience, stay longer, and spend more with
ture, famous people and events.
local businesses.
In many ways this profile has been underTwo significant projects in Dorchester have
played and whilst owners of the diverse heritage
already delivered new heritage attractions, with
attractions have played their part in spreading
the Shire Hall Museum opening in 2019 and the
awareness, the town has not consistently come
new Dorset Museum in 2021 adding significant
together to present the whole package of its
new weight to our heritage offer.
history to residents and visitors.
In addition to enjoying those attractions,
But now, to put this right, Dorchester’s
many residents have enjoyed new outdoor
Joint Heritage Committee backed by the Town
heritage events including the Thomas Hardy
Council has put together a Heritage Tourism
Victorian Fair and the Dorchester Heritage Open
Strategy, published in January 2021. It has also
Days. Although paused and delivered in virtual
launched a Tourism Partnership with a mission
form in 2020 and 2021 they present opportuto raise the profile of our heritage attractions
nities to experience Dorchester’s story from a
and develop new visitor experiences.
different perspective.
Heritage and tourism organisations believe
Gareth Jones
that Dorchester as an historic town offers
Chairman, Dorchester Joint Heritage Committee
something for everyone throughout the year.
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Roman Town House

Nature-friendly
Naturelandscaping
surrounds
the site

D

ORSET COUNCIL and its partners are pleased to be welcoming visitors back to the
Roman Town House. The project has been made possible by money raised by National
Lottery players and has received £248,000 grant funding from the National Lottery
Heritage Fund. The project has focused on delivering improvements and will produce a range
of events and activities.
cover building has a new paint scheme and the
The work at the site has meant that there is a
Roman mosaics and other internal features
new access route to the site from Dorchester’s
such as the heated room are being repaired and
Walks on the west side of County Hall, which
cleaned.
makes for a shorter journey for most people.
Guided tours and school visits will start
From the new ramped entrance cross over the
soon to allow access inside the cover building
car park via our mosaic path crossing and enter
to look and hear about the different features
the site where the newly installed interpretaand mosaics. These will be bookable through
tion along this route will tell the story of the
Dorset Museum.
site to visitors as they go along. A new naturefriendly landscaping scheme surrounds the
site with plants that attract bees and hedgehog
houses and hibernacula hidden away for our
local wildlife.
At the site there is a new amphitheatre-style
seating area where visitors will be able to enjoy
the surroundings and later in the year come
and watch ticketed events being organised by
the Dorset Arts Development Company. The
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Thomas Hardy Victorian Fair

T

HOMAS HARDY was one of Dorchester’s most famous residents and one of the most renowned novelists and poets in
English literary history. The Thomas Hardy Society and
Dorchester Town Council have for a number of years had an annual
wreath-laying ceremony at the Thomas Hardy statue in Dorchester
on the Sunday closest to Thomas Hardy’s birthday on 2nd June. The
Thomas Hardy Victorian Fair takes place over the birthday weekend
and provides a light-hearted and non-specialist approach to Thomas
Hardy where the whole town can come together to celebrate the literary giant and make more of the day.
This year’s event will take place
mostly online. Many of Dorchester’s heritage organisations are
working closely together to create
a valuable presentation demonstrating what life was like in
Dorchester and Victorian craft
Victorian/Edwardian Dorchester.
demonstrations at Shire Hall
The website presentation will be
Historic Courthouse museum.
themed “Thomas Hardy’s CastPlaces for these free events will be
erbridge – Dorchester Through
ticketed and numbers restricted.
Time” and be a permanent feaThe THVF organisers are very
ture on the website.
much aware that everyone’s focus
There will be some live events
has to be on public health to
happening on the day, including
ensure we continue to beat coroa Victorian food market and a live
navirus, so the live events will be
performance by Tatterdemalion
socially-distanced and aimed at
in Borough Gardens. There will
local people.
also be free guided tours around
The online presentation will go live on the website
thomashardyvictorianfair.co.uk at 11am on 6th June.
Keep up to date on Facebook @TheThomasHardyVictorianFair
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Casterbridge Court

Luxury Living for the
Over 60s in Dorchester

C

ASTERBRIDGE COURT is the
latest development from McCarthy
Stone in Dorchester, showcasing a
brand-new outlook on Retirement Living. Exclusively for the over 60s, these beautifully-finished, low-maintenance, spacious apartments on London Road offer all the home comforts
you could ever need, with a choice of social and leisure activities right on your doorstep.
At Casterbridge Court you can live
Casterbridge Court has plenty to offer the
independently and choose your own pace
most discerning retirees, with stylish fixtures and fittings, including top of the range
of life, while knowing there’s always
built-in appliances, in every apartment. Beausomeone to share a coffee or a glass of wine
within the homeowners’ lounge. A House
tifully landscaped gardens are maintained
Manager is available to oversee the day-toall year round for the enjoyment of Casterbridge Court homeowners and are the setting
day running of the development, whilst there
for many garden parties and social activities
is also added peace of mind and security for
during the summer months. There is private
homeowners with video entry systems to all
parking on-site and local transport links are
apartments and a 24-hour emergency call
system in place.
plentiful, too.
For further information on Casterbridge Court, please call 0800 310 0383 or visit:
mccarthyandstone.co.uk/casterbridge-court
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Dorchester Tree Festival

‘TREES BE COMPANY’
Dorchester’s Urban Tree Festival

F

Saturday 15th – Sunday 23rd May 2021

OR THE second time, Dorchester will
be taking part in the national Urban
Tree Festival under the theme of
“Trees Be Company”, the title of one of William Barnes’ poems. The Festival will run
from Saturday 15th to Sunday 23rd May and
all the events and activities will be online
due to the current pandemic.
We will be arranging activities each day of the
Festival including a daily challenge inviting you
to identify a tree in Dorchester from photographs of, for example, its flowers, leaves and
bark. In ‘Meet the Giants’ we will be inviting
you to nominate your own tree in Dorchester
that is special in terms of its size or unusual
character. In ‘Poet-Tree’, we will share some of
our favourite poems about trees over the week

and will invite you to write and share your own
poems on a woody theme.
For full details of the Trees be Company
Festival, please visit the website:
dorchestertrees.org.uk/index.php/events

The Thomas Hardy Society

T

HE THOMAS HARDY SOCIETY is an educational charity based in
Dorchester, devoted to promoting the life and works of Dorset’s greatest
literary figure.
We hold a number of events including a
We work with schools sharing poetry expebiennial week-long conference and festival
riences with students, have an invited guest
attended by over 120 people from around the
lecturer every Autumn, and celebrate Hardy’s
world, featuring walks and excursions, lecbithday weekend every June with a walk, lectures, seminars, poetry, a quiz, a barn dance
ture, supper and evening entertainment.
and assorted evening entertainments. We also
We publish a journal three times a year,
hold a Study Day every April, each year dediactively encourage interaction on our lively
cated to a particular Hardy work. Those so far
website and social media apps, and are a very
include The Woodlanders, A Pair of Blue Eyes,
friendly bunch who would love you to join us!
Far From the Madding Crowd, The TrumTo find out more please visit the website:
pet-Major, and Tess of the d’Urbervilles. 2022
hardysociety.org
will feature Under the Greenwood Tree.
12
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Dorset Museum

A Museum
in the

I

N 2020 we celebrated our 175th anniversary to mark the occasion when the
concept of building a museum to house
the treasures of Dorset’s rich history was
conceived.
It was on the 15th October 1845 that Dorset
poet, William Barnes; Revd Henry Moule, and
Revd Charles Bingham decided that in light
of the development of the railways, and the
discovery of specimens and artifacts, within
the disturbance, that it was “advisable to take
immediate steps for the establishment of an
institution in this town, containing a Museum
and Library for the County of Dorset.” It was
at this moment; the Dorset Museum was born.
Originally, just two rooms in what is known
as the Judge Jeffreys lodgings were dedicated
to the museum project. Quickly, this space
became too small and the museum was subsequently moved to No. 3 Trinity Street, now
Moule House. It was
here that Thomas
Hardy
famously
described
the
museum in his novel
the Mayor of Casterbridge.
‘It is an old house
in a back street - I
forget where - but
Judge Jeffreys Lodgings. First home of
the Museum 1846 – 1851
you’ll find out-and
14
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there are crowds of
interesting thingsskeletons,
teeth,
old pots and pans,
ancient boots and
shoes, birds’ eggs- all
charmingly instructive. You’ll be sure to
stay till you get quite
hungry.’
The
museum
remained in this
‘house in a back
street’ until 1883 when the present building in
High West Street was designed by architect Mr.
G. R. Crickmay. It wasn’t until several years
later in 1875 that the Dorset Natural History
and Antiquarian Field Club was founded and
co-operated closely with the museum. The two
organisations officially amalgamated in 1928
under the name Dorset Natural History and
Archaeological Society, becoming the new and
present owners to
this day, of the Dorset Museum.
It seems poignant
that 2020 coincided
with the final stages
of the Tomorrow’s
Museum for Dorset, redevelopment
project, and the
beginning of the
gallery install in the
extended Museum
space.

No. 3 Trinity Street. Second home of
the Museum 1851 – 1883

Making
Dorset Museum 1883

The newly reimagined galleries and café will open
to the public on Friday, 28th May.
Dorchester Heritage Magazine | May 2021
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Water Meadows

A part of our

Cultural & Agricultural
Heritage
W
ATER MEADOWS have been described as ‘one of the
greatest achievements of English agriculture’. They are an
important part of our cultural and agricultural heritage
and vital to Dorchester’s economy for over four hundred years.
Dorset farmers kept sheep on
They are areas of land delibthe water-meadows between late
erately flooded for three main
February and late March. Then
purposes: to force early growth of
they flooded the fields again to
grass in the spring, to improve the
encourage the hay crop. After the
quality of the grass sward and to
increase the summer hay crop.
hay was cut cattle were brought in.
North of Dorchester, the Frome
In addition to their importance
valley is notable for its water
for wildlife and the historic envimeadows, with their complex sysronment, there is good evidence
tem of water courses, hatches and
that water meadows provide wider
weirs between the rivers Frome
environmental benefits. They can
contain flood water, trap silt and
and Cerne. These allowed the
pastures to be flooded when not
help to reduce the nutrient load
being grazed, and this irrigation
in water returned to rivers.
in winter both enriched the soil
There were once water meadand kept its temperature above
ows all the way down the Frome
freezing which meant a much-imvalley. This system of water chanproved crop of early spring grass.
nels, weirs and ‘hatches’ (small
The meadows are no longer
gates) to regulate the water levels
maintained, though they form an
was developed by Dutch engiimportant wildlife habitat only a
neers in the 17th century. They
few minutes’ walk from the town
discovered that a small amount of
centre. Remains of the hatches
water flowing across the soil kept
may still be seen in many fields.
the ground temperature up and
Thomas Hardy featured ‘Ten
meant that the grass could grow all
Hatches Weir’ in his novel The
year round, rather than stopping
Mayor of Casterbridge. The weir
growing in the winter. Water was
still exists near Greys Bridge,
diverted back into the river again
when the meadow was needed
though only five of its hatches are
still there.
for sheep or cattle to graze. In
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HE STAND campaign group (Save
The Area North of Dorchester) is
opposed to a proposed massive development of 4,000 houses, beyond the water
meadows to the north of Dorchester, with
associated employment land and community
facilities. The area is termed “DOR 13” in
Dorset Council’s Draft Local Plan.
Opposition to this site is on the following
grounds:
1. Its negative impact on climate change
2. The loss of important prehistoric
monuments
3. The destruction of a cultural and literary
landscape
4. The loss of a quintessential feature of the
setting of the county town
5. The loss of productive farmland
6. The destruction of natural habitats
7. There are undeveloped brownfield sites
in town
8. There is no guarantee that any of these
houses will be “affordable” particularly
for younger working people on Dorset
wages/salaries.

Ten Hatches Weir

For more information, including how to
get involved, visit the website:
stand-dorchester.net and follow on
Facebook @STANDdorchester  
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Corn Exchange Refurbishment

C

RICKMAY STARK ARCHITECTS
has been chosen to carry out the
refurbishment and extension of
Dorchester Town Council’s Municipal
Offices, more commonly known as the Corn
Exchange. Their sensitive, sustainable
design will preserve and enhance this local
landmark and help fulfil the Council’s commitment to renewable energy.
The Dorchester-based practice, which specialises in conservation, is already carrying out
essential repair work, including re-roofing,
on the Grade II* Listed Corn Exchange. The
proposed extension will work with existing
proportions and detailing to create a bright,
welcoming exterior on North Square. A
refurbished and extended interior will house
the offices of Dorchester Town Council and
Dorchester Arts, as well as providing meeting
rooms for local community groups.
The proposed extension will also allow space

20 Dorchester Heritage Magazine | May 2021

Scaffold over Corn Exchange

for a biomass boiler, helping to reduce the
Council’s carbon footprint. These changes
will secure the future of the Corn Exchange,
a building that is integral to the historic centre
of the town, for generations to come.  
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Dorchester Association

T

William Barnes Society

Research into
local history and
archaeology

HE DORCHESTER ASSOCIATION was established in 1982 to promote and encourage the study of Dorchester’s history and archaeology and to engage local people with
the conservation of their heritage.
We normally hold a series of eight lectures
of talks for members is currently being held
on Thursday evenings between September and
on Zoom until normal meetings can resume.
May, usually at the Dorford Centre starting at
The final one for the current programme is on
7.30pm. These events are suspended because
May 27th at 7.30pm with Ian Gosling speaking
of the Covid 19 situation, but a programme
about Dorchester’s Georgian Architecture.
If anyone who is not a member wishes to attend the talk, or to become a member, please
contact: hon.sec@dorchester-association.co.uk

W

ILLIAM BARNES is perhaps best known as the writer of Dorset dialect poetry
though he published many poems in ‘National English’ as well. Born in the Blackmore Vale in February 1801, Barnes’ poems are full of recollections of the people
and places he knew as a boy.
His poetry was admired by Alfred, Lord Tennyson and is thought to have influenced the
writings of Thomas Hardy. Barnes’ interest
in dialect prompted him to become a profoundly learned philologist who taught himself
to read some sixty languages. He published
many papers defending the strength of native
(i.e. Saxon) English against the incursions of
French and Latin.
Barnes’ interests were by no means confined
to poetry and philology. He was a schoolmaster
with a school first in Durngate Street and then
South Street, Dorchester. He subsequently
became a clergyman serving the parishes of
Whitcombe and Winterborne Came.
Barnes loved such practical arts as engraving
and played a variety of instruments. His antiquarian interests led to his involvement in the
establishment of the Dorset County Museum
(now the Dorset Museum) in Dorchester.
Barnes served as secretary to the museum and
was responsible for the collection of artefacts
and the preservation of historical sites across
the county. Maumbury Rings and Poundbury
Camp benefitted from Barnes’ advocacy for
their preservation when the advance of the
Barnes gave many lectures and readings,
railways threatened to pass right through these
delighting audiences in Dorset and beyond
familiar Dorchester monuments.
with the humour and pathos of his dialect
poetry. On Barnes’ death in 1886, Thomas
Hardy declared that he was “the most interesting link between the present and past forms
of rural life that England possessed”. William
Barnes is buried in St. Peter’s churchyard,
Winterborne Came.

William Barnes Came Rectory © Mark North 2016
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More information can be found at
the William Barnes Society website:
williambarnessociety.org.uk
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Dorchester Ghost Walk

Shire Hall Historic Courthouse Museum

Dorchester

GhostWalk
T

HIS ENTERTAINING and enjoyable 90-minute walk around historic Dorchester
highlights some of the places, people and events that have contributed to the town’s
6,000 year story. From prehistory through the Roman period to Judge Jeffreys and his
Bloody Assize. The Tolpuddle Martyrs and the writings of Thomas Hardy and William Barnes
all feature in this walk:
The ghost walks are run by two guides; Chris
Gallarus, a local actor who has appeared in
‘Poldark’ and ‘My Cousin Rachel’ and Alistair
Chisholm, Town Crier of Dorchester for more
than twenty years.

Thursdays: Easter to October
Tuesdays: During school holidays
Adults £7.50, Children £3
Wheel/pushchair accessible
Well-behaved dogs welcome
Walks start at 8pm from the Kings
Arms, Dorchester, DT1 1HF

NO NEED TO BOOK

“Spectre, phantom, ghoul or ghost,
Which do you fear the most?
Join me tonight at eight of the clock,
And we shall together their secrets unlock.
Tiptoe through alleys and down to the river;
Who will be first to quake and to quiver?

Journey
into
History

A

F

OR OVER 150 years, Shire Hall was the centre of justice and local government in Dorset. A stunning classical Georgian building, its imposing façade is a key feature in the
heritage landscape of High West Street in Dorchester. Shire Hall’s stark and daunting
courtroom operated from 1797 until 1955, and saw the trials of countless ordinary Dorset
folk, as well as more famous cases such as the Tolpuddle Martyrs and Martha Brown.
witchcraft.
Opened as a brand-new museum in May
We are delighted to be finally re-opening on
2018, a visit to Shire Hall takes you on a journey into the history of the building through
May 17th and will once again be able to welthe stories of people whose lives were changed
come visitors to our award-winning museum,
here. Visitors walk in the footsteps of Harry
café and shop. We have lots of exciting events,
Parker found guilty of arson in 1873 at only 7
talks, exhibitions and activities planned, as well
as a learning programme for schools, details of
years of age; Elijah Upjohn transported to Australia aged 15 years for stealing shoes; Daniel
which can be found on our website.
Baker, making his 57th and final appearance in
We look forward to seeing you soon!
the courtroom in 1904 at the age of 84 years,
For more information, visit the website:
as well as countless smugglers, a handful of
shirehalldorset.org  
highwaymen and even a case of 19th century

For group bookings and special events tel: 07971 352 555
Email: dorchesterghostwalk@hotmail.com
dorchesterghostwalk.co.uk
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The Keep Military Museum

T

HE KEEP was originally the gatehouse for the Depot Barracks of the Dorsetshire
Regiment as well as the County Armoury. It is now a museum for the Devonshire Regiment, the Dorset Regiment and the Devonshire and Dorset Regiment.
Today the Keep Military Museum is a strikEvery family in the country was involved in
ing landmark in the heart of Dorchester.
the conflicts of the twentieth century and have
Completed in 1879, it was designed to resemtheir own distinct contributions. The museum
ble a Norman Castle, and is built of Portland
tells these exciting stories and guides you
stone which gives it a white appearance.
through the conflicts at a personal level.
You can explore your family’s past at the
You can explore a WW1 trench, a new WW2
museum. History is made real with personal
gallery and much more too! Year-round activistories and a unique collection spanning three
ties for all ages and lots to do for children, with
centuries from Dettingen to Afghanistan.
the best view of Dorchester from the roof.
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