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Transport
in Thomas Hardy’s time
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ORCHESTER, or Durnovaria, found itself at the convergence of several Roman roads early in its existence.
Some were built for purely military purposes. The Roman army also improved pre-existing trackways, and for a few
hundred years these would have been the principal means of
moving goods and people from, and into, the town.
In the dark ages many of these routes would, with the lack
of the civic organisation that Roman rule was so good at, have
fallen into disrepair. Attempts under Elizabeth I’s rule to force
local parishes to repair the roads passing through them never
quite worked in practice, and work carried out was usually to a
poor standard. The old river crossing east of the town was lost,
and travellers entered the town through Fordington. This was
not remedied until 1748 when Grey’s Bridge was constructed,
along with the causeway across the water meadows from Stinsford Cross. This was paid for by Lora Pitt (nee Grey) the heiress
of the Greys of Kingston Maurward. In the eighteenth century,

as the importance of mail coaches grew, Turnpike Trusts were
established to make the users of roads pay for the upkeep rather
than the parishes. Local gentry could obtain an act of parliament
in order to raise a loan to improve certain roads, which could
then be repaid from the revenue raised by tolls. This improved
communication considerably: in 1791, the journey from London
to Weymouth took 18 hours, but this was reduced to 15 by 1825.
With the advent of steam locomotion in the 19th century,
there was clearly some anxiety on the part of the authorities as
to whether certain bridges in the district were strong enough to
carry the extra weight of these new machines. A sign on the
bridge over the mill stream at Fordington Mill reads:
Take notice that this bridge (which is a County Bridge) is insufficient
to carry weights beyond the ordinary traffic of the District and that
the owners and persons in charge of Locomotive Traction Engines and
other Ponderous Carriages are warned against using the Bridge for
the passage of any such Engine or Carriage.
Dorchester now found itself once again at an important hub
of intersecting routes, radiating outwards towards Salisbury
(and London), Poole, Wareham, Weymouth, Bridport
(and Exeter), Crewkerne and
Sherborne. Coaching inns,
where teams of horses would
be changed for the onward
journey, and drivers and
passengers rested, fed and
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watered, became important businesses in the town. Inns such as
the Antelope, the George, the Kings Arms and the White Hart all
thrived at this period. With the coming of the railways, long-distance travel by coach began to evaporate, and many Trusts were
forced into bankruptcy. From 1841 many had to be subsidised
once again from parish rates, and in 1889 they all became the
responsibility of the newly formed County Councils.

Antelope Hotel

HORSE-DRAWN
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ARDY was born into an age before mechanised
modes of transport became the norm. Long-distance
travel was rare and could only be accomplished by
horse-drawn vehicles along turnpike roads, with the horses being changed at regular intervals; stagecoaches travelled along established routes, stopping at coaching inns, which had the facilities required for the horses and drivers. Dorchester’s coaching
inns were the King’s Head and the Antelope. For coastal towns,
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such as Weymouth or Lyme Regis, it would have been quicker to
travel on a coastal sailing packet or steamer. The wealthy could
afford their own carriages, but walking, or travelling with a carter
on his wagon would have been the lot of most people. The young
Hardy no doubt often travelled in this way, especially when helping his father, who was in the building trade. Apart from the
turnpikes, rural roads were largely unsurfaced, and most vehicles
could only move at walking pace in any case, as Hardy describes
in The Return of the Native:

it proved to be going the same way as that in which he himself was
journeying. It was the single atom of life that the scene contained, and
it only served to render the general loneliness more evident. Its rate of
advance was slow, and the old man gained upon it sensibly.
Nineteenth-century
Dorchester had a thriving
carriage-building industry,
with two major businesses in
the town - the Royal Carriage
Works at South Street and
Trinity Street and Stroud &
Co. at 6 High East Street.
Dorchester’s oldest-established carriage works, at the
end of South Street, dated
from 1801. It was one of the
Stroud & Co. High East St c. 1895
largest in the South of England. By the 1890s the premises were owned by Alfred Knight
who rather grandiosely named his company The Royal Carriage
Works. He made himself a name in Europe when his patent ‘Alington Cab’ was displayed to great acclaim at the 1885 Antwerp
Exhibition, where it won a ‘Prize Medal’. The Alington cab, one
of the first commercially-produced vehicles to employ pneumatic tyres, was clearly at the cutting edge of Victorian transportation technology. Sadly, for Alfred Knight, perhaps because of the
inherent conservatism of the London cabbie, it never managed

Before him stretched the long, laborious road, dry, empty, and white.
It was quite open to the heath on each side and bisected that vast dark
surface like the parting-line on a head of black hair, diminishing and
bending away on the furthest horizon.
The old man frequently stretched his eyes ahead to gaze over the tract
that he had yet to traverse. At length he discerned, a long distance
in front of him, a moving spot, which appeared to be a vehicle, and
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to usurp the hansom cab in London but could still be seen in
provincial towns up to World War One. By 1915 the premises
were occupied by George Barnes’s motor garage and there is now
a café on the site.
The carriage works at 6 High East Street was established
around 1815 and was taken over by the Stroud family in 1828.
Publicity in the 1890s describes how they made.
Vehicles of all kinds — landaus, broughams, dog carts, waggonettes,
governess cars, etc., and all will be found to display gracefulness of
outline, combined with lightness and strength. The works are equipped
with the most improved machinery and appliances.
By 1901, Stroud & Co. had been bought out by Edward Channon, from Sherborne. From then on, the business was known as
the Channon Motor and Carriage works. It continued as Channon’s motor garage and salerooms until 2000, by which time it
was the longest established business of its kind in the UK. The
premises are now occupied by Majestic Wines.
The coming of the railways revolutionised overland travel.
The ‘railway mania’ of the 1830s-40s saw rapid progress countrywide, and necessitated timetables at station scheduling stops
using London time. Some towns adopted London time immediately, others (like Dorchester) were reluctant, which caused
much confusion, until Greenwich Mean Time was adopted in
1851.

“Londoners will drink it at their breakfasts to-morrow, won’t they?”
she asked. “Strange people that we have never seen.”

construct the connecting line
to the LSWR. Fortunately, in
an early example of a community protesting against
the destruction of its historic environment, a group
of concerned residents and
antiquaries, led by the poet
William Barnes, were successful in persuading the engineers to modify their plans,
and disaster was averted. The
group formed the Dorset AnLoading Victorian era 17 gallon milk
churns at a railway station
tiquarian Field Club, which
later became the Dorset Natural History and Archaeological Society, which runs the Dorset
County Museum to this day. The modifications to the alignment
resulted in the tunnel beneath Poundbury, and the sharp curve,
which is still a notable feature of the current Dorchester South
station, though the original station buildings are gone. Fortunately, the original Great Western building survives, albeit in use
as a pizza takeaway.
Hardy’s attitude to the coming of the railways was ambivalent
– he recognized that it changed the nature of his beloved Wessex,
as huge embankments, cuttings, tunnels and viaducts altered the
look of the countryside forever; stagecoaches ceased to run and
ancient coaching inns closed; and rural folk moved to towns, often out of the area for work, taking their traditions, folk tales
and songs with them (as, indeed, does the eponymous anti-hero
of Jude the Obscure). Nevertheless, poems like ‘After a Romantic
Day’, ‘At the Railway Station, Upwey’ and ‘Midnight on the Great
Western’ all have a strangely romantic feel, while in A Laodicean:

The Great Western Railway’s route from Bath to Weymouth via
Yeovil did not arrive until ten years later, having been hampered
by various problems with the constituent companies, and the fact
that the line from Dorchester to Weymouth had to accommodate
both the South Western’s ‘standard’ gauge, and Brunel’s broad
gauge.
Locally, the construction of the GWR’s line caused great controversy. The original plans involved the destruction of part of
Dorchester’s Roman Aqueduct, and a deep cutting would have
been blasted through Poundbury hill fort. Worse still, perhaps,
a large part of Maumbury Rings would have been demolished to

Somerset looked down on the mouth of the tunnel. The popular commonplace that science, steam, and travel must always be unromantic and hideous, was not proven at this spot. On either slope of the
deep cutting, green with long grass, grew drooping young trees of ash,
beech, and other flexible varieties, their foliage almost concealing the
actual railway which ran along the bottom, its thin steel rails gleaming like silver threads in the depths. The vertical front of the tunnel,
faced with brick that had once been red, was now weather-stained,
lichened, and mossed over in harmonious rusty-browns, pearly greys,
and neutral greens, at the very base appearing a little blue-black spot
like a mouse-hole—the tunnel’s mouth.

RAIL

A

FTER much political and financial wrangling between
different companies, in which Parliament was forced
to intervene, the South Western Railway (later known
as the London and South Western Railway) finally completed its
south coast route to Dorchester. After a minor hiccup, involving the collapse of a tunnel in Southampton, the first trains ran
into Dorchester station a day late, on Wednesday 2 June 1847.
The station was well-built but unpretentious, constructed of
brick with projecting stone pillars which gave it a rather classical
look. When first opened, as was frequently the practice in the
nineteenth century, a large wooden ‘train shed’ provided protection from the elements for both trains and passengers. A large
goods shed and an engine shed were also provided. Unusually,
and awkwardly, both arriving and departing trains had to share
one long platform, a situation that was never properly resolved
until the 1870s.
The seven-year-old Thomas Hardy visited London with his
mother in the inaugural year of the railway, and later remembered how the outside of London was creeping outwards across
green fields, an observation that probably influenced his later
writings, most of which he set in a pre-railway, pre-industrial
age. In his novel Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Tess and Angel visit their
local station (Moreton) to deliver milk churns:
They reached the feeble light, which came from the smoky lamp
of a little railway station; a poor enough terrestrial star, yet in one
sense of more importance to Talbothays Dairy and mankind than the
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celestial ones to which it stood in such humiliating contrast. The cans
of new milk were unladen in the rain, Tess getting a little shelter from
a neighbouring holly tree.
Then there was the hissing of a train, which drew up almost silently
upon the wet rails, and the milk was rapidly swung can by can into
the truck. The light of the engine flashed for a second upon Tess Durbeyfield’s figure, motionless under the great holly tree. No object could
have looked more foreign to the gleaming cranks and wheels than this
unsophisticated girl, with the round bare arms, the rainy face and
hair, the suspended attitude of a friendly leopard at pause, the print
gown of no date or fashion, and the cotton bonnet drooping on her
brow.
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mode of transport which Hardy and his wife took up
enthusiastically in later life was cycling. It was his wife
Emma who persuaded him to try it in 1896, and soon
they were travelling all over Dorset, Hardy in his knickerbockers and Emma wearing a bespoke cycling outfit in a vivid green,
matching the colour of her bicycle, which she called ‘The Grasshopper’. He wrote ‘I have almost forgotten that there is such a
pursuit as literature in the arduous study of bicycling!’ He considered cycling to be ‘a delightful escape, of a temporary kind,
from the cares which crowd in upon one as one grows older’. He
probably wished he had taken cycling up earlier, as bicycles as we
know them today, had been available for at least a decade.
Before the 1880s there was no real alternative to the ‘penny-farthing’, which was both difficult to mount and dismount,
very hard to stop, and completely impractical outside of urban
areas. In 1885, the innovation of the ‘safety bicycle’ was to change
all that. The famous photograph of Hardy with his bicycle outside Turnworth Rectory reveals it to be a ‘Rover Cob’, one of the
first models of the ‘safety bike’, produced en masse by its inventor, John Kemp Starley. It was so successful that he changed his
company’s name to Rover, and soon after his death in 1901 the
factory began to produce motorcycles, and then cars.
Hardy and his bicycle at Turnworth c. 1899

Cyclists and a dog cart in Dorchester High St c. 1905
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HOMAS Hardy, unlike his brother Henry, never learned
to drive, and never owned a motor car, though in his
seventies he used to enjoy regular drives in a dark blue
Benz open tourer, hired from Tilley’s Garage in South Street,
Dorchester. Hardy always sat in front with the chauffeur and
would ask to be taken to remote districts, visiting ancient country
inns for refreshments – he did not like cafes – something which
occasionally annoyed his wife, Florence, when she accompanied
him. Sometimes the Hardys would
enjoy a picnic at a beauty spot, Badbury Rings being a favourite. According to his regular chauffeur, Harold
Voss, the car’s hood was only put up
when it rained, as Hardy enjoyed the
wind in his hair, though he didn’t like
speeds above 25 mph. In the summers
after the First World War, he liked to
be taken out on Mondays and Thursdays. He would also visit friends and
family on a regular basis. He continued his tours by motor car until he became too unwell in the last year of his
life; he died in 1928.
Channon’s motor works 1920s
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