Dorset County Hospital
1840 – 2015  175 years of rural healthcare

The hospital was founded in 1840 as a
charity to treat the sick poor. The
wealthy subscribers and donors who
financed the institution also controlled
who received treatment. The hospital
they built took 20 years to complete
To get treatment, patients needed a
ticket from a subscriber or donor.
Accident victims were treated without
tickets, but many other classes of
patient were excluded

During the 1890s-1920s access to
treatment widened, with new medical
specialisms and income sources
The National Health Service in 1948
finally brought universal access, free at
the point of delivery. It also brought
investment, including £50m for the
new hospital, opened in 1998
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Becoming a patient
06a.

Blacksmith John Coffin
received sponsors’
tickets for hospital
treatment seven times,
from 1852 to 1874

[1940s admission
ticket]
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The ticket system still
existed in the 1940s
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In 1896 the admission rules were
relaxed. That year, Tom Symonds
was admitted with leprosy

“One Guinea Subscription or Twenty-five Pounds Donation confers a
right of recommending One In-Patient, or Three Out-Patients…”
The hospital’s annual report, 1844

Staffing the hospital
The house surgeon, nurses and
servants lived in. Experienced
local medics, with private
practices, acted as honorary
physicians and surgeons
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The senior medical staff,
such as Charles Cowdell,
physician from 1849 to
1871, gave their services
for free
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The first female doctor
was appointed in 1919.
As late as 1930 there
were no male nurses
[Line-up of 1930s nurses]

“WANTED, at the Dorset County Hospital, Dorchester, a staid and
respectable Woman, as Cook. Age not under 30”
Job advertisement, 1880

Financial backers
The hospital’s supporters included
politicians, landowners, businessmen
and even royalty
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The Earl of
Shaftesbury
(1801-85),
subscriber
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John Floyer, MP (1811-87),
hospital trustee

Queen Adelaide
(1792-1849), donor

19b.

Sir Robert Williams (1848-1943),
banker, hospital trustee

Arthur Acland, JP
(1811-57), hospital
chairman

“… they will create an enduring principle of gratitude and thankfulness to
the superior classes from the labouring community”
Sherborne Mercury, 1839

Hospital life before the NHS
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“Females shall take exercise during two hours in the day… during
which time the men shall not leave the house”
The hospital’s rules, 1900

The old hospital building
Designed by Benjamin Ferrey (1810-80), the hospital was not
completed until 1859
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The hospital in the 1850s
before the last wing was built

The men’s ward, 1886

Ferrey’s sketch plan
43.

“… in the south part of the town, in a very healthy situation, and
overlooking a large nursery-ground …”
Post Office Directory, 1855

Power struggles, 1882-88
Victorian matrons were housekeepers rather than nurses, but
following Florence Nightingale’s reforms, a new type of matron
emerged. In the 1880s a bitter dispute erupted at the hospital
when they tried to take control of the nursing
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Mary Ann
Nicolay, matron
1887-88, one of
many to hold
the post during
the dispute

Dr. William
Vawdrey Lush, a
staunch opponent
of matron-led
nursing at the
hospital
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“[He said] he had every wish to treat her as a lady as long
as she kept her proper position…”
Surgeon W. E. Good’s alleged threat to the matron, 1888

Sir Frederick Treves
A native of Dorchester and a supporter
of the hospital, Treves was an eminent
surgeon who is famous for befriending
the “Elephant Man”
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In 1902 he performed
a life-saving operation
on the hospital’s
patron, King Edward VII

“The operating theatre … [has] become a chamber of hope”
Sir Frederick Treves, at Dorset County Hospital, 1903

Innovation & growth
1896 The first honorary
dental surgeon elected
1896 Restrictions on
admitting children lifted
1903 An X-ray machine
donated to the hospital

The massage
room, opened
in 1921
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From just 12 cases
in 1921, now 2,000
babies are born
here each year

1914 The first radiographer appointed
1917 A “massage sister” – forerunner of the
physiotherapists – recruited
1921 First routine maternity cases accepted
1921 A workers’ contribution scheme set up
1927 Private patients first admitted
“We have aimed at perfection … our Hospital is being fully
equipped, scientifically and practically”
Lord Ellenborough, 1923

The National Health Service
Today’s 365-bed hospital admits
107,000 in-patients a year, alongside
291,300 out-patient attendances
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“Everyone – rich or poor, man, woman or child – can use it or any part of it”
Leaflet introducing the NHS, 1948

