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TRADE
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HE commercial centre of Dorchester has always been
where the High East and West streets meet Cornhill, at
the end of South Street, close to St Peter’s church. The
town’s administrative buildings were here from medieval times,
and the market may even date from before then. The town pump
and part of the market were originally sheltered by the market
house, known as the ‘cupola’, an octagonal structure with a lantern which straddled the street. It is not known when this was
built, but the council paid for it to be illuminated with candles in
1714. In 1757 the lantern, which had become dangerous, was dismantled, and the rest was demolished in 1783, as a public danger
and a nuisance to traffic.
The rural nature of the economy is amply illustrated in this
passage from The Mayor of Casterbridge, in which the county town is
realistically portrayed:
Casterbridge was in most respects but the pole, focus, or nerve-knot of
the surrounding country life; differing from the many manufacturing
towns which are as foreign bodies set down, like boulders on a plain, in
a green world with which they have nothing in common.
Casterbridge lived by agriculture at one remove further from the
fountainhead than the adjoining villages — no more.  The townsfolk
understood every fluctuation in the rustic’s condition, for it affected
their receipts as much as the labourer’s; they entered into the troubles
and joys which moved the aristocratic families ten miles round — for
the same reason. And even at the dinner-parties of the professional
families the subjects of discussion were corn, cattle-disease, sowing
and reaping, fencing and planting; while politics were viewed by them
less from their own standpoint of burgesses with rights and privileges
than from the standpoint of their country neighbours.
Cooke’s Topographical and Statistical Description of the
County of Dorset (1805) notes four major agricultural fairs in
the town: ‘Feb. 14, cattle of all sorts, and sheep, Trinity-Monday,
July 6, ditto, and lambs, August 6, ditto, wool, and leather.’ The
sheep and cattle fairs were moved to Poundbury hill fort in 1834.
On most days of the week, market stalls may still be seen close
to the obelisk, erected in 1794 which marks the site of the town

pump, in Cornhill. The agricultural and livestock market
moved again, after the railways arrived in the town, to
the Weymouth Avenue fair
field site in 1877. The bustling trade in cattle, sheep,
wool and leather is now gone,
but a large general market is
still held there every Wednesday.
The annual, “statute” February hiring fair at which
young Gabriel Oak (bereft
of his flock and land by his
Cornhill & Town Pump Obelisk
younger dog’s attack on his
sheep) had such difficulty
finding a job as a bailiff (farm manager) and then as a shepherd
in Far From The Madding Crowd was held just across the street
from the Corn Exchange, near the town cross.

The Corn Exchange

A

new market house and town hall (or ‘guildhall’ as it was
often known) was built in 1791. The town hall was on
the first floor and built partly above an archway across
the entrance to the ‘Bullstake’ — now known as North Square. As
Cooke describes it: ‘The Market Place is underneath, with two
rows of shops for butchers.’
The current Town Hall, once again on the first floor, with the
Corn Exchange below, was built on the same site in 1847-8 to a
design by architect Benjamin Ferrey. His new building was built
with walls of Broadmayne brick with Bath and Portland dressedstone details and a slate-tiled roof. It was topped with a hexagonal, pointed stone lantern, and given some elaborate Tudor-style
decoration, including the cast-iron window glazing bars which
are so distinctive a part of its appearance.
In 1863 the lantern was removed, and perhaps feeling that the
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Town Hall & Corn Exchange

building was thereby bereft, Mayor Galpin commissioned Ferrey
to design a new turret with a clock tower at the south-west corner
of the building. This was completed in 1864, and because of the
way it was cantilevered out above the street, with no visible means
of support, it soon became known, by those who were convinced
it would fall off, as Galpin’s Folly.
“The large farmers, corn-merchants, millers, auctioneers, and others
had each an official stall in the corn-market room, with their names
painted thereon;”
The Mayor of Casterbridge, Ch. 17

“On this Saturday, Bathsheba was passing slowly on foot through the
crowd of rural business-men gathered as usual in front of the market-house, who were as usual gazed upon by the burghers with feelings
that those healthy lives were dearly paid for by exclusion from possible
aldermanship”
Far from the Madding Crowd, Ch. 48

COMMERCE
The King’s Arms

T

HE King’s Arms in Dorchester’s High East Street has
reopened after major refurbishment work. While there
has been an inn on the site since the 16th century, the
current historic (Grade II listed) building dates mostly from the
late 18th and early 19th centuries (it was last rebuilt in 1820),
and was the most salubrious of Dorchester’s three coaching inns,
of which it is now the only survivor, as the Antelope Inn is now a
shopping mall and the White Hart is demolished.

Over the years the Inn has allegedly hosted celebrities from
royalty to rock stars, notably King George IV and Queen Victoria. Thomas Hardy used the inn several times in his fiction,
most notably in The Mayor of Casterbridge, in which it is the
scene of Mayor Michael Henchard’s official meetings:
“A few score yards brought them to the spot where the town band was
now shaking the window-panes with the strains of “The Roast Beef of
Old England.”
The building before whose doors they had pitched their music-stands
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 from the top
of a flight of stone steps to the road-waggon office opposite, for which
reason a knot of idlers had gathered there.”
The King’s Arms is also featured in Hardy’s novels Far from the
Madding Crowd, as the place to which Farmer Boldwood carried
Bathsheba Everdene after she fainted on hearing the news of
Troy’s ‘drowning’, and The Trumpet Major, as the inn where Bob
Loveday met the mail coach, expecting to meet Matilda Johnson
(he was disappointed).
Hardy is reputed to have occasionally wined and dined guests
in the Kings Arms, including, on one occasion, Robert Louis
Stevenson.

1871 census

at the Election November 1806. This was sold by George Frampton and booksellers in the different towns of Dorsetshire. The
Dorset County Museum in their bound volume of Tracts have a
Report printed by George Frampton in 1818.
James Criswick took over George Frampton’s business and
in 1820 he printed “A Walk Round Dorchester containing an
account of everything worthy of observation of the Traveller
and Antiquary within that ancient town. Printed by and for
J Criswick and may be had of every Bookseller in the county.”
Christiana Zillwood took over James Criswick’s bookshop and
printing business in 1823 and by 1830 Charles Zillwood, her
brother, had taken over the business, continuing in the same
premises.

Henry Ling Limited

H
The Kings Arms

ENRY Ling Limited is a printing business in Dorchester employing 95 staff today and still owns the premises
at 23 High East Street from where it operated for over
140 years.
Its origins date back to 1804 in premises in High West Street.
George Frampton had established his business at County House,
High West Street. He printed a Poll Book of the of the Poll taken
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County House, High West Street

County House in the photo above is on the far right. “Printing
House” is just visible above the window.
By 1840 Thomas Patch had replaced Charles Zillwood at
County House, High West Street. Kelly’s Directory for 1848 lists
four printers for Dorchester and states “Thomas Patch bookseller, stationer, printer and reading room”. It was 1858 that Henry Ling as a young man of twenty-two years joined the staff of
Thomas Patch; the next year Henry Ling, as manager for Thomas Patch, issued the first Dorchester and District Almanac.
On 1st January 1864 Henry Ling bought the business of Bookseller, Stationer and Fancy dealer from Thomas Patch. The
agreement between Thomas Patch and Henry Ling dated 31st
December 1863 valued the business at £983-16-0 with £100 to
be paid immediately and the remainder to be paid in two equal
amounts on 1st January 1867 and 1st January 1869. Henry Ling
was to rent the whole of the business premises and part of the
house from Thomas Patch, the yearly rent to be £60.
Thomas Patch promised not, in any way either directly or indirectly, to engage in the trades or business of Bookseller, Printer
and Fancy dealer within twenty miles of Dorchester. He retained
the right to carry on his Business and profession of an Organist
and Teacher of music and singing. The census of 1871 shows
Henry Ling and family at County House.
Henry Ling’s business flourished and by 1880 it had increased
to such an extent that larger premises were needed and the move
was made to the house in High East street, opposite the King’s
Arms Hotel. This house was next to J F Hodge the wine mer-

chants, who owned both premises. In 1879 Mr Crickmay the
architect drew plans for Mr Hodge to develop the site behind
the house that Henry Ling was to move into. It would seem this
was done in conjunction with Henry Ling as the plans show a
specially constructed wine cellar, with the room above marked
“Printing Room” on the plans. At some stage Henry Ling bought
the freehold of the house and the shop but the wine cellar was
leasehold let on a long lease to Mr Hodge and succeeding wine
merchants. The 1881 census shows Henry Ling at 23 High East
Street.
The photo of 23 High East Street shows the business was a
Sports warehouse and Fancy Repository as well as a printer!
Henry Ling’s Dorchester and District Almanac continued to be
issued annually and steadily increased its popularity and circulation from five hundred the first year to several thousand in 1893,
when it contained one hundred and eighty-eight pages, and the
price was still one penny. In the introduction to this Almanac,
Henry Ling remarked that if it were not for the many advertisers,
he could not have produced it for six times the cost.
In 1905 Henry Ling retired and his son Ernest Lorenzo and 2
daughters Marian and Beatrice carried on the business. Ernest
Lorenzo Ling was Mayor of Dorchester in 1922.
On 1 October 1927 Henry Ling Limited was incorporated and
George Samuel Rose from Aldershot purchased shares in the
business. Eventually he bought all the shares in the company. He
ran the business and later his son George Hugh joined him.
During their ownership the printing element of the company
expanded to include Allington Hall in Durngate Street (at the
rear of 23 High East Street) and premises in Acland Road.

When John Hicks died in
1869, Weymouth Architects
Crickmay and Sons took over
his business. By this time,
Hardy had moved to London and was working as the
pupil of Arthur Blomfield, a
Gothic Revivalist. Hardy won
two prizes from the Royal Institute of British Architects and published his first short story,
“How I Built a House”, before returning to Dorset in 1867.
The 19th century saw a boom in church-building and restoration nationwide (John Hicks built or restored thirty Dorset
churches) and when Crickmay and Sons bought Hick’s business,
G.R. Crickmay wrote to Hardy to ask for his assistance. Hardy
worked for Crickmay for one year before becoming a full-time
writer. It was during this period that Hardy was sent to oversee
the restoration of St Julitta’s Church in the hamlet of St Juliot,
North Cornwall, where he fell in love with Emma Gifford, his
future wife. Their courtship inspired his third novel, A Pair of Blue
Eyes.
Hardy remained interested in architecture throughout his life.
In 1881, the year that Crickmay and Sons built Dorset County
Museum, Hardy joined the Society for the Protection of Ancient

Thomas Hardy and Crickmay Architects

T
23 High East Street

HOMAS Hardy is reported to have told his sister Florence, “If he had his life over again, he would prefer to be
a small architect in a county town”. In fact, Hardy trained
as an architect before deciding to become a full-time novelist and
poet. Hardy came from a family of builders and stonemasons.
The cottage where he was born in Higher Bockhampton was built
by his great-grandfather, so Thomas was following in the family business when he was articled to local architect John Hicks
in 1856 . Without the means to pursue a university education,
Hardy’s family welcomed the professional status that a career in
architecture could offer their son.
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John Hicks drawing of St Juliot’s church, Cornwall

Woods

Buildings, an organisation set up by William Morris. In 1885,
Hardy designed his own house, Max Gate, on the outskirts of
Dorchester, which was built by his father and brother. A recent
book, The Wessex Project has suggested that Hardy was an architectural visionary and “the most influential conservation writer there
has ever been”.
Hardy’s belief that old buildings contained the “memories,
histories, fraternities and fellowships” of the people who inhabited them is reflected in his novels, which are full of architectural details. In “Far from the Madding Crowd”, Hardy describes
the floor of the threshing barn as “black with age and polished
by the beauty of flails for generations”. Today, Crickmay Stark
Architects are still engaged in conservation projects, including
churches and listed buildings, and they still approach each historic building with a sensitivity that Thomas Hardy would have
shared.

Grassby

G

RASSBY Memorials,
previously
known
as Grassby Stonemasons, was established by
Benjamin Grassby in 1861,
who had achieved enormous
success as a stone carver in the
London, East Anglia and Sussex areas.
Benjamin initially moved
to Powerstock in the 1860s to
Benjamin Grassby
carve in the churches at Shipton Gorge and the surrounding villages. He liked it so much he
decided to settle in Dorset. He was a prolific stonemason carrying out a lot of church restoration in the Victorian period along
with plenty of building masonry as is evident on parts of many
Victorian houses in Dorchester.
Benjamin had a number of children and many of his sons
went into the stone carving trade. Clinton Benjamin Grassby,
born 1872 and Algernon Grassby born 1875 both remained in
Dorchester and continued working in the family business which
moved to Maumbury Road and then to High East Street.
After the First World War, the local community felt that there
should be some record of the sacrifice made by local soldiers. It

W

Grassby Stonemason’s Yard

was agreed in 1920 that a monument should be built on its present position at the corner of South Street and South Walks. The
council sought estimates from local firms for the design, carving and erection of the monument, and the winning tender was
that of an Algernon Grassby, monumental mason of Maumbury
Road at a cost of £400.
The cenotaph, which was unveiled on 24th May 1921, is made
of Portland whitbed stone, is 15ft high and weighs 17 tons. Both
back and front are decorated by relief panels, with a carved laurel leaf and crusader’s sword, with the dates 1914 to 1918 on a
scroll. Attached to the front of the memorial are bronze plaques
bearing the names of the fallen. Legend has it that the trowel
Algernon Grassby used to complete the work is buried within
the stonework.
Since the first world war the firm has been involved with a
number of notable undertakings including the headstones for
TE Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) at St Nicholas Church in
Moreton in 1935, Thomas Hardy’s dog Wessex at Max Gate in
1926, and going further back, William Barnes the poet in 1886.
The firm has continued to be run by the Grassby family over
the years with Tony Grassby, his late son Richard Grassby, Andrew Grassby and Peter Grassby all being part of the business at
some point during the 1960s, 1970s and beyond. William Grassby is the latest member of the family to join the company as a
stonemason.
5

OODS Furniture was established in 1875 as “Woods
Domestic Stores” and quickly became a household
name in the area. Famed for their exceptional quality and dedication to the best customer service, Woods became
a local service that could be relied upon to provide homewares
and furnishings with expert advice and a smile that brought local
customers back again and again. Soon, generations of customers
were shopping with Woods.
In the early 1900’s Woods expanded by the addition of a 2nd
store on the same street. The premises were at Unity Chambers
35 High East Street, and this is still where the flag ship showroom trades to this day. Shortly afterwards, a delineation was
drawn between the two stores, with the original Domestic Stores
focussing on homewares such as baskets, china and soft furnishings, and the new store at No. 35 specialising in furniture, flooring and drapery.
More recently Woods Furniture has opened a new store at
Brewery Square, and today is a national retailer, serving the
whole of the UK.

Woods 1890

Goulds

Christmas ribbons and illuminated with external gas lights.
The staff at that time are pictured together with Harry and
Florence.
Goulds was one of several drapers shops in Dorchester and
sold everything from tablecloths, dress and curtain fabrics, haberdashery, knitting yarns, sheets, bedspreads, towels and ladies
and children’s clothing.
Today Goulds still survives and now trades from two stores in
South Street, Dorchester, a Garden Centre in Weymouth and a
store in Sidmouth called Fields.

A

T the start of the 20th Century this was the scene in
Edwardian Dorchester. South Street is mainly residential and the shopping and commerce is concentrated in
High East and High West Street.
Harry and Florence Gould invested in a shop building on the
corner of High East Street and Icen Way in 1902.
The shop comprised of a narrow ground floor with a cellar
below and two floors above which extended over the top of the
neighbouring butcher’s shop, Hodders. This is how the shop
window looked just before the first world war, decorated with

Harry and Florence with their eldest son Ronald who was
born in 1905
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INDUSTRY
Mills

D

ORCHESTER is fortunate in having the rivers Frome
and Cerne on its northern edge. The river system is
complicated, with many divergent watercourses, some
of which were dug by Dutch drainage engineers in the seventeenth century to create the water meadows in the valley. Far older is the mill stream.
The mill stream was constructed in the early medieval period to serve water mills at Dorchester and Fordington, branching
from the river Frome at Westleaze, its flow now controlled by a
substantial sluice and wear. The stream closely follows the line of
the old Roman walls, and at one time a culvert ran beneath the
castle to supply water to the inhabitants. This was blocked when
the prison was constructed on the castle mound, for fear that

it might provide a route for escaping prisoners. Friary Cottage,
next to Friary Lane Bridge, is on the site of the old Friary Mill,
probably the first in the town. From here the stream divided in
two. One arm would have fed water to the mill wheel, the other would have allowed the wheel to be bypassed when corn was
not being ground. The stream is now a single channel, the other
having been filled in to form the grassy bank in front of Frome
Terrace.
Downstream, in Mill Lane, is Fordington Mill. Originally
built in the 1590s, it was extensively modernised in the nineteenth century. In 1891, its owner, Arthur Legg, spent a large
sum turning it into a steam roller mill - ‘one of the most perfect in the country’ - according to the Dorset County Chronicle.
The Dorchester Roller Mills Co. Ltd was there by 1911, competing successfully against larger, port-based mills, with wheat
from local farms, and grains
imported in bulk from Bristol and London by rail. The
mill closed in 1940 and was
redeveloped as housing, and
has since been extended,
though it retains several architectural features that indicate its former use. The stone
plaque which reads ‘ALL
1891’ commemorates Legg’s
rebuilding.
Further
downstream,
Dorchester’s largest mill was
Louds Mill, also built in the
1590s, but to serve the wool
industry. It was rebuilt and
enlarged in 1825 by the cloth
manufacturer William Stanton. This, one of the oldest
and largest of Dorchester’s
industrial buildings, was
demolished in the 1980s

Fordington Mill
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Ten Hatches Weir

Water Meadows

T

O the north of Dorchester, the Frome valley is notable
for its water meadows, with their complex system of water courses, hatches and wiers between the rivers Frome
and Cerne. These allowed the pasture land to be flooded when
not being grazed, and this irrigation in winter both enriched
the soil and kept its temperature above freezing which meant a
much-improved crop of early spring grass.
The system was imported from Holland, and was probably discovered as a by-product of land reclamation and drainage. The
meadows, in common with most throughout the country, are no
longer maintained, though they form an important wildlife habitat only a few minutes’ walk from the town centre. Remains of
the hatches may still be seen in many fields Thomas Hardy featured ‘Ten Hatches Weir’ in his novel The Mayor of Casterbridge. The
weir still exists near Grey’s Bridge, though only five of its hatches
are still there.

Agricultural Engineering

A

S agriculture became increasingly mechanised from the
mid eighteenth century, the traditional blacksmith’s
forge soon became inadequate when it came to supplying the latest milling equipment or seed drill. Foundries and
engineering businesses sprang up, providing anything from water meadow hatches to waterwheels, and later, steam ploughs and
threshing machines.

Lott & Walne Ltd

J

OHN Galpin established an iron foundry in Fordington around 1840. It was taken over by Lott and Warne in
1875, who expanded the business until they were supplying
everything from street furniture (including manhole covers,
many of which may be seen around the town today) to horsedrawn carts and portable shepherd’s huts. An advertisement
from 1903 describes the business as:
Manufacturers of and agents for all kinds of agricultural machinery,
iron fencing and hurdle manufacturers, contractors for well sinking
and boring; water supply for towns and villages. Sanitary castings.
Thrashing and hauling by traction engines, experienced men kept for
repairs to engines and machinery.

Lott & Walne’s Foundry

Despite diversifying its range of goods, Lott and Walne could
not compete with larger companies. It ceased casting in 1967 and
the business finally closed in 1988. A fine collection of wooden
casting patterns, ranging in date from 1875 to 1932 is now in the
collection of the Dorset County Museum. The foundry building
still survives in Fordington High Street, complete with its winch
and “The Foundry, Lott & Walne Limited” painted on its walls,
but is now converted to flats.

Eddison’s Steam Plough Works

D

ORCHESTER Steam Plough Works in Wareham Road,
Fordington was established by a Yorkshireman, Frank
Eddison, in 1877. He ran a successful business hiring
traction engines and other agricultural machinery to farmers for
ploughing, harvesting and haulage.
In Thomas Hardy’s Tess of
the d’Urbervilles (1891), a steam
threshing machine makes an
appearance on the ‘starveacre’ farm of Flintcomb-Ash:
the red tyrant that the women
had come to serve — a timber-framed construction, with
straps and wheels appertaining — the threshing machine,
which, whilst it was going, kept
up a despotic demand upon the
endurance of their muscles and
nerves.
The engineman is described as ‘a sooty and grimy
embodiment of tallness’,
speaking ‘in a strange northern accent’. He is ‘in the
agricultural world, but not
of it’, travelling from farm
to farm because `as yet the
steam
threshing-machine
was itinerant in this part of
Wessex.’

Steamroller
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Hardy’s astute, if acerbic, observations may have been
influenced by the close proximity of his new home, Max Gate,
to the Dorchester Steam Plough Works in Wareham Road,
Fordington. Not only did Eddison’s business upset Hardy’s
deep-rooted sense of nostalgia for a pre-industrial, bucolic
agricultural past, but he was also irritated by the noise from
its engineering equipment, and, understandably perhaps,
annoyed by the factory hooter which sounded at 5.45am every
morning to summon the workforce. Hardy’s frequent written
complaints and attempts to have the works closed do seem,
however, a little disingenuous, as Eddison had been there eight
years before Hardy moved to Max Gate in 1885.
The works was an important part of the local economy.
The business diversified into steam-rollers with the advent of
tarmacadam in the early twentieth century.

A Remarkable
Vicar

O

NE of Dorchester’s most outstanding citizens
in the nineteenth century was the Revd Henry
Moule, evangelist, philanthropist and sanitation
engineer. He became vicar of Fordington in 1829
Fordington Vicarage Plaque
aged twenty-eight, and had
a wife, Mary, and two sons. Initially, he was unpopular with his
parishioners, who were unused to the fiery sermons which he introduced to the Sunday service, and his opposition to traditional church music soon led to the resignation of the choir. Even
when Moule and his wife began a radical campaign of poor relief,
they were ridiculed, and their sons were jeered at and had stones
thrown at them in the street. This may have been because the new
vicar’s zealous puritanism also extended to campaigning against
the ‘large immigration of vice’ which attended Dorchester Races,
a popular event which he succeeded in having banned in 1833.
In 1849 and 1854 Fordington, the poorest part of Dorchester, was struck by outbreaks of cholera, and Moule worked
tirelessly among the sick and the dying, boiling or burning
contaminated clothes and bedding, and dispensing help and
sympathy. He thus won the respect of the whole community and
became a hero to the townspeople of Dorchester, having averted
disaster in the town by his brave endeavours. He was convinced
that cholera was spread by the appalling sanitation, and was determined to do something about it.
In the summer of 1859 Moule decided the stink from his own
cess-pool had become intolerable, so experimentally he filled it
in and instructed his family to use buckets. He buried the waste
in trenches in the garden, and soon discovered by accident that
in three or four weeks no trace of the sewage could be detected.
His experiment led to his most famous invention — the earth
closet.
In May 1860 he took out a patent for the dry earth system
(No.1316) and further patents for improved systems followed
in 1869 and 1873. He published several works on the subject,
the first being Advantages of the Dry Earth Closet (1868) and
set up the ‘Moule Patent Earth Closet Co. Ltd’ to manufacture

Dry Earth Closet

earth closets, which were for many years available through Army
& Navy Stores for around thirty shillings.
Of course, with the advent of widely-available running
water the water closet eventually proved far more popular than
Moule’s system, with its drawback of having to fill the hopper
and empty the bucket onto the nearest potato patch - somewhat
impractical in modern, urban environments. Today, his design
- now re-named a ‘composting toilet’ - is still, occasionally,
used in very eco-friendly modern homes, and to the owners of
such, the Revd Henry Moule is sometimes regarded as an avatar
of ‘Green living’

Postal & Telephone Services

P

OSTAL services began to reach Dorchester in 1750, but it
was not until the introduction of the penny post in 1840s,
that post offices and post boxes began to appear across the
country. The town’s Post Office was first built in 1856 and was
enlarged and rebuilt in 1904 by architect John Rutherford in red
brick with Portland stone details. A memorial to Dorchester’s
postal workers who were lost in the Great War was installed in the
building, designed by Thomas Hardy, in 1920. This is now in
the doorway of the new Post Office in Trinity Street. The sorting
office facilities moved to part of the old Dorchester barracks in
the 1950s.
Post boxes were the idea of Anthony Trollope, when he was
working for the Post Office in the 1850s. Dorchester still has
one of the early octagonal types (known as ‘Penfold boxes’ after
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Old Post Box, South Walks

the architect) in use, beside the war memorial at the junction of
South Street and South Walks. It probably dates from the 1860s
and would originally have been painted green.
The first telegraph systems tended to follow railway lines, and
the first telegraph office opened in 1852 in Dorchester railway
station, from where messages of up to 20 words could be sent
to London or within 100 miles for 2s. 6d. Telephones arrived
in 1878 when one was fitted in the Post Office in South Street.
The King’s Arms was the first business to install a private
telephone, though it was connected to the Weymouth exchange,
as there was not yet one in Dorchester. One was installed in
Trinity Street in 1899, but private telephones were slow to be
installed, with only five numbers listed in the directory for
1907.
The Post Office took control of the service in 1910, at which
time The Antelope Hotel had the telephone number 1, and
Eldridge Pope 2.

Water

Electricity

D

ORCHESTER’S town pump, in Cornhill, was installed
in 1784, but by the mid-nineteenth century this, along
with other wells in the town, had become contaminated
by sewage from badly-maintained cess pits, and the town’s high
mortality rate was brought to the attention of the General Board
of Health. This august body recommended a proper water and
sewerage system be installed.
A new well was sunk near the Bridport Road, housed in a redbrick pumping station. From 1866 water was raised by beam engines to a reservoir from which it supplied the town by gravity
by means of thirty thousand feet of water mains, laid at a cost of
£4,300. Around 1952 the beam engines were replaced by electric pumps.
The red-roofed octagonal water tower, which acted as a holding tank to supply the steam engines survives and is a grade II
listed structure. In 1990 Wessex Water constructed a new reservoir with a three-million-litre capacity at Lambert’s Hill, west
of Poundbury, to serve the town’s growing population, and the
water tower was made redundant.

O

NE or two businesses installed their own private
electricity supplies early on: The King’s Arms negotiated
with the Aerated Waterworks behind the hotel, which
generated electricity with its steam engines and dynamos from
1899, and Channon’s coach factory installed a gas-powered
engine to run its dynamos.
The gas company benefitted from the late arrival of an
electricity supply in Dorchester - the Dorchester Electric Light
and Power Company did not start generating until 1906, and
its output was insubstantial until the 1920s, when it was taken
over by the Borough. The original generating plant was situated
in Church Street, across the road from the Blue Raddle public
house.

Brewing

D

Old Gas Works Entrance, Icen Way

Gas

T

Water Tower

HE Dorchester Gas and Coke Company opened its
works in Bell Street (now Icen Way) in Dorchester in
1833. The Chronicle described it as ‘one of the greatest
improvements ever effected in this town’. Suddenly, Dorchester
was ablaze with light, and the Council, taking immense pride in
being one of the first towns in Dorset to install street lighting,
extravagantly set its street lights much closer together than became the norm elsewhere. By 1852 there were seventy-two public
gas lamps in Dorchester (but none in Fordington) which were lit
from sunset to sunrise, ten months of the year, except for five
nights around each full moon. The peak supply of gas came in
the harsh winter of 1947, when on one day in January, an extraordinary 701,000 cubic feet of gas was consumed.
The gas supply was nationalised in 1949, the gasworks thence
being operated by the Southern Gas Board. By the 1970s, most
coal gas production had ceased, replaced by ‘natural’, or North
Sea Gas supplies. Dorchester’s gasworks was closed, and the site,
including several of its former buildings, is now a small trading estate. At the entrance to the site the massive granite blocks
which reinforced the road surface to cope with the heavy coal
wagons may still be seen.
10

ORCHESTER had its own municipal Brewhouse, set
up in 1622, in order that its profits might provide
alms for the poor, pay for the hospital, ‘the apparel
and teaching’ of hospital children, and even, on occasions, to
provide money for road repairs and other improvements in the
town. Many inns and alehouses brewed their own beer, and
some grew large enough to supply other outlets.
Dorchester Ale became famous, and in the eighteenth
century it was sent to London and beyond. In 1788 it was
described as ‘ever been esteemed excellent and sent to various
parts of the world’. Its most famous advocate was Thomas
Hardy, who described it nearly a century later in his novel
The Trumpet Major:
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. Anybody being brought up for being drunk and
disorderly in the streets of its natal borough, had only to prove that he
was a stranger to the place and its liquor to be honourably dismissed
by the magistrates, as one overtaken in a fault that no man could
guard against who entered the town unawares.

Old malthouse Fordington

the company owned two breweries, seven malthouses, three hotels and twenty-six pubs across the south of England, from Weymouth to Southampton. In 1883, brewing was concentrated at
the new brewery in Weymouth Avenue, designed by the architect
G.R. Crickmay.
Hardy’s investment proved worthwhile, for by 1897, the Popes’
property portfolio had expanded to 123 freehold or leasehold
properties. However, the brewery’s fortunes faltered in the 1990s
and the company ceased trading in 2003, its pubs having been
sold to Marstons of Burton.
The elaborately-decorated brewery buildings, built of Broadmayne brick and Portland stone still stand on the site between
Weymouth Avenue and the South Western railway line, from
whose sidings Eldridge Pope’s products were shipped to towns
such as Poole, Bournemouth, Southampton, Winchester and
even London. In 1890 three trains a day arrived with raw materials and empties and left laden with barrels of beer. Now the
buildings are being put to new uses such as shops, bars and restaurants, as part of the Brewery Square development.

Small breweries were supplied by maltsters, and an eighteenthcentury Malthouse, now converted to flats, survives at the
Dorchester end of Fordington High Street.

Eldridge Pope’s Brewery

I

N 1870, Alfred Pope, a solicitor, persuaded Thomas Hardy
to buy shares in the long-established Green Dragon brewery, owned by Sarah Eldridge. The Eldridges had developed
the brewhouse at the Green
Dragon pub in Durngate
Lane, until it rivalled that of
the Phoenix. They also owned
the old Pale Ale Brewery,
which was situated behind the
Three Mariners Inn in High
East Street. The Inn is now
gone but the entrance arch to
the brewery still stands.
Edwin Pope, Alfred’s
brother, became a partner,
and bought the remaining
Pale ale brewery arch
share in 1873, by which time

Eldridge Pope malthouse, Brewery Square
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Old brewery, Weymouth Avenue

Jerry Bird is a Dorchester-based writer on history and folklore, and
editor of Merry Meet Magazine, a journal of folklore and pagan
heritage.
www.merrymeetmagazine.co.uk
The King’s Arms; Henry Ling Ltd; Crickmay Stark Architects; Grassby Funeral Service;
Woods Furniture; and Goulds of Dorchester are all still trading in Dorchester.
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