
Thomas Hardy
and The Military

As a young boy, Hardy would hear tales of the Napoleonic Wars and the threat of French 
invasion along the Dorset coast. This kindled a lifelong interest and led him to visit Waterloo 
as well as providing the setting for his novel The Trumpet Major and prose poem 
The Dynasts.
In Dorchester, the Casterbridge of Hardy’s fictional Wessex, a large military presence was 
evident with both Infantry and Horse Artillery barracks on the west side of the town. This 
was further augmented in the First World War by some 4,500 German prisoners of war, 
some of whom worked in Hardy’s garden.
In his later career, Hardy abandoned the writing of novels for poetry and a number of his 
poems reflect his ambivalence to war, both during the Boer War and the First World War. 
These include Drummer Hodge, a lament for a young Wessex lad killed in South Africa, In 
Time of the Breaking of Nations and The Man He Killed.
In his later years, still an active writer of poetry, Hardy lived at Max Gate, the house on the 
edge of Dorchester that he designed for himself. Here he was visited by a number of literary 
figures, amongst them Siegfried Sassoon and T.E. Lawrence.

2nd Lieutenant Frank William George - 5th Battalion Dorsetshire Regiment
“Dear Mr Hardy, I am very sorry to have to tell you that Mr George was killed on 21st 
inst. – just as his Company was leaving the trenches to attack.” - Letter to Thomas Hardy 
from Brigadier General C Hannay dated 24th August 1915.
Frank was the second cousin of Thomas Hardy and was a barrister from Bere Regis. He was 
killed in action at Gallipoli in 1915 during the Battle of Scimitar Hill. Thomas Hardy wrote 
the poem “Before Marching and After” in memoriam of Frank.

Orion swung southward aslant
       Where the starved Egdon pine-trees had thinned,

       The Pleiads aloft seemed to pant
       With the heather that twitched in the wind;

But he looked on indifferent to sights such as these,
Unswayed by love, friendship, home joy or home sorrow,
And wondered to what he would march on the morrow.

 
       The crazed household-clock with its whirr

       Rang midnight within as he stood,
       He heard the low sighing of her

       Who had striven from his birth for his good;
But he still only asked the spring starlight, the breeze,

What great thing or small thing his history would borrow
From that Game with Death he would play on the morrow.

 
       When the heath wore the robe of late summer,

       And the fuchsia-bells, hot in the sun,
       Hung red by the door, a quick comer

       Brought tidings that marching was done
For him who had joined in that game overseas

Where Death stood to win, though his name was to borrow
A brightness therefrom not to fade on the morrow.
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The Cardwell Reforms
Edward Cardwell, Secretary of State for War instituted the 
reorganisation of the army between 1869 and 1881. In 1867 there 
were 141 numbered Infantry regiments in the British Army. 
Cardwell divided the country into 66 brigade units based on 
county boundaries. A Regimental Depot and Barracks was built in 
each county as the centre for administration, recruitment and 
training, for regular troops, militia and volunteers alike. This was 
why the Depot Barracks was built in Dorchester. 
Cardwell introduced many other reforms including a short service 
system, an army of reserve created from short-service soldiers, 
fines for drunkenness and the abolition of the purchase of commis-
sions. The system was more economical with both men and money 
and led to a long-term improvement in the army.

The Keep and Depot Barracks, Dorchester
The Royal Engineers were responsible for building the new Depot Barracks, under the 
command of Brevet Colonel CS Askers. The Duchy of Cornwall agreed to sell the War 
Office the site itself for £1800 (it had been under lease to the Militia).
The building contract was put out to tender and this was won by Messrs Bull and Sons of 
Southampton for a bid of £38,000. Work commenced in April 1877. A temporary tramway 
was built from what is now Dorchester South Station to carry materials to the site. 150 
labourers were employed to build barracks. In September 1879 Prince Edward of 
Saxe-Weimer (the Commander of the Southern District) officially opened the barracks.
In 1958 the Dorsetshire Regiment amalgamated with the Devonshire Regiment to become 
the Devonshire and Dorset Regiment. Regimental Headquarters was moved to Exeter. In the 
early 1960s the barracks were sold off. The Keep was the only building to remain in 
Ministry of Defence hands as the Museum of the Dorset Regiment 
and in 1994 it was refitted to become the Military Museum of 
Devon and Dorset Regiments.
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Samuel Vickery V.C.
Samuel Vickery was born on 6 February 1873 at Wambrook on the 
borders of Dorset, later moving to Dorchester. He enlisted in the 
Army at the age of 20 and completed his military training at the 
Depot Barracks in Dorchester. 
During an attack on the Dargai Heights (Tirah Campaign) on 20 
October 1897, his Victoria Cross citation describes how Private 
Vickery heroically ran down a rocky mountain slope and brought a 
wounded soldier back to cover under extremely heavy small arms 
fire. Later while operating in the in the Waran Valley, he also killed 
three ruthless enemy tribesmen who attacked him while he was 
separated from his company.

This granite obelisk commemorates twenty-three soldiers of the 
Dorset Regiment killed during the Tirah Campaign of 1897-8.
Tirah was part of the wild and mountainous border territory 
between Afghanistan and British India, now part of Pakistan. In 
1897, Afridi and Orakzai tribesmen attacked forts in the Khyber 
Pass, the main trade route between India and Afghanistan. 
An expeditionary force of 35,000 men commanded by General Sir 
William Lockhart, and including the Dorset Regiment’s 1st 
Battalion, was sent to reopen the pass and to punish the tribes 
responsible.
In order to secure the column’s route of advance, it was necessary 
to secure the Dargai Heights, a precipitous maintain range held by 
the tribesmen. While advancing, the Dorsets were pinned down by 
intense enemy fire on the lower slopes, sustaining numerous 
casualties.

The Tirah Campaign


