THE THOMAS HARDY VICTORIAN FAIR

Dorcheste
Though Tim
Casterbridge Defined

T

ODAY if one stands at the Top o’ Town in the county town of Dorchester and looks down
the High Street the scene could be viewed to the east as Hardy described, in his novel The
Mayor of Casterbridge.

‘Casterbridge was the complement of the rural life around not its urban opposite. Bees and butterflies in
the cornfields at the top of the town, who desired to get to the meads at the bottom took no circuitous course
but flew straight down High Street without any apparent consciousness that they were traversing strange
latitudes.’
Chapter 9

‘To birds of the more soaring kind Casterbridge must have appeared on this fine evening as a mosaic-work of
subdued reds, browns, greys, and crystals, held together by a rectangular frame of deep green…’
‘The lamplights now glimmered through the engirdling trees, conveying a sense of great smugness and comfort
inside, and rendering at the same time the unlighted country without strangely solitary and vacant in aspect,
considering its nearness to life. The difference between burgh and champaign was increased, too, by sounds
which now reached them above others—the notes of a brass band.’
Chapter 4

At the eastern edge of the county town Grey’s Bridge crosses the River Frome and here, ‘country
and town met at a mathematical line’ (Chapter 4). Several fictional characters walked over this bridge to
and from Dorchester as Hardy himself on his way to school and later to work at the office of John
Hicks, Architect, in South Street, next door to the school run by William Barnes, the Dorset poet
and scholar.
Over the bridge the view of ‘deep green’ can be seen. Meadows, Lime and Horse Chestnut trees lead
into the rural parish of Stinsford Mellstock where there is the Cottage where Hardy was born and grew
up and the Church where he was christened, attended, and as a youth, taught in the Sunday School.

High West Street, 1900

Greys Bridge
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MAIDEN CASTLE (MAI-DUN)

F

ROM the rural parish of ‘Mellstock’ over towards the Southern part of ‘Casterbridge’ , about 2miles south west of the
present town centre, is where the history of the town we
now know as Dorchester began around 4,000 years ago, the early
people before this time were hunter-gatherers. The great hillfort
of Maiden Castle, Mai-Dun is thought to have been first occupied in the Late Stone (Neolithic) and Early Bronze Age between
3,000 and 1,500BC. During the Iron Age it was occupied by the
people of the Durotriges tribe who built further fortifications
and turned the hilltop into a small township. It was substantially
modernized in the first few years after the birth of Christ, with
streets re-surfaced, barns and sheds constructed, and dry-built
walls to resist the onslaught of hostile forces now in the country as a result of the expanding power of Rome pushing more
and more of the tribal peoples of Western Europe into southern
Britain.
Hardy’s short story, A Tryst at an Ancient Earthwork, first published
in 1885 offers a good impression of the deserted great prehistoric
fortress of Mai-Dun on a stormy night. In an imaginary encounter the author meets an archaeologist, however did not see him
restore a gilt statue of Mercury which he had found and fancied
he had seen him slip it into his pocket. The author approaches
the hillfort at night.
‘On the summit obtrudes the first evidence which has been met with in
these precincts that the time is really the nineteenth century; it is in the
form of a white notice-board on a post, and the wording can just be
discerned by the rays of the setting moon:
CAUTION.--Any Person found removing Relics, Skeletons, Stones,
Pottery, Tiles, or other Material from this Earthwork, or cutting up
the Ground, will be Prosecuted as the Law directs.
Here one observes a difference underfoot from what has gone before:
scraps of Roman tile and stone chippings protrude through the grass
in meagre quantity, but sufficient to suggest that masonry stood on
the spot. Before the eye stretches under the moonlight the interior of the fort. So open and so large as to be practically an upland
plateau, and yet its area lies wholly within the walls of what may be

Durnovaria, as Dorchester
was then called, was sited on
the banks of the River Frome.
Its name was probably derived from the Celtic ‘durno’
meaning fist-sized pebbles (a
favourite slingshot weapon of
the natives), and the equally
British ‘varis’, a water name
connected with the River
Frome.
Thomas Hardy’s description of the forsaken famous
hillfort continues:

The Castle of Mai Dun

designated as one building. It is a long-violated retreat; all its corner-stones, plinths, and architraves were carried away to build neighbouring villages even before mediaeval or modern history began.’
It was around AD 43 that the forces of the Roman Empire invaded in strength, and the Second Augusta Legion, under Vespasian, swept through the area of Dorchester and stormed Maiden
Castle. The local tribespeople put up a fierce resistance but were
unable to match the modern weapons and techniques of the Romans. They were defeated and many were massacred. The battle was described by Vespasian’s biographer and often quoted in
chilling detail: ‘…the fury of the Legionaries was aroused. For a space confusion
and massacre dominated the scene. Men and women, young and old, were savagely
cut down before the troops were called to heel.’ A few remaining Britons
continued to live on the hillfort, but Maiden Castle was deserted
soon after the foundation by the Romans of a new town in AD70.
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“The profile of the whole stupendous ruin, as seen at a distance
of a mile eastward, is cleanly cut
as that of a marble inlay. It is
varied with protuberances, which
from hereabouts have the animal
aspect of warts, wens, knuckles,
and hips. It may indeed be likened to an enormous many-limbed organism of an antediluvian time
— partaking of the cephalopod in shape — lying lifeless, and covered
with a thin green cloth, which hides its substance, while revealing its
contour. This dull green mantle of herbage stretches down towards
the levels, where the ploughs have essayed for centuries to creep up
near and yet nearer to the base of the castle, but have always stopped
short before reaching it. The furrows of these environing attempts
show themselves distinctly, bending to the incline as they trench upon
it; mounting in steeper curves, till the steepness baffles them, and
their parallel threads show like the striae of waves pausing on the
curl. The peculiar place of which these are some of the features is
“Mai-Dun,” “The Castle of the Great Hill,” said to be the Dunium of
Ptolemy, the capital of the Durotriges, which eventually came into
Roman occupation, and was finally deserted on their withdrawal
from the island.”
A Tryst at an Ancient Earthwork,” pp. 173-74.

The Shadow on the Stone
I went by the Druid stone
That broods in the garden white and lone,
And I stopped and looked at the shifting shadows
That at some moments fall thereon
From the tree hard by with a rhythmic swing,
And they shaped in my imagining
To the shade that a well-known head and shoulders
Threw there when she was gardening.
I thought her behind my back,
Yea, her I long had learned to lack,
And I said: ‘I am sure you are standing behind me,
Though how do you get into this old track?’
And there was no sound but the fall of a leaf
As a sad response; and to keep down grief
I would not turn my head to discover
That there was nothing in my belief.
Yet I wanted to look and see
That nobody stood at the back of me;
But I thought once more: ‘Nay, I’ll not unvision
A shape which, somehow, there may be.’
So I went on softly from the glade,
And left her behind me throwing her shade,
As she were indeed an apparition—
My head unturned lest my dream should fade.

DURNOVARIA
THE ROMANO BRITISH TOWN

T

HE new town of Durnovaria covered nearly 80 acres and
was roughly quadrant shaped. The south and west sides
were almost straight, the north and east largely bounded
by the river. The town was laid out on a conventional grid pattern, with streets leading off the main highway, the Via Iceniana, which linked London to Exeter, and although it started as
a garrison town, it probably continued as a trading centre after
the soldiers had left. To begin with, the town was most probably undefended, but towards the end of the second century was
surrounded by an earthen bank and ditch, later reinforced by a
stone wall except, possibly, on the north side. A fragment of this
wall is preserved today at the end of West Walks near the Top O’
Town.
‘Casterbridge announced old Rome in every street, alley, and precinct.  It looked Roman, bespoke the art of Rome, concealed dead
men of Rome.  It was impossible to dig more than a foot or two deep
about the town fields and gardens without coming upon some tall soldier or other of the Empire, who had lain there in his silent unobtrusive rest for a space of fifteen hundred years.’
Chapter 11 The Mayor of Casterbridge

From time to time during the digging of foundations for new
buildings and other works, discoveries from the Roman period were made. They have included remains of houses, pottery,
body ornaments, trinkets, pieces of furniture and so on. One

Druid Stone at Max Gate

Roman excavations

Roman hypercaust
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Roman Bathhouse Durnovaria (under the Wollaston car park in Acland Road)

particular interesting find was a hoard of more than 22,000
coins, nearly all silver, in 1936. They were discovered on a site in
South Street, and some are now in the County Museum. A burial
ground was found under Thomas Hardy’s house, Max Gate, and
another, even larger, was found in land on the Grove Trading
Estate at Poundbury Pummery.
A Sarsen stone was unearthed in the garden of Max Gate and
today can be seen to the east of the lawn. The poem The Shadow on
the Stone finds Hardy sensing the presence or ghost of his first wife
Emma Lavinia Gifford.

Roman wall

THE KINGDOM
OF WESSEX &
THE SAXONS

A

FTER the collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth
century, local tribe divisions reasserted themselves, and
during the Dark Ages which followed, Roman Britain
was submerged by Germanic forces and many of its settlements
lost forever. Durnovaria, however, continued to exist in some
form or another, its Roman name giving way to the Saxon Dornwaraceaster.
The Saxons brought their own traditions to the country and it
was they who formed the Kingdom of Wessex which included the
modern county of Dorset. There is little mention of Dorchester in Saxon annals. Alfred the Great visited the town, and the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records that the Reeve of Dorceaster was
‘killed by Danish raiders’ in AD 800. A charter from Alfred’s
grandson, King Athelstan, to Milton Abbey in AD 939 was engrossed in Doracestria, and the town is known to have had two
mints in the tenth century.

Roman Town House

ROMAN OCCUPATION

P

UBLIC entertainments were held in the Roman amphitheatre at Maumbury
Rings, and the remains of a large Roman House, the site of which can be
visited, were uncovered in the late 1930’s at Colliton Park, to the north west
just behind Shire Hall and there have been discoveries of industrial and commercial
activities confirming local trade in lead, iron, dressed stone and, possibly, clay tiles.
Over the years, several fine mosaic floors have been unearthed and some are now on
display in the Dorset County Museum, while recent excavations have revealed the Roman Town Baths, long known to have existed because of the previous discovery of an
open chalk-cut channel apparently tapping the River Frome and obviously intended
to supply fountains and
baths in the town.
At St. George’s church,
Fordington there is a
tombstone commemorating Carinus, a Roman
citizen aged fifty, and set
up by his wife and children, who are named on
the stone.
Dorset County Museum Roman Mosaic

Carinus tombstone
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Dorchester 700 Tapestry – The Saxons

THOMAS
HARDY’S
FICTIONAL
‘WESSEX’

T

HE setting for most of Hardy’s works is in the south
and southwest of England. He called the area Wessex
after the medieval Anglo-Saxon kingdom spreading
over much of these parts. Some of the places in his novels can
be recognised, however he gave many a fictional name as in
Dorchester calling it Casterbridge. He uses the name Wessex for
the first time in Far from the Madding Crowd, the novel appeared in
The Cornhill Magazine throughout the year of 1874 and was published in the November.
In an 1895 preface to the 1874 novel Far from the Madding Crowd he
does however describe Wessex as “a partly real partly dream
country”.
Hardy created a ‘partly real partly dream country’ and many
scholars have identified the people and locations in his works,

Locations in Wessex

others are debated. Some can be more easily identified as the
backdrop for Hardy’s fictional characters who traversed the
towns, hamlets, paths, bridleways, tracks, and roads of the evocative landscapes both of Casterbridge and other parts of Wessex
during the 19th and early 20th centuries.

THROUGH
11TH – 18TH
CENTURIES

A

T the time of the Domesday Book, AD 1086 the size of
‘Dorcestre’ had declined from 172 houses in the time
of King Edward the Confessor to 88. However, the
town grew during the Middle Ages and being on one of the main
lines of communication between London and the south west it
was natural that it should become the county town. There is a
record of a castle (by North Square, where the former prison
now stands) in twelfth and thirteenth-century documents, and
a Franciscan friary, founded sometime before 1330, may have
been built with stone from its ruins but was suppressed along
with other monasteries in 1536. The unpopular King John, who
once sent several captured French knights to Corfe Castle, where
they starved to death, is known to have stayed in Dorchester, and
Edward II granted certain privileges to the bailiffs of the town.
During the late medieval period Dorchester had become an important commercial and manufacturing centre for broadcloth,
but after the Civil War there came a depression from which this
industry never recovered.
St Peter’s Church in the High Street contains the figures of
two cross legged knights of around the 14th century. Nearby can
be seen a sketch by Thomas Hardy of the church when he was
working as an architect.
Hardy’s poem the Chimes reflects the sounds of the bells of St
Peter’s and their role during the times of war. The bells of St.
Peters rang out often in The Mayor of Casterbridge and, in fact, they
tolled the curfew as recently as the beginning of World War II.
Hardy himself was in the belfry when the ringers rang in the New
Year of 1885; that spring he finished The Mayor of Casterbridge.
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The Chimes
That morning when I trod the town
The twitching chimes of long renown
Played out to me
The sweet Sicilian sailors’ tune,
And I knew not if late or soon
My day would be:
A day of sunshine beryl-bright
And windless; yea, think as I might,
I could not say,
Even to within years’ measure, when
One would be at my side who then
Was far away.
When hard utilitarian times
Had stilled the sweet Saint-Peter’s chimes
I learnt to see
That bale may spring where blisses are,
And one desired might be afar
Though near to me.
The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries proved the
most turbulent period of
Dorchester’s history. The
town played a prominent part
in the Puritan emigration to
America in the seventeenth
century, with a local rector,
John White, promoting and
organising the settlement of
New Dorchester, near Boston, Massachusetts and obtaining a charter from King
Charles I. At the outbreak
of the Civil War, Dorchester,
Rev John White
helped by the puritanical influence of John White, was strongly against the King. The inhabitants built defences and strengthened the gates against the
attack of the Royalist forces but surrendered in return for safety.
Dorchester was recaptured by Cromwell’s forces in 1644 and the
Protector himself arrived in the town in 1645.

The Mock Wife

It’s a dark drama, this; and yet I know the house, and date;
That is to say, the where and when John Channing met his fate.
The house was one in High Street, seen of burghers still alive,
The year was some two centuries bygone; seventeen-hundred and five.
And dying was Channing the grocer. All the clocks had struck eleven,
And the watchers saw that ere the dawn his soul would be in Heaven;
When he said on a sudden: “ I should like to kiss her before I go, —
For one last time!” They looked at each other and murmured, “Even so.”
She’d just been haled to prison, his wife; yea, charged with shaping his death:
By poison, ‘twas told; and now he was nearing the moment of his last breath:
He, witless that his young housemate was suspect of such a crime,
Lay thinking that his pangs were but a malady of the time.
Outside the room they pondered gloomily, wondering what to do,
As still he craved her kiss — the dying man who nothing knew:
“Guilty she may not be,” they said; “so why should we torture him
In these his last few minutes of life? Yet how indulge his whim?”

Judge Jeffreys

Later in the same century came what was
probably the most unsavoury event ever to take
place in the town; the Bloody Assize, said to
have been held in the Antelope Hotel, Cornhill, presided over by the infamous Judge Jeffreys in 1685. He was sent by King James II to
punish the rebels who had supported the Duke
of Monmouth, an illegitimate son of Charles
II, in his attempt to capture the throne. The
Dorchester trials were conducted with great
ferocity, and at the Dorchester Assize nearly
300 men received the death sentence. Many
had this sentence commuted to transportation or imprisonment, but reports state that
74 were executed, the executions being carried
out on the gallows erected in South Walks at its
junction with Icen Way (the area still known
as Gallows Hill) and the heads of some of the

And as he begged there piteously for what could not be done,
And the murder-charge had flown about the town to everyone,
The friends around him in their trouble thought of a hasty plan,
And straightway set about it. Let denounce them all who can.

Mary Channing

“ O will you do a kindly deed — it may be a soul to save;
At least, great misery to a man with one foot in the grave?”
Thus they to the buxom woman not unlike his prisoned wife;
“The difference he’s past seeing; it will soothe his sinking life.”

dead displayed on the spikes outside St Peter’s
Church. Many of those imprisoned in the
county jail died of fever within a few weeks.
The grim memory of Jeffreys and of Jack
Ketch, the public executioner, remained with
the people of Dorchester for many years.
Sometime after the Assize the gallows were
moved to Maumbury Rings where the last public hanging there in Dorchester took place in
1705.
Mary Channing, the nineteen-year-old
mother of an infant child, was hanged and
burnt for poisoning her husband, and it is
recorded that a crowd of six thousand people
turned out to watch the spectacle. The gallows
were subsequently moved to the prison.
Hardy tells us his story of this 18th century
crime and punishment in the poem:

Well, the friendly neighbour did it; and he kissed her; held her fast;
Kissed her again and yet again. “I — knew she’d — come at last! —
Where have you been? — Ah, kept away! — I’m sorry — overtried —
God bless you!” And he loosed her fell back tiredly, and died.
His wife stood six months after on the scaffold before the crowd,
Ten thousand of them gathered there; fixed, silent, and hard-browed,
To see her strangled and burnt to dust, as was the verdict then
On women truly judged, or false, of doing to death their men.
Some of them said as they watched her burn: “I am glad he never knew,
Since a few hold her as innocent — think such she could not do!
Glad, too, that (as they tell) he thought she kissed him ere he died.”
And they seemed to make no question that the cheat was justified.
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19TH & 20TH
CENTURIES

T
Maumbury Rings 1786

During his lifetime Thomas Hardy often visited Maumbury
Rings and he wrote:
‘Some old people said that at certain moments in the summertime, in
broad daylight, persons sitting with a book, or dozing in the arena,
had, on lifting their eyes, beheld the slopes lined with a gazing legion
…and heard the roar of their excited voices …for the reception of the
animals and athletes who took part in the games. The sloping pathways by which spectators had ascended to their seats were pathways
yet.’
There were other, materially destructive, disasters in the form
of fires. The first in the afternoon of Friday 16th August 1613,
destroyed 300 houses and 2 churches, only St Peter’s Church
and a few dwellings escaping the blaze. Hutchins’ History of
Dorset in 1774 recorded: ‘The loss amounted to £200,000;
but neither man nor woman perished. It began in the house of
a tallow-chandler who, having made too great a fire under his
cauldron, the flame took hold of the tallow, and set fire to the
house; and the wind being high carried the flame all over town’.
A further series of serious outbreaks occurred during the next
two centuries with fires recorded in 1622, 1725, 1732, 1775, 1779
and 1789.

HE 1830’s were a period of rising agricultural unrest in
England and in 1834, at the Crown Court, Shire Hall,
six Tolpuddle labourers, now known as the Tolpuddle
Martyrs, were tried for forming a friendly society, or union, ‘to
which they bound themselves by unlawful oaths’. They were sentenced to
transportation, a hard punishment intended as an example to
others tempted to form similar societies, but two years later pardoned as a result of a public campaign for their innocence. Five
of the six men later emigrated to Canada and only one, James
Hammett returned to live in Tolpuddle, where his body is now
buried. In 1956 the Trades Union Congress bought the redundant Crown Court in the Shire Hall as a public memorial to the
Martyrs. In 1968 the TUC returned their part of the building
to the Council with a covenant agreed to ‘keep it open for public inspection at all reasonable hours’. Today Shire Hall Historic
Courthouse Museum is managed by the Shire Hall (Dorchester)
Trust.
In Hardy’s younger days public hanging was still a form of entertainment and there were severe penalties for small crimes.
Hardy himself witnessed two public hangings one of which was
that of Martha Brown who had murdered her husband in a fit of
jealous rage, the other was a man scheduled to be hung early in
the morning at 8am the figure of which, Hardy viewed through a
telescope from nearby to his home.

In The Mayor of Casterbridge, Hardy describes the sounds and activities when attending the Crown Court:
‘sheep could be heard bleating without the Shire Hall while a
sheep-stealer was being sentenced within.’
‘… the red-robed judge, when he condemned a sheep-stealer, pronounced sentence to the tune of Baa, that floated in at the window
from the remainder of the flock browsing hard by; and at executions
the waiting crowd stood in a meadow immediately before the drop,
out of which the cows had been temporarily driven to give the spectators room.’
Chapter 14

Victorian Dorchester however was on the whole a time of
gentler, though significant change.
‘The agricultural and pastoral character of the people upon whom
the town depended for its existence was shown by the class of objects
displayed in the shop windows. Scythes, reap-hooks, sheep-shears,
bill-hooks, spades, mattocks and hoes at the ironmonger’s; bee-hives,
butter-firkins, churns, milking stools and pails, hay-rakes, field flagons, and seed-lips at the cooper’s; cart-ropes and plough-harness at
the saddler’s; carts, wheelbarrow and millgear at the wheel-wright’s
and machinist’s; horse embrocation at the chemist’s; at the glover’s
and leather-cutter’s, hedging gloves, thatchers’ knee-caps, ploughmen’s leggings, villagers’ pattens and clogs.
The front doors of the private houses were mostly left open at this
warm autumn time, no thought of umbrella stealers disturbing the
minds of the placid burgesses. Hence through the long straight entrance passages thus unclosed could be seen, as through tunnels, the
mossy gardens at the back, glowing with nasturtiums, fuchsias, scarlet
geraniums, “bloody warriors”, snapdragons, and dahlias, this floral
blaze being backed by crusted grey stonework remaining from a yet
remoter Casterbridge than the venerable one visible in the street.’
The first railway in Dorset, the Southampton and Dorchester
railway opened in 1847. Dorchester was the only railway terminus for South and West Dorset for several years and prospered
as a centre for business and trading, although it failed to attract
any significant industry. There was an attempt to develop the
aero industry in Dorchester, but this met with dismal failure
when the ‘flying flea’ crashed on its maiden flight from Maiden

The Courtroom, Shire Hall
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FORDINGTON

I
LSWR Opening Day - Spectators at Maumbury Rings

Castle. A second railway through Dorchester, running from Yeovil to Weymouth was completed in 1860. The first route planned
for this second railway would have resulted in the obliteration of
Maumbury Rings and the partial destruction of Poundbury, the
Early Iron Age earthwork north west of the town.
Very strong opposition by the Dorset people, including William Barnes, the poet, and the then MP for Weymouth, named
Sir Christopher Wren, resulted in the line being diverted to
avoid Maumbury Rings and a tunnel was built under Poundbury,
Hardy’s Pummery.
In Hardy’s poem A Sheep Fair there is an echo of the terrible
rainy weather that Michael Henchard experienced at Pummery, its
original name, when staging his ill-fated festivities in The Mayor of
Casterbridge.

Poundbury Fair c. 1890

N 1854 a cholera epidemic spread through Fordington, then
an adjacent parish, killing 29 people. The epidemic was
blamed on prisoners brought down from a cholera-ridden
area of London to fill a space left in the Dorchester barracks by
soldiers departing for the Crimean War. Local Fordington women were engaged to wash the prisoners’ bedding and clothes, and
poor sanitation and open drains running through overcrowded streets meant that the disease took hold and spread rapidly.
A campaign for improved conditions for the slum-dwellers of
Fordington was mounted by the Reverend Henry Moule, who
had helped prevent the spread of the disease to the population of
nearby Dorchester, and in 1860 the first piped water supply was
introduced to the town, although the poor living conditions in
Fordington did not improve significantly for some time.
In Hardy’s short story ‘A Changed Man’ he tells of the cholera epidemic that swept through the district:
‘The spread of the epidemic was so rapid that many left the town and
took lodgings in the villages and farms. Mr. Maumbry’s house was
close to the most infected street, and he himself was occupied morn,

Fordington – Hardy’s Mixen Lane

noon, and night in endeavours to stamp out the plague and in alleviating the sufferings of the victims. So, as a matter of ordinary precaution, he decided to isolate his wife somewhere away from him for
a while.
She suggested a village by the sea, near Budmouth Regis, and lodgings
were obtained for her at Creston, a spot divided from the Casterbridge
valley by a high ridge that gave it quite another atmosphere, though it
lay no more than six miles off.
Chapter V

Moule was convinced that cholera was spread by the appalling sanitation. In the summer of 1859, his own cess-pool had
become intolerable and a nuisance to his neighbour, 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 dry earth
closet.
The Rev’d Henry Moule, Vicar of Fordington’s son Horace was
a great classical scholar and a close friend of Hardy. The poem
‘Before My Friend Arrived’ commemorates Horace’s burial following
his suicide in 1873. The author remembers the time when he on
nearing Grey’s Bridge stopped for a while.
“I sat on the eve-lit weir,
Which gurgled in sobs and sighs;
I looked across the meadows near
To the towered church on the rise.”

Rev Henry Moule
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THE DUCHY OF CORNWALL
AND FORDINGTON

T

HE association of Dorchester with the Duchy of Cornwall and Fordington stretches back over six centuries
to the time of the first Duke, Edward of Woodstock,
the Black Prince, the land concerned – the ancient manor of
Fordington – being annexed to the Dukedom in 1342. Today
the Duchy owns considerable land in and around the town and
Prince Charles has built Poundbury to the west of the town, an
urban extension built on the principles of architecture and urban planning as advocated by the Prince of Wales in ‘A Vision of
Britain’.
Gradually, other amenities and public services were provided in Dorchester although suburban development of the town
on an extensive scale did not start to take place until sometime
after 1870, at which time it did not extend much further than the
boundary defined by the ancient Roman Walls. The boundary of
the Roman town (walls) disappeared by the end of the eighteenth
century, their lines preserved by the formation of tree-lined
Walks, South Walks, Salisbury Walk, River Walk, North Walk,
Colliton Walk, West Walks and Bowling Alley Walk.

Town walks in 1860

Thomas Hardy, Dorchester’s most famous son was a man of
advanced views. His statue today surveys the town he knew, much
as he himself knew it when pre-selector gearboxes tackled High
West Street. The roar of traffic, as local residents are well aware,
is much diminished since the opening of Dorchester’s southern
bypass in 1988.
Hardy became a Governor of Dorchester Grammar School in
1909 and received the Freedom of Dorchester in 1910
When the First World War began Hardy was 74 and did what
he could to help – he visited British hospitals and German prisoner of war camps, he gave the manuscript of Far from the Madding Crowd for auction for the Red Cross, continued his work as a
Dorchester magistrate, and wrote an appeal for Belgian refugees.
In January 1928, he died. His ashes lie in Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey, but his heart is buried in Emma’s grave together
with his second wife Florence and with other Hardys in Stinsford Churchyard. The emotion released by his first wife Emma’s
death inspired many of his great poems of 1912-13.
In the words of one biographer, F.E. Halliday, ‘Thomas Hardy was
not a novelist or poet of sunrise and morning, but of sunset, twilight and darkness’.
On the sundial at Max
Gate where he lived from
1885 to his death in 1928
is the inscription in latin
which translates ‘What of the
night?’
From his study at Max
Gate Hardy could look
across the fields towards the
Cottage where he was born
and the Church where his
heart now lies buried.
In his poem Afterwards the
author gives us his thoughts
of how he may be remembered following his death.
Sun Dial at Max Gate

Thomas Hardy Statue

Thomas Hardy Grave
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Afterwards
When the Present has latched its postern behind my tremulous stay,
And the May month flaps its glad green leaves like wings,
Delicate-filmed as new-spun silk, will the neighbours say,
“He was a man who used to notice such things”?
If it be in the dusk when, like an eyelid’s soundless blink,
The dewfall-hawk comes crossing the shades to alight
Upon the wind-warped upland thorn, a gazer may think,
“To him this must have been a familiar sight.”
If I pass during some nocturnal blackness, mothy and warm,
When the hedgehog travels furtively over the lawn,
One may say, “He strove that such innocent creatures should come to no harm,
But he could do little for them; and now he is gone.”
If, when hearing that I have been stilled at last, they stand at the door,
Watching the full-starred heavens that winter sees,
Will this thought rise on those who will meet my face no more,
“He was one who had an eye for such mysteries”?
And will any say when my bell of quittance is heard in the gloom,
And a crossing breeze cuts a pause in its outrollings,
Till they rise again, as they were a new bell’s boom,
“He hears it not now, but used to notice such things”?
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