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Dunshay Manor sits in its own small valley, surrounded by ancient field patterns 

and the grassy undulations of medieval stone quarries, in sight of Corfe Castle.  
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Dunshay Manor Ɖ Summary 

From 1923 to 2006, Dunshay Manor was home to the Spencer Watson family, 

a trio of remarkable artistic figures. Mary Spencer Watson, the daughter (1913 -

2006), was a renowned sculptor. Her father George  Spencer Watson,  R. A. 

(1869 -1934), was an accomplished society painter  and her mother Hilda (1879 Ɖ 

1952 ) was a m ime artist and dancer who devised her own shows, with Mary 

often also taking part  as a child and young woman . Mary bequeathed Dunshay 

sn K`mcl`qj+ sn ad trdc Ƌhm sgd btrsnl `mc l`mmdq ne sgd K`mcl`qj Sqtrs+

asking only that its artistic heritage be cherish ed. 

Dunshay/Downshay  is an ancient site, once part of the Manor of Worth. It lies 

surrounded by  Purbeck stone and marble deposits , and the hollows around it are 

shadows of ancient opencast workings. In the early 1200s, de Pole widow Alice 

de Briwere ( d.123 3) held the manor. She made a generous gift of Purbeck  

marble to Salisbury C athedral where  it was used for the decorative shafts on the  

pillars (Purbeck marble i s a dark, hard limestone that can  take a high polish).  

In the Middle Ages, Dunshay was  owned by a sequence of owners fr om 

prominent Dorset families . In 1349, the manor passed to the Matravers family 

and then by marriage to the Earls of Arundel. In 1560, the then Earl, heavi ly in 

debt, sold  the manor of Worth in four parts.  

Dunshay was bought by Hen ry Doll ing (d.1560), of another  a well -established 

Cnqrds e`lhkx- Hm 0565+ Gdmqxƌr vhcnv adptd`sgdc sgd e`qm to their son, 

Christopher ( d.1616). With h is wife Elizabeth, he rebuilt  wha t was probably by 

then a dilapidated farmstead . Windows on t he west (rear) range of the house  

still bear their initials.  Bgqhrsnogdqƌr fq`mcrnm Ingm Cnkkhmf '05/8-63) and his 

wife Anne further enlarged th e house in the 1640s, adding  two gabled ranges to 

either side of a porch . Under John, Dunshay became the manor house for  

Worth. He kdes sgdhq hmhsh`kr ƋH @ Cƌ nm sgd kd`c q`hmv`sdq hopper dated 1642 on 

the porch (t he obelisk gateposts beside the pond  are probably early 18 th century)  

When Civil War came, John Dolling fought for the King, and was later fined by 

the Parliamentarians for this loyalty. From its style of dress, t he headless figure 

of a man put up on the north wall of the house may original ly have represented 

Major Dolling. Dolling s held Dunshay until 1675, when the estate was  divided 

among three daughters. One, Ma rgaret, married John Pyke who became lord of 

the manor , `mc rn adf`m Ctmrg`xƌr mdws cxm`rsx- 

The Pykes were a nother  prosperous local family , living in the manor house, but  

mostly leasing  out the farmland. A later John Pyke fell into debt and by 1771 

had sold most of his Worth  lands to John Calcraft of the Rempstone Estate . 

Just before his death in 1776, Pyke  sold Dunshay to Thomas Hyde, a rich Poole 

merchant, but i n 1793 , Hyde himself went bankrupt.  John Calcraft II seized the 

moment  to add Dunshay  to the Rempstone Estate , leasing it out as a farm.   
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From 1796, Benjamin Jesty (1736 -1816) leased the house and  farmed its  land. 

Jesty, from Yetminster in West Dorset , was a pioneer in vaccination . In 1774, 

he had noticed that milkmaids did not seem to catch smallpox, and attributed 

this to exposure to the milder cowpox. During a local epidemic, h e therefore 

inoculated his wife and children with fluid from an infected cow. None of them 

caught smallpox.  Idrsxƌr dwodriment  was some 20 years earlier than Dr Edward 

Idmmdqƌr ats sgd gnmdrs e`qldq chc mns `s ehqrs otakhbhrd ghr vnqk so Jenner got 

the credit.  

One tenant followed another through the nineteenth century. A first floor room 

in the south range is marked as a Ch eese Room, for exemption from the 

Window Tax, in graffiti that must pre -c`sd sgd s`wƌr qdod`k hm 0740- Sgd ohfrsx

and dairy were built, but the house itself became increasingly dil apidated. By 

1881 (and probably more than 4 0 years earlier  according to the 1840 tithe 

map), most of the north wing had fallen, or been pulled, down.  

In 1901, the Rempstone Estate  was inherited by  Captain Guy Marston, RN , who 

moved into the family seat at  Rempstone Hall  his seat . By now, Dunshay was in 

serious need of repair. Mars ton commissioned Arts & Crafts  architect Philip 

Sturdy to rebuild  the north wing of the house . Sturdy created the Dunshay we 

see today. Many of the internal features are also his work: the offset corner 

fireplaces, and the staircase. Some ear lier panelling  and joinery survives, for 

example the panelling in the sitting room , but  not in its original position . Another 

rainwater hopper on the porch bears sgd hmhsh`kr ƋF L Lƌ 'Ftx Lnms`ft

Marston). Ma rston however began selling  the southern part of the  Rempstone 

Estate. In 1919, Dunsh ay was bought by E. J. Holland, a farmer.  

In 1923 he sold the house to  George and Hilda Spencer Watson, who moved in 

with their ten -year old, Mary, at first dividing their time with their London house. 

George and Hilda converted the  Dairy to a studio, created the pond and built a 

stable block, which Hilda then converted into a studio theatre - @esdq Fdnqfdƌr

death in 1934, Hilda and Mary spent most of their time at Dunshay.  As a young 

girl, Mary was  fascinated by the Purbeck quarrymen  and their work. One gave 

her a chi sel to have a go, and so began her lifelong vocation for sculpture. She  

studied at Bournemouth Art College, the Royal Academy,  the Central School of 

Art and finally in Paris.  After the War, which Mary spent with Hilda at  Dunshay, 

commissio ns began to flow and her works include  many public sculptures. She 

worked mostly in stone and wood, either in the Dairy studio or, if the weather 

was fine, outside in the little stone shelter  beyond the pond .  

Mary died in 2006. Wishing Dunshay and its artistic legacy to be protected, she 

bequeathed the estate to the Landmark Trust , the buildings by then in a state of 

some dilapidation . Landmark has repaired and refurbished  Dunshay, and gently 

qdudqrdc rnld ne L`qxƌr k`sdq bg`mfdr- Snc`xit is presented to evoke the 

Rodmbdq V`srnmrƌ khed hm sgd 081/r `mc 2/r+ vgdm @qsr % Bq`esr lhmfkdc vhsg

Ghkc` `mc L`qxƌr angdlh`m vnqkc hm sgd hmsdqv`q odqhnc- 
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Dunshay: t he early centuries  

Dunshay Manor 1 (also known as Downshay until the 1920s)  is an ancient 

holding, although it does not appear in the Domesday Book in its own right.  This 

is because it formed part of the Manor of Worth, held by Roger Arundel. Worth 

Manor was originally created by an amalgamation lost in time of the smaller 

manors of Dun shay, Weston and Woodyhide, whose boundaries are still 

demarcated by old hedges running straight up the hillsides. There were also 

some smaller f arms held by free tenants through  payment of rent as a 

commutation of the  feudal service s normally owed to the lord, such as Quarr, 

Caookdrsnmd `mc G`xbq`esr+ sgd m`ldr rshkk ehmchmf `m dbgn hm snc`xƌr k`mcrb`od-

Arundel descendants held Worth until the mid -16th century , often through a 

rather circuitous  female line by marriage. In the late 12 th bdmstqx+ Qnfdqƌr fqeat-

great grandson Roger de Pole married one Alice  (1153 -1233) , known to history 

by her maiden family  name, di Brewere (since her Roger seems to have died on 

crusade to Jerusalem in 1190).   

Alice, and Downshay, first surface in the documentary record thank s to John 

Leland, that indefatigable traveller through  England immediately after the 

Dissolution  on his commission from Henry VIII to record the libraries of the 

dissolved monasteries.  In his Itineraries (c.1535 -43)  Leland recorded that ƋAlice 

Bruer conferred on  that church  [Salisbury Cathedral] all the marble for the new 

fabric for 12 years. ƌ Dunshay was not named but the narrow bed of Purbeck 

l`qakd hm Vnqsg O`qhrg qtmr chqdbskx sgqntfg Ctmrg`x+ admd`sg snc`xƌr cqhud- 

@khbdƌr mns`akd fdmdqnrhsx rodaks of the geological riches that have defined this 

part of Dorset from at least the Roman times , making its land desirable for its 

natural resources as much as much as its agriculture . The Isle of Purbeck is 

renowned for its limestones (and indeed it bitu minous blackstone, but that is a 

story that belongs more to Clavell Tower, another Landmark building not far 

away  at Kimmeridge Bay ). Alice di Brewere was donating Purbeck marble, most 

prized of all the Purbeck limestones for its decorative qualities.  

                                      
1 Pronounced locally as Dun -shay.  
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Great quantities of dark grey Pu rbeck marble decorate the pillars of Salisbury 

Cathedral, donated in the early 1200s by Alice di Brewere who owned Dunshay,  

Examples of Purbeck 

stones: clockwise from left: 

some Purbeck marbles; 

Thornback; Grub, 

Freestone; Downsvein . The 

limestones vary in hardness, 

colour and fossil content 

according to their bed.  

Haysom Purbeck Stone Ltd  
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Purbeck marble is not a true marble, but rather a hard d ark grey or sometimes 

greenish, Cretaceous limestone, rich in small foss ilised shells , and one of the 

few British limestones that can take a high polish . This made it  one of the most 

prized decorative stones in medieval architecture. At Salisbury Cathedral, it is 

used for the slender shafts that embellish the soaring load bearing pillars in the 

nave.  

Leland does not mention Dunshay a nd there is no evidence that Alice lived at 

Dunshay, but through the Manor of Worth, it w as in her ownership at the time, 

and so too were the marble quarries. At the southern end of the Isle  of Purbeck , 

a rising plateau of limestone falls away southwards to the sea. The beds outcrop 

at Peveril Point east of Swanage and then fade westwards, marking a spring line 

along which manorial settlements sprang up, among them Dunshay. In the 

Middle Ages, the area was alive with quarries, and Dunshay especially was 

renowned for its marble beds. Later, a s fashions changed, other limestones were 

exploited for masonry and roofing: Purbeck freestone (a creamy white limestone 

with few visible fossils that can be cut in any direction) and other Purbeck 

limestones that display their fossil content more obvio usly and have names like 

Downsvein , Thornback, Grub and Feather.  

The lumps and bumps in the fields that surround Dunshay bear witness to this 

former exploitation, and pieces of stone still work their way to the surface, 

some carrying the signs of the working s of medieval masons. Such fragments 

can also be seen in walls of local cottages and houses. Quarrying still goes on in 

the area, and Dorset residents continue to be proud of, and in some ways 

defined by, the geological richness of their terroir.  

After Al hbd ch Aqdvdqdƌr cd`sg+ Vnqsg o`rrdc sgqntfg u`qhntr hmgdqhs`mbdr sn sgd

Fitzpaine family, and thence, probably around 1349, to t he next significant 

owner, John Ma ltravers of Lytchett . The date is significant, because this was 

when the Black Death was ragi ng through southern England Ɖ indeed, the 

disease came ashore a mere 20 miles west of Worth at Melcombe Regis. 

Perhaps the plague explains the change in ownership.  
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John Mal travers  (also Matravers)  left his name as suffix to both Worth 

Matravers and Langton  Matravers. As Constable of Corfe Castle from 1330, 

Maltravers was one of the two keepers of Edward II when Roger Mortimer 

hloqhrnmdc ghl `s Bnqed+ adenqd sg`s tmenqstm`sd lnm`qbgƌr hkk-fated final journey 

to Berkeley Castle to meet his unpleasant end  with  a red hot poker . At 

L`ksq`udqrƌ cd`sg hm 0254+ Vnqsg o`rrdc sn ghr fq`mc-daughter Eleanor, wife of 

a son of the Earl of Arundel, and so the manor returned to the Arundel family.  

The Dolling Family 156 0-1675  

It is only in 1560 that Dunshay (or Downshay) be gins to take on a clear er 

identity of its own. Before then, there is no clear physical or documentary 

evidence that a manor house existed on the site, although it seems likely that 

one did. The village of Worth Matravers  was still the core of the main mano r in 

the mid -16 th century , its strip fields held by copyhold lease from the lord of the 

manor for two or three lives.  

The term manor has a precise legal meaning until the late 17 th century or so. It 

was a unit of judicial administration, once or twice a y ear holding a manor court 

under the aegis of the lord of the manor. Its business was the amendment or 

confirmation of the copyhold leases (a n entry payment being due to the lord 

from the new leaseholder whenever the lives of a copyhold expired through 

cd`sg( `mc `krn Ƌoqdrdmsldmsrƌ- Sgdrd vdqd khrss of all the things that needed 

sgd knqcƌr `ssdmshnm+ trt`kkx chrbhokhm`qx+ rtbg `r chsbgdrleft uncleared, livestock 

straying or grazing in common fields before the appointed date.  It is only in the 

early 160 0s that clear evidence emerges of the house at Dunshay being used as 

a manorial seat in its own right.  

By the start of the 1500s , it has been estimated that as much as a third of 

Dmfk`mcƌr k`mc v`r nvmdc ax qdkhfhntr gntrdr- Hm Dorset as elsewhere, the 

mon`rsdqhdrƌ Dissolution in the 1530s by Thomas Cromwell brought a n 

earthquake in  land ownership. Almost half the county came suddenly onto the 

market as the Crown sought to reap the financial benefit of its religious policy, 

and the land was snapped up by th e aristocracy and rising new men alike. Many 
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overreached themselves  financially  in an era of growing courtly ostentation, and 

the Earl of Arundel , still owner of Dunshay,  was one such.  In 1559, Elizabeth I 

gave Arundel permission to alienate (sell) the pro perty of Worth Manor, which 

gd oqdrtl`akx gdkc ne gdq enq rnld enql ne jmhfgsƌr rdquhbd-With mounting 

debts, sale of Worth, Lytchett Matravers and Langton Matravers no doubt 

gdkodc sgd D`qkƌr khpthchsx dudm he hs v`r mns ` fnnc shld sn rdkk+ vhsg sgd l`qjet 

so flooded by former monastic lands.  

The Earl initially sold the Manor of Worth to Nicholas Wiltshire and Thomas 

Butler, who were presumably agents. They immediately sold the m anor on in its 

constituent parts, and Dunshay was bought by John Dolling (per haps of the 

related Corfe branch of the family) and Denys Wye, who were  executors for  one 

Henry Dolling. Dolling was already an old Dorset name, recorded in the county 

from at least the mid -14 th century. Henry Dolling appeared on the Lay Subsidy 

Tax lists as the leading main in Dorset, and seems to have had free tenancy of 

Worth Farm . Henry died in 1560 , perhaps while the sale was being negotiated, 

since the purchase appears to have been on behalf of h is widow Agnes and 

thereafter as a seat for his young so n, Christopher. The sale deed records that 

sgd r`kd v`r Ƌsn gnkc sn sgd r`hc Ingm `mc Cdmxr `mc sgdhq gdhqr sn sgd trd ne

Bgqhrsnogdq Cnkkhmf+ ghr gdhqr `mc `rrhfmr-ƌ 

Agnes Dolling died in 1576, having written her will in 1569. She left a long list 

of mino r bequests of the livestock , debts  and accoutrements of an Elizabethan 

matriarch to her six da ughters, servants and relatives : Ƌsn dudqx ne lx rdqu`msr

`r vdkk ldm `r l`hcdmr ehud rghkkhmfr `ohdbdƌ:Ƌlx mdv ldckdx fnvm sg`s v`r

k`rs l`cdƌ sn L`qx Qnadqsr: Ƌlx uhnkds fnvm sg`s sgd rkddudr `qd nodmƌ sn gdq

c`tfgsdq Dkhy`adsg: Ƌlx ak`bj bnks l`qd [and]  nmd ne lx adrs o`mrƌ sn Sgnl`r

Cnkkhmf: ƌ01 odmbdƌ sn dudqx gntrdgnkc hm V`qdg`l:Ƌ5 ne lx adrs jdqbghderƔH

fhud sn d`bg ne lx c`tfgsdqrƌ: Ƌsn dudqx vhed hm Vorth one of my holland 

jdqbghder `ohdbdƌƉ and so on, for more than fifty separate bequests . 

Among these bequests , Agnes left to her son Christopher  Ƌlx kd`rd sgd vghbg H

have yet to come into reversion forty years after my decease of and in the Farm 

at Woqsg hm sgd Hrkd ne Otqadbj `mc Bntmsx ne Cnqrds-ƌ 
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Sghr khudkx l`o hm Q`kog Sqdrvdkkƌr

1585 Survey of the Isle of Purbeck  

shows Dunshay in the possession of 

Christopher Dollinge.  
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ƋE`qlƌ hm sghr bnmsdws hr rkhfgskx `lahftntr+ rhmbd hs b`m ld`m qdmsfrom land as 

well as the  holding itself , and she does not mention Dunshay by name . It also 

suggests  that Agnes and Christopher were at that time living at Worth Farm 

rather than  in a house at Dunshay. She also left Christopher Ƌsvn ed`sgdq adcr

with their etqmhstqdƌ `mca plough team of eight oxen with harness and plough 

tackle, implying that he too was a farmer. From the clear freehold tenure of 

Dunshay by later Dollings, the reference to a forty -year lease implies that her 

gtra`mcƌr sqtrsddr g`c antfgs to the remainder of a forty -year lease, with 

transfer to freehold at the end of that time.  

Ingm Cnkkhmfƌr sqtrsddr g`c cnmd vdkk sn `bpthqd Ctmrg`x in its sheltered valley ; 

hm 0460+ Rhq Bgqhrsnogdq G`ssnm+ nmd ne Dkhy`adsg Hƌr e`untqhsdr+ `bpthqdc lnrs ne

the rest of the Isle of Purbeck. In 1576, Elizabeth made Hatton Lord Lieutenant 

and Vice Admiral of the Isle , and Constable of Corfe Castle, in effect creating 

him local despot. In reality, Hatton was little interested in his Dorset holdings 

other than as a source of income and means of extending his influence at Court. 

He was more focussed on the great house he was building at Holdenby in 

Northamptonshire , and managed Purbeck chiefly through his deputy at Corfe 

Castle, Francis Hawley. It was a time of rife b uccaneering with much local 

chicanery , and Hatton and his men were not always neutral witnesses.  

For all his absenteeism, in the 1580s Hatton commissioned Ralph Treswell, one 

of the leading cartographers of the day, to produce a Survey of the Isle of 

Purbeck.2  This is an invaluable source for Purbeck as Christopher Dolling knew 

it.  G`ssnmƌr k`mcr hmbktcdc the Manor of Worth , but not Dunshay . Because of 

this, the Survey  does not give any details about the site,  as it does for lands 

directly owned by Hatton , but it does depict a house beside the name, albeit a 

ldqdkx `r vhmcnvkdrr hbnm `bbnqchmf sn sgd b`qsnfq`ogdqƌr bnmudmshnm-

Underneath is written  ƋBgqhrsnogdq Cnkkhmfdƌ. This gives convincing evidence that 

a house existed  at Dunshay  by the mid-1580s , and a sufficiently important one 

to be recorded for the great Vice Admiral.  

                                      
2 Deposited at the Dorset History Centre, a facsimile book has been published by the Dorset 

Record Society which is in the bookcase.  
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Dunshay from the west is a jumble of accreted outbuildings around a little 

bntqsx`qc- Bgqhrsnogdq Cnkkhmfƌr k`sd05th-century range is the one with the 

dormer window, now overshadowed by the later wings. On its right today is 

the large cider barn, and on its left is the detached Dairy.  

The deeds recording the purchase of Dunshay from the Earl of Arundel in 1560.  
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Whether it replaced an earlier dwelling or not, i t seems certain that the house 

Christopher (d.1612 ) and his wife Elizabeth  (née Fry, of Mapou der) built was 

snc`xƌr vdrs q`mfd+ bnms`hmhmf snc`xƌr jhsbgdm and easy-access bedroom and 

bathroom . This range has one three -light and one four -light stone window: both 

have concave mullions, indicative of a 16 th-century date, and hood mouldings. 

The top one of this pair of mouldings bears two initials, C and D; the lower has 

E and D.3 It is impossible now to say whether this was inserting better windows 

into a former struc ture or a major new build in the late -16 th century. The latter 

seems more likely. However,  the terrace on which the house stands is an 

artificial one, perhaps created with the spoil from quarrying, and this implies an 

earlier farmstead.  

In its original for m, this late -16 th-century range probably had  a living room in line  

with a service end for buttery and kitchen, and bedrooms above. Behind was a 

scullery passage with a small attic above in a lean -to roof. The mid-17 th-century 

south  wing will later block th d nqhfhm`k vhmcnvr ne Bgqhrsnogdq Cnkkhmfƌr o`qkntq-  

Christopher Dolling died in 1612 and was buried in Swanage. Dunshay passed 

sn Ingm+ sgd dkcdrs ne ghr `mc Dkhy`adsgƌr ehud bghkcqdm- @s lord of the manor, 

John, who we must call John Dolling I, instituted  (or more probably re -

instituted)  a manorial court for Worth Matravers  on 22 nd April 1613  - no records 

for such a court at Worth survive before this , and its preamble records that it is 

the first court of ƋJohn Dollinge -ƌ 

This 1613 court  was  unusually, running over several days, and also suggesting 

that it may have been some time since the last . All ten copyholders of the 

l`mnq vdqd oqdrdms+ sn g`ud sgdhq kd`rdr bnmehqldc ax sgdhq mdv Ƌknqcƌ `esdq sgd

death of old one (even if by now he was probably more their landlord than 

feudal lord). Thereafter , Courts were held two or three times a year until 1618, 

and then once a year until 1622, then a gap until John held his last Court in 

1626. It is not clear whether t he Courts were held at Dunshay itself , as the 

                                      
3 These initials are now very worn, and on the scaffolding, there was a degree of debate within 

the Landmark team whether th d ƋDƌ v`r hm e`bs `m ƋHƌ- Sgdx `qd gnvdudq rshkk rsxkhrshb`kkx

convincing for the late -16 th century.  
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manor is still called Worth Matravers, but there is an interesting reference in the 

Oxjd e`lhkx `fqddldmsr `ants Ctmrg`x hm 0571 sn sgd Ƌe`ql ne Ctmrg`x `kh`r

Vntqq-ƌ4 ƋL`mnq gntrdƌ hr ` sdql q`sgdq knnrdkx a`mchdc `ants ax drs`sdagents 

and other s today, in disregard of its original precise legal implication of the site 

of a manor court. There have probably been successive ƋL`mnq ne Vnqsgƌ 

houses over the centuries, not necessarily on the same site . From 1613, and 

perhaps earlier,  it seems that Dumrg`x v`r hmcddc ƋCtmrg`x L`mnqƌ hm sgd rdmrd

that the Worth Matravers manor court was held  by John Dolling.  There is, 

however, no evidence of a Manor of Dunshay per se in the legal sense of the 

term.  

John Dolling I married Judith Seymer of Han ford. Their first son was born in 

1609, but must have died in infancy, for a second John was born in 1611. John 

I died in 1628 , apparently somewhat unexpectedly as his will is made on 8 

I`mt`qx vgdm gd hr Ƌrhbj ne ancx ats ne odqedbs ldlnqx-ƌJohn II was only 17, 

and this was a cause of some anxiety to his dying father:  

Ƌvgdqd`r lx r`hc rnm Ingm hr `r xds tmcdq sgd `fd ne nmd `mc svdmsx

years and I know not whether any of my lands which shall descend unto 

ghl ad rn gnkcdm ne sgd Jhmfƌr l`idrsx sg`s Ghr Ghfgmdrr rg`kkor may be 

entitled unto his wardship and marriage and unto the custody of his lands  

during his minority, therefore I humbly desire that Right Honourable the 

Master of the Court of Wards and Liveries that they would be so pleased 

as to grant wardship and m arriage of my said s on unto my said overseers 

or any  two of them to the use of my said son at such reasonable rates as 

is usual in that High Court, if in case it shall fall out upon the finding of an 

neehbd `esdq lx cdbd`rd sg`s Ghr Ghfgmdrr rg`kk ad sgdqdtmsn dmshskdc-ƌ 

 

Here is an interesting insight into the Tudor and Stuart years, when monarchs 

were increasingly  turning to extra -parliamentary sources of income. In 1540 

tmcdq Gdmqx UHHH+ sgd neehbd ne L`rsdq ne sgd Jhmfƌr V`qcr v`r qdok`bdc ax sgd

Court of Wards, which assumed complete control of wards (t hose whose father 

had died but had not reached adulthood themselves) and the administration of 

sgdhq k`mcr- Hm 0431+ `arnqahmf khudqhdr 'qdudmtd bnkkdbshnm( hs adb`ld sgd Jhmfƌr

                                      
4 DHC D-RWR/T/504  
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Court of Wards and Liveries, under which the Crown assumed responsibility for 

young orphaned heirs where their father had been a Tenant in chief of the 

Crown, including the right to the income generated by the majority of the estate 

until the heir reached adulthood, and control of their marriage.  

Wardships were usually sold by the Crown to the next of kin or the highest 

bidder as a further means of income, or given to individuals as a reward for 

rdquhbdr- Mns rtqoqhrhmfkx+ hs v`r ` cddokx tmonotk`q rxrsdl- Hsƌr tmbkd`q

vgdsgdq Ingm HH chc e`kk tmcdq sgd Bntqs ne V`qcrƌ `dfhr+ rhmbdit was 

theoretically only for the offspring of Tenants in Chief of the Crown, which his 

father  was not. But the family had accrued wealth over the past two 

generations, and John I was able to leave his three daughters, also minors, 

£300 apiece, a not incon siderable sum.  Clearly, he was worried that the 

Bqnvmƌr fqddc lhfgs dmbqn`bg tonm sgd e`lhkxƌr vd`ksg- 

Ghr vhkk `krn fhudr ` shmx+ hmshl`sd fkhlord ne Ctmrg`xƌr hmsdqhnq hm 0517- ƋH fhud

and bequeath unto my son John Dolling my best silver bowl or cup and my 

bedstead standing in my little chamber over the buttery with the feather bed on 

the said bedstead an d all other furniture whatever with the same usually 

nbbtohdc-ƌ Sghrmay qdedq sn snc`xƌr rhmfkd adcqnnl `anud sgd jhsbgdm- 

In the event, John II (1611 -1663) apparently succeeded smoothly  to the manor, 

holding his first Manor Court in 1632, when he had saf ely come of age.  Three 

years later, he married Anne Culliford of Encombe. Their eldest child, another 

John, was born in 1638, and three daughters followed (two children died 

young).  Despite gathering storm clouds of civil strife, the 1630s were a time of 

growth at Dunshay as John and Anne transformed Dunshay Manor broadly into 

the form we see today. John and Anne Dolling added the two gabled wings 

dwsdmchmf enqv`qc eqnl d`bg dmc ne Bgqhrsnogdq Cnkkhmfƌr 05sg-century west 

range, with a porch in between, with  a landing and bedrooms above.  
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John and Anne Dolling added 

the south wing (to the left of 

the porch) in the 1640s, 

recording this by putting their 

initials on a rainwater hopper. 

They added a symmetrical wing 

on the north side too, but the 

one we see today is a 1900s 

qdok`bdldms- Hm sgd Cnkkhmfrƌ

day, the porch was lower.  

The fine obelisk gate finials are 

thought to be later, probably 

dating to the early 1700s.  
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The southerly wing held a large and no doubt elegant room, probably lined out 

with wain scoting (although that at the far end today is not in its original 

position). The simpler panelled partition in the bedroom above probably also 

dates from the same period. We do not know what the north wing held, 

because it fell down in the early or mid -19 th century. The south wing too was 

affected and had to be shored up just in time with three massive stone 

buttresses, but the Dollings knew nothing of this, simply enjoying their  elegantly  

extended home.  

It may also be that the Dollings brought forward an existing stone door 

surround, as the flat arch of the present door surround looks earlier than the  

17 thcentury , as does the little arched stone window below the cheese room . 

Diamond set stone paviours led to the front door, and the completion of the 

works is marked in lead on the rainwater hopper on the south side of the porch 

with their initials:  

1642  

D 

I    A  

Perhaps the Great Rebuilding postulated by building historian W. G. Hoskins 

came relatively late to Purbeck, for the mid -17 th century was a time whe n many 

substantial farmhouses were built in the Isle Ɖ Quarr, Worth, Haycrafts, 

Eastington, Scowles  to name but a few . The Purbeck Society of Marblers was 

founded in 1651, suggesting that quarrying was once again booming. Such 

activity is particularly note worthy, because of course 1642 saw the start of the 

First Civil War.   
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Major Dolling and Dunshay during the Civil War  

Bg`qkdr Hƌr qdk`shnmr vhsg O`qkh`ldms g`c adbnld hmbqd`rhmf eq`bshntr-Parliament 

refused to vote supply to a monarch they saw as despoti c and Catholic , and had 

hloqhrnmdc sgd D`qk ne Rsq`eenqc+ sgd jhmfƌrprincipal advisor , in the Tower of 

London. T he king pressed on, seeking means to raise taxes without seeking 

parliamentary consent, not least to pay for war against the Scots. In 1641, he  

imposed a Lay Subsidy on land , and its  returns are an invaluable source of life in 

1641.  Commissioners were appointed in each county to assess the taxable 

values, and John Dolling was appointed one of five Commissioners for the 

Blandford Division in Dorse t. It was a n unpopular tax, and it is often said that 

the lands of the gentry, usually the friends and neighbours of the 

Commissioners, were typically valued very low.  

Sghr cndrmƌs rddl sn ad sgd b`rd hm Vnqsg L`sq`udqr-Ingm Cnkkhmfƌr pre-

eminence in the list is striking: his lands are valued at £100, on which he is to 

pay £5 tax. He is the only landowner classified as a gentleman; the other ten 

names appearing are all copyholders, including his uncle and cousin Henry 

Dolling senior and junior, probably re sident at Worth Farm. None of the 

copyholders hold land worth more than £20, on which they pay not more than 

5s tax , double the rate  that Dolling imposes on himself. (There is just one 

woman in the list : Widow Edmunds, who has land worth £5 on which she is  to 

pay 1s).  

Relations between King and Parliament continued to deteriorate, and  on 8  

January 1642 , Charles, still desperate to raise money and obstinate in defence 

of the royal prerogative and his unpopular religious reforms , brought 400 

soldiers into the chamber to arrest five MPs.  

In May 1641, the Commons had insisted on an oath of loyalty  for members of 

both Houses , sn cdedmc Ƌthe true Reformed Protestant religion, expressed in the 

Doctrine of the Church of England, agains t all Popery and Popish Innovations  to 

defend the Protestant religion ƌ- Sghr v`r jmnvm `r sgd Oqnsdrs`shnm. On 18 

January 1641 , Speaker Lenthall ordered the oath to be rolled out to all males in 
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the country over the age of 18, administered by the parish pr iest and church 

wardens.  The implication  was  that any who refused to take it would be deemed 

Catholic , and ther efore barred from public office, and the returns over the next 

year provide an invaluable snapshot of the male population and often their 

occupat ions too.  

John Dolling signed the Protestation on 20 th Feb 1641  in the presence of Francis 

Lewis, Vicar, the Churchwarden and the two parish overseers, one of whom is 

Gdmqx Cnkkhmf+ itmhnq- Nmbd `f`hm+ gd gd`cr sgd khrs+ `r sgd nmkx Ƌfdms-ƌ rodbhehdc

amonf sgdl- Nmkx 27 m`ldr `ood`q hm sgd khrs+ oktr sgqdd lnqd Ƌ`ss rd` sg`s

g`ud mns s`jdm sgd Oqnsdrs`shnm-ƌ Hs v`r mns ` k`qfd rdsskdldms- 

John Dolling then mostly disappears from Dorset view for the rest of the Civil 

War. The next manor court, on 15 th October 1642, was held without h im. He 

apparently went to fight for the King, which we know only because a swingeing 

fine of £350 was imposed on him by the Committee of Compounding of 

Delinquents. 5 Set up by Parliament in 1643, the Committee allowed Royalists 

w hose estates had been sequestrated  to Ƌcompoundƌ for their estates Ɗ pay a 

fine to recover them Ɗ if they pledged not to take up arms against Parliament 

again. Not to compound risked a charge of treason, and t he size of the fine 

depended on the worth of the estate and how great their support for the 

Royalist cause . Comp ounders also forfeited the right to the rents from their 

estates Ɖ another handy way of swelling th d O`qkh`ldms`qh`mrƌ bneedqr- Cnkkhmfƌr

fine of £350  on lands worth  just  £100 according to the Protestation return, 

implies that Major Dolling (as he became) was a fierce supporter of his Majesty . 

The typical fine was three times annual income, already a heavy penalty.  

The Committee was represented in each county by a Standing Committee, and 

later in the war, Parliament ordered all their minutes to be destroyed  and Dorset 

is the only county where they survive - but they include no mention of such a 

fine for Major Dolling.  

  

                                      
5 John GtsbghmƌrHistory and Antiquities of the County of Dorset , 1773.  
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Corfe Castle has dominated the Purbeck skyline since the Norman Conquest, 

commanding a gap in the Purbeck hills. In 1572, Elizabeth I sold the castle to 

Sir Christopher Hatton, and in 1635  it was bought by Sir John Bankes. During 

the English Civil War, hi s wife, Lady Mary Bankes, held the the castle 

successfully against the  Parliamentarians in 1643 . By 1645 , Corfe was one of 

the last remaining royalist strongholds . It finally fell early in 1645 . In March 

that year Corfe Castle was slighted on Parliament's o rders. 

The headless statue now set up in a 

niche on the north elevation at Dunshay 

was apparently rescued from the 

undergrowth. It has been known locally 

`r ƋNkc Oxjdƌ `esdq sgd mdws cxm`rsx ne

Dunshay owners who were descended 

from the Dollings, and fro m its 17 th-

century costume, it may even represent 

Royalist Major Dolling himself in happier 

times.  
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Sgd nmkx qdkdu`ms hsdl hm sgd Lhmtsdr hr sg`s ƋIngm Cnkkhmf ne Ctmbdg`xƌ nvdc

the late Lord Bankes of Corfe Castle, whose estate had been sequestrated, 20 

bushels of wheat and £4 10s, now to be paid to the Parliamentary County 

Treasurer. His cousin Henry Dolling, meanwhile, was supplying food to the 

Parliamentary garrison besieged in Poole.  

Sir John Bankes had bought Corfe Castle from the Hatton family  in 1 635 . His 

wife, Lady Mary Bankes, led the defence of the castle through two  

Parliamentarian sieges. The first, in 1643, was unsucc essful ; perhaps John 

Dolling was part of the defending force. We can imagine Anne Dolling and the 

children watching anxiously a cross the fields, and it is hard to imagine that 

foraging Roundheads did not bnld jmnbjhmf `s Ctmrg`xƌr cnnq- 

The castle held out until early in 1645, one of the last remaining royalist 

strongholds in southern England, when it was besieged by a force under the 

command of a Colonel Bingham. One of the garrison's officers, Colonel Pitman, 

colluded with Bingham. Pitman proposed to Lady Bankes that he should go to 

Somerset and bring back a hundre d men as reinforcements, but  the troops h e 

returned with were Parliamentarians in disguise. Once inside, they bided their 

time until the besieging force attacked, so that the defenders were attacked 

from without and within at the same time. This time, Corfe Castle was captured 

and Lady Bankes and  the garrison were allowed to leave. In March that year, 

Parliament voted to slight (demolish) the castle , using gunpowder to bring down 

its mighty walls. (T he Bankes family regained their properties  after the 

Restoration in 1660, but r ather than rebuild o r replace the ruined ancient castle, 

they chose instead to build a new house at Kingston Lacy on their other Dorset 

estate near Wimborne Minster. ) 

Manor Court records survive for 1653 and 1655, by when order of a kind was 

qdstqmhmf tmcdq Nkhudq BqnlvdkkƌrCommonwealth, but perhaps the absence of 

documentary evidence for Ingmƌr whereabouts in the 1640s and 50s should not 

necessarily be understood as physical absence from Dunshay during these 

turbulent times. John Dolling  signed two leases in 1642 and 1647, and a 

second daughter, Mary, was born in 1648.  His wife Anne, meanwhile, must 



                                                                      Dunshay Manor History Album  

  24  

have stepped up , pregnant or not,  like so many women during the Civil War, to 

take on duties more normally left to their men.  

Eventually, of course, Charles II was invited home fr om exile to assume the 

throne, amid a general nostalgia for former times and in the absence of a worthy 

rtbbdrrnq sn sgd k`sd Nkhudq Bqnlvdkk- ƋL`inq Cnkkhmfƌ '`mc hsis assumed by local 

ghrsnqh`mr sg`s gd hr Ƌntqƌ Ingm Cnkkhmf ne Ctmrg`x( `ood`qr `lnmf sge 

signatories of a Declaration made by the knights and gentry of Dorset who had 

addm sgd k`sd jhmfƌr `qlx nm 05th April 1660. His name does not however 

appear in the Loyal Address of the Gentry of Dorset sent to Charles II later that 

year, nor in the recor ds of the Manor Court held in 1662. John Dolling died the 

following year, and was buried in Worth on 30 th April 1663. Tragically, he had 

lost his eldest son and heir two years earlier  when he was just 23 .6  He left no 

written will, but instead a Memorandum  Ƌcdbk`qdcƔmtmbto`shud nq ax vnqc ne

lntsgƔtssdqdc `mc ro`jd hm sgd oqdrdmbd ne Qnadqs Btkkhenqc+ Drp-+ Ingm Ohjd

`mc nsgdqr-ƌ Odqg`or ghr cd`sg v`r rtccdm- @esdq sgd trt`k adptdrsr sn sgd onnq

(which were not large - £40 to Corfe, 40s to Worth and Sandwic h, 20s to 

Langton and Studland), his servants (20s each) and his children (10s each to be 

antfgs qhmfr hm ghr ldlnqx( gd kdes `kk sgd qdl`hmcdq ne ghr drs`sd Ƌsn ghr vhed sn

cn sgdqdvhsg `r rgd sgntfgs ehs-ƌ Sgd tov`qc lnahkhsx ne sgd oqduhntr

generations of the Dolling family has surely been severely checked by the Civil 

War years.  

There is one more codicil to John Dolling II. The headless stone figure that lay 

for a long time disregarded on the ground before being installed in a niche on the 

north elevat ion of Dunshay was long known locally as Old Pyke, after the next 

Dunshay dynasty. However, what we can see of its attire places it more in the 

mid-17 th century as the later years. It is made of cliffstone, and those who know 

find it closest to beds found `s Vhmrohs+ ` pt`qqx sg`s nmbd edkk vhsghm Cnkkhmfƌr

                                      
6 An entry in Alumni Oxonieses  records that this John Dolling, gent, eldest son of John Dolling 

of the Isle of Purbeck, Esg. and an alumnus of Oriel College who matriculated 18 th March 1658 

and went on to Middle Temple, was buried in the Round Walk at Temple Church on the night of 

26 th February 1661. His night -time burial could imply that he died of the plague or cholera, both 

endemic in London at the time.  
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estate. Perhaps it should rather be known as Old Dolling, perhaps one of a pair 

vhsg ghr vhedƌr+ bnllhrrhnmdc sn bdkdaq`sd sgd 0531 bnlokdshnm ne vnqjr `mc

later used as target practice by Parliamentaria n soldiers, or perhaps simply falling 

from its place and part -rg`ssdqhmf+ vgdm @mmd `mc Ingmƌr mnqsg vhmf edkk cnvm

in the 19 th century.  

The last Dolling at Dunshay was their second son, Robert (1651 -1673) who 

was only twelve when his father died. He held  his first Manor Court in  March 

1673 when he came of age, and a second in July the same year. Then, and 

adenqd ghr lnsgdqƌr cd`sg hm Nbsnadq+ gd chdc rtccdmkx+ vd cn mns jmnv gnv-

He left no will, and his two elder sisters Mary and Selina, applied for the 

administration of his personal estate, goods and chattels in April 1674. His 

lnsgdq @mmƌr vhkk g`r mns rtquhudc+ ats oqdrtl`akx hs rs`sdc sg`s sgd L`mnq ne

Worth was to be divided between her three surviving daughters, Margaret, Mary 

and Selina, for this i s what happened next.   

 

Dunshay in the 18 th century: Pykes, Dukes and Hydes  

Margaret was the only one of the Dolling daughters to be married at this point, 

to John Pyke (or Pike), perhaps  sgd Ingm Ohjd vgn vhsmdrrdc Ingm Cnkkhmf HHƌr

last wishes.  In 1674, John Pyke , as the new lord,  held a Manor Court  with the 

three sisters also present ; in 1675, Selina married George Duke, who lived near 

Salisbury, and from then on shared the role of lord of the manor as absentee 

landlord. Mary died soon after and her port ion of the estate was divided 

between her sisters and their husbands. It seems to have been an amicable 

relationship and various legal agreements survive as land was divided between 

them, including the 1682 document that re edqr sn ƋCtmrg`x `kh`r Vntqqƌ+ vgen 

George Duke sold his share of the Dunshay lands to John Pyke.  

As minor gentry, the Pykes  lived in the house while their land was farmed by a 

tenant, at least by 1683, when the tenant farmer Anthony Hall made his will.   
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Little is known about John and Marf`qds Oxjdƌr shld `s Ctmrg`x+ `ksgntfg hs

may be that the staircase fits stylistically with their tenure, and opinions differ 

as to whether the elegant east gateposts that give Dunshay so much of its 

character belong to the late -16 th or late -17 th centur ies. 

Hutchins  qdbnqcr sg`s Ingm ƋOhjdƌ+ fdms-+was buried within the altar rails at 

Worth Church and records his inscription (since lost) with his date of death as 

15 th April 1703. It seems Margaret had died some years earlier, and that he had 

married a second Margaret, a widow from Poole. Jo hm `mc L`qf`qds Hƌr rnm

Robert Pyke, born in 1663, inherited Dunshay.  At the relatively late age of 50, 

Robert married Sarah Dixon of Clanville, a country house near Andover, and 

from then on, Clanville became an altern ative centre of gravity for the Pyke 

e`lhkx- Ne Qnadqs `mc R`q`gƌr entq bghkcqdm+ svn vdqd a`oshrdc md`q Bk`muhkkd

and two in Worth. Robert Pyke died in 1746, and their eldest son Thomas Pyke 

(born in 1714) married Sarah Foreman the following year. Thomas too spent 

much of his time at Clanville, although he was buried at Worth in 1756. His son, 

John Pyke II, took over the family estate , including Dunshay . 

In the 1740s and 50s, John Calcraft appeared o n the Purbeck scene. Rumoured 

to be the natural son of th e Whig leader, Henry Fox, 1 st Baron Holland, Calcraft 

was a hearty, gregarious womaniser who funded an extravagant lifestyle 

through a career as an army funding agent. He had a meteoric career. By 1762, 

he was agent to 57 regiments Ɖ almost half the army Ɖ and was making up to 

£500 per regiment  according to Georgiana Bellamy, his mistress of ten years.  

Calcraft spent his money acquiring land and property in Kent and Dorset.  In 

1757, he bought Rempstone Farm a couple of miles north of Dunshay and 

developed its farmhouse into a modest country seat, re-christened Rempstone 

Hall. After Wareham suffered a serious fire in 1762, he bought up most of the 

town. He also bought himself the parliamentary seat of Wareham in days when 

bribery was the main qualification for election.  In Poole, Calcraft  made the 

acquaintance of Thomas Hyde, a successful Poole merchant who had made his 

money trading clay and fish and served as mayor of Poole in 1765. Hyde 
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advised Calcraft on local politics, and in return Calcraft gave Hyde access to rich 

clay deposits.  

John Pyke of Dunshay, meanwhile, had fallen badly into debt.  Calcraft  

commissioned a valuat hnm ne Oxjdƌr land in March 1771, in which B`kbq`esƌr

Rempstone agent Mr Bishop reasstqdc ghl sg`s ƋH `l vdkk r`shrehdc sg`s sgd

pt`qqhdr `qd etkkx u`ktdc hm sgd k`mcƌ+ `mc oqdchbsdc ` bnmshmthmf l`qjds enq sgdhq

stone in the building of Ramsgate harbour. 7  In August 1771, Ralph Elwall of 

Andover, as an agent for Calc raft, paid John Pyke £ 32/ Ƌenq1,000 year lease at 

0 odoodqbnqm ` xd`qƌ+ sgtr a`ffhmf sgd Oxjd rg`qd ne sgdManor of Worth 

Matravers as well. Calcraft also acquired sgd Ctjd e`lhkxƌrshare of the holdings 

in the same month, so folding  almost all Worth  manor lands into the Rempstone 

Estate.  Not yet quite all of them: the  survey of the Worth  estate that Calcraft 

commissioned to record  all his tenants and acreage , ran  right up to The Grove, 

the wood through which snc`xƌr cqhud sn Ctmrg`x o`rrdr- but did  not  yet  

include the farm o r house.  

Calcraft was after the house too , but died suddenly aged just 46 in August 

1772. This was a cause of some consternation to both John Pyke II and his 

nephew, Reverend John Pyke, Rector of Swanage. Reverend Pyke was 

cdrbqhadc ax Ahrgno `r Ƌ` lnrs rnqoqhrhmf l`mƌ Zrhb\+ vgn l`qqhdc sgd c`tfgsdq

of the innkeeper of The Rose in Worth. Both he and his uncle John Pyke II were 

heavily in debt, and Dunshay, now as the lesser seat to Clanville, was the 

obvious sacrifice . In December 1772, Dunshay Manor was lnqsf`fdc Ƌhm khdt ne

cdasƌ vhsg @msgnmx Ktb`r Rdxlntq- 

Over the  next few years, n egotiations continued with the representative of John 

Calcraft II, who had inherited the Rempstone Estate . But then in 1776, Thomas 

Hyde, that wealthy and sometimes unpopular Poole merchant, swooped. In 

1776, he bought Dunshay ƌr house and remaining land for £6,530. So the Pyke 

and, indirectly, the Dolling, ownership of Dunshay came to an end.  

  

                                      
7 DHC D-TWR/T504  
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Thomas Hyde when he was mayor 

of Poole in 1765. Hyde made hi s 

money trading in valuable china clay 

and Newfoundland cod . He bought 

Dunshay from John Pyke in 1776, 

owning it only until his own 

bankruptcy in 1793.  

Poole Museum 

John Calcraft the younger MP (1765 -

1831) brought Dunshay into the 

Rempstone Estate in 1793, where it 

would remain for the next 126 years. 

Calcraft was a man of political 

principal and an ultimately tragic 

figure. A Tory originally, he voted 

with the Whigs on the Great Reform 

Bill in 1831. Existin g depression was 

intensified by the perceived criticism 

of his fellow MPS, and he was driven 

to take his own life .  

From 1793, Dunshay was let as a 

farm.  
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Gnvdudq+ Sgnl`r Gxcdƌr hmektdmbd v`r `krn nm sgd v`md- Hm 0681+ sgdqd v`r

an acute financial crisis driven by a shortage of bank liquidity. Like many a 

company at the time, Hyde was declared bankrupt. As part of his bankruptcy 

sale, Dunshay was put up for auction in January 1793 at the Red Lion in 

Wareham. The sales description for the first six lots is worth quoting in full:  

Ƌ@kk sg`s bnlo`bs+ cdrhq`akd `mc hloqnud`akd Eqddgnkc E`ql+ b`kkdc

Dunshay, situated in the parish of Worth Matravers, in the Isle of 

Purbeck, Dorset; comprising a capital messauge or Mansion House, fit for 

residence of a genteel fam ily, with stables, coach -house, barns and other 

necessary buildings, and 480 acres, or thereabouts , of arable, meadow, 

pasture, down, coppice, withy bed, and orchard, all lying within a ring 

fence. The premises command a most extensive and delightful prosp ect 

of the English Channel, the Isles of Wight and Portland, the picturesque 

vale of the Isle of Purbeck, and that venerable antique ruin of Corfe 

Castle; abound with game and afford many agreeable spots to build on; 

are within a mile and a half of a good turnpike road that communicates 

with all the great turnpike roads in the kingdom, and lye in the vicinity of 

Hills, commanding distant  land and sea views, and affording airy and 

agreeable rides;  are replete with stone quarries, and at the distance of 

about  four miles from Swannage  [sic], from whence all Purbeck stone is 

shipped, to which there is a good turnpike road, and where there i s a 

most excellent shore, much resorted to for bathing; are about two miles 

eqnl Bnqed B`rskd `mc rhw eqnl V`qdg`l-ƌ 

But perg`or sg`s sgd gntrd v`r xds Ƌhloqnud`akdƌ she agent could almost have 

addm vqhshmf K`mcl`qjƌr G`mcannj dmsqx enq tr-While still Ƌehs enq sgd qdrhcdmbd

of a genteel family ,ƌ Ƌhloqnud`akdƌsuggests  that under the Pykes latterly 

distracted ownership  the hous e had already entered a phase of progressive 

decline that would continue for the next century.  

 

Predictably, these six Dunshay lots were snapped up by John Calcraft II for the 

Rempstone Estate  and it remained in Rempstone ownership for the next 126 

years. The farm land was already leased to tenants, tilled by the Smith family in 

the 1780s and early 90s. In 1796, the first Rempstone tenant moved in, both to 

occupy the house and f arm its acres:  Farmer Benjamin Jesty.  
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Honest farmer, Benjamin Jesty (1736 -1816), pioneer of smallpox vaccination 

through inoculation by cowpox. Initially from Yetminster, Jesty lived and farmed at 

Dunshay with his wife and seven children from 1796. This portrait was painted by 

M. W. Sharp in 1805, the year Jesty took himself to L ondon to present himself in 

person to the Original Vaccine Pock Institution , seeking recognition for his discovery, 

vghbg oqdc`sdc Cq Dcv`qc Idmmdqƌr vnqj 'Idmmdq hr fdmdq`kkx bqdchsdc vhsg sgd

discovery of vaccination). Farmer Jesty is buried with his wif e in Worth churchyard.  

Wellcome Trust  Collection , on loan to Dorset County Museum.  
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Benjamin Jesty (1736 -1816):  pioneer of vaccination  

 

The arrival from Yetminster in West Dorset of Benjamin Jesty  represents an 

unexpected additional aspect to Dunsh `xƌr otherwise bucolic history.  His wife 

Elizabeth and their seven children  b`ld vhsg ghl+ `mc `r gd hr cdrbqhadc `r Ƌne

Cnvmrg`xƌ hs rddlr sghr v`r sgd ehqrs shld sg`s sgd hmg`ahs`msr ne sgd oqdrdms

house also tilled the land. Idrsxƌr rnmr mn cntas gdkodc ghl, and one, George, 

bgddjhkx kdes ` qdbnqc ne ghr nvm `qqhu`k sgdqd ax rbq`sbghmf ƋF Idrsx 0685ƌ nm

sgd Cnkkhmfrƌ 0531 kd`c gnoodq- Sgd e`lhkx `qqhudc `s ` shld ne gdhfgsdmdc

national security, especially along the South coast: Britain was at war with 

France `r M`onkdnmƌr `lahshnmr fns tmcdqv`x. 60 -year old Benjamin signed up 

with the Dorset Volunteer Rangers , and two sons, Benjamin and Thomas, joined 

the Dorset Yeomanry, the local militia.  

 

Jesty arrived at Dunshay already a prosperous farmer. In Yetminster , living at 

Upbury Farm beside the church, he paid for the carriage of stone to lay a new 

path to the church and had been an Overseer of the Poor. He was also 

demonstrably a close observer of the natural world and a man of independent 

intelligence. Small pox had been a blight on the population for centuries, often 

severely disfiguring and sometimes causing blindness or even death. Voltaire 

estimated that as much as 60% of the population caught smallpox, and 20% 

died. The much -travelled lady of letters, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu first 

introduced to England the idea of inoculation by scratching the matter from the 

blisters of an already, mildly infected patient to an uninfected person. She 

observed this practice  'vghbg rgd b`kkdc Ƌdmfq`eshmfƌ `mc nsgdqr Ƌu`qhnk`shnmƌ) in 

Turkey in 1717, and successfully used it on some of her own children. Lady 

Wortley herself had been disfigured by the disease, and her brother died of it. 

Thereafter, various medical men and quacks claimed skill in the practice, but 

direct trans fer of the disease was risky and often still resulted in serious illness 

and occasionally death.  
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In 1774, there was an epidemic of smallpox around Yetminster. By coincidence, 

there was also an outbreak of cowpox nearby. Cowpox is zoonotic, meaning 

that it can pass from one species to another, typically to milkmaids as  they hand 

milked the cows, and is  milder than smallpox . Jesty noticed that milkmaids 

never seemed to catch smallpox. Jesty himself had had cowpox, so counted 

himself immune from smallpox, b ut worried for his fam ily. He took fluid fro m the 

udders of infected cows and inoculated his wife and children , using a 

(presumably unsterilized) stocking needle . The two little boys suffered mild 

edudq+ ghr vhedƌr hmedbshnm v`r rnldvg`s vnqrd+ ats mnmd ne them caught 

fullblown smallpox.  Jesty, however, was a countryman not a scientist and he 

did not initially publicise his findings to the world. Indeed, he was criticised in 

Yetminster for putting his family at such experimental risk, and is possible that 

this prompted his relocation to Dunshay.  He continued inoculating locally in a 

low key sort of way, usually successfully.  

 

More than t wenty years `esdq Idrsxƌr ehqrs enq`x hmsn hmnbtk`shnm+ hmcddc sgd xd`q

he moved to Dunshay, Dr Edward Jenner, physician an d scientist, began his 

own trials. On 14 May 1796, Jenner successfully inoculated  the hapless  eight -

year-old son of his  gardener. He then carried out further trials on others, 

eventually writing a paper for the Royal Society. This was not initially publish ed, 

but Jenner was supported by his colleagues and the King in petitioning 

Parliament, and in 1802 he was granted £10,000 for his work on vaccination , 

followed by a further £20,000 in 1807 when the Royal College of Physicians 

had confirmed the widespr ead efficacy of vaccination.  

 

Perhaps it was inevitable that Dr Jenner the London -based, formally trained 

medic and scientist should know better how to disseminate and profit from his 

findings than Farmer Jesty. George Pearson, founder of the Original Vaccine 

Pock Institution, had brought evidence before the House of Commons of Jesty's 

work in 1774, but Jesty's well -documented case was weakened by his failure 

to petition in person, so no reward was forthcoming.  
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Tm`v`qd ne Fdnqfd Od`qrnmƌr oqduhntrattempts, on ce at Dunshay Jesty was 

encouraged to pursue recognition  by the Reverend Dr. Andrew Bell, rector of 

Swanage and a great supporter of vaccination . Dr Bell preached sermons in  

support  ne Idrsxƌr ldsgnc and encouraged some 200 parishioners to be 

inoculated. In 1803, Dr Bell wrote a paper  proposing Jesty as the first 

vaccinator, sending copies to the Original Vaccine Pock Institute and the local 

MP George Rose.  

 

@s sghr Fdnqfd Od`qrnm snnj to Idrsxƌr b`trd `fain, and i n 1805, the Dunshay 

farmer was summoned to London to give his evidence before a panel of twelve  

medical officers of the Institute  at its base in Soho. His family  tried to persuade 

him to dress in a more up -to-date fashion, but he refused , saying that "he did 

not see why he should dress better in London than in the country". A letter 

written in 1860 by the Rev. J. M. Colson of Swanage  gives boyhood 

eyewitness of the honest farmer setting out in high hopes to seek his fortune in 

London:  

ƋH g`ud ` odrfect recollection of old Jesty coming to our house in 

BnqedƔsn anqqnv ne lx e`sgdq ` o`hq ne r`cckd a`frƉ to contain his clean 

shirts when he was going to London to give evidence of his discovery of 

Vaccination Ɖ and being vice [failing] the saddle bags (a thing of bygone 

ages, now quite an extinctum genus ) supplied with a portmanteau as the 

more convenient vehicle. ƌ 

 

Robert, Jesty's oldest son (by then 28 years old) went with him and agreed to 

be inoculated with smallpox again to prove that he still had immunity. After his 

cross-examination, Jesty  was presented with a long testimonial a nd pair of gold 

mounted lancets  (small surgical knives then used in inoculation) , but this was as 

far as his reimbursement went. He was however despatched  to the studio of the 

portrait painter Michael William Sharp in nearby Great Marlborough Street. Jesty 

proved an impatient sitter, and so Mrs Sharp played the piano to try to soothe 

him as Sharp painted. After a chequered history, the portrait is now owned by 

the Wellcome T rust and is on loan to the Dorset County Museum  in Dorchester . 
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Sgd Qdudqdmc Bnkrnmƌr kdssdq rtffdrsr Idrsx g`c mns entmc ghr sqho sn Knmcnm `m

entirely comfortable experience, but for one silver lining:  

 

ƋNm ghr qdstqm gd f`ud ` udqx tme`untq`akd qdonqs nf the metropolis, but 

per contra  said there was one great comfort indeed, viz. [namely] that he 

could be shaved every day instead of wearing his beard from Saturday to 

Saturday, on which day alone when he rode into Wareham he was 

relieved of that encumbran ce-ƌ8 

 

 

Benjamin Jesty Ƌne Cnvmrg`xƌdied in April 1816  at the good age of 79 , and is 

buried in Worth churchyard. His wife Elizabeth survived him by eight years and 

is buried alongside him . 

 

Decline as a tenanted farm  

 

In 1818, a John Smith took over the lease of Down shay (as the si te was 

consistently known  through the 19 th century). S o began a period of decline and 

increasingly threatening  dilapidation in what was now  a working farmhouse. The 

Rempstone Estate  had troubles of its own. John Calcraft II served as a local MP 

from 1880 to 1828 and became a prominent member of th e Whig party, 

promoting parliamentary reform. However, in 1828 he defected to the Duke of 

Vdkkhmfsnmƌr Snqx `clhmhrsq`shnm+ b`tfgs to hm B`sgnkhb Dl`mbho`shnm+ `mnsgdq ne

those fault lin es in British politics that have played havoc with a two -party 

system. When the Great Reform Act was brought before Parliament in March 

1831, Calcraft could not find it in his heart to follow the Tory whip in voting 

against it. The crucial division was car ried by a single vote. His fellow Tories 

bntkc mns enqfhud ghl+ hmsdqoqdshmf B`kbq`esƌr b`qddq-defining support of electoral 

reform as mere duplicity. Already suffering from depression Calcraft became 

convinced that he was vilified by both sides of the Hou se, and that September, 

he took his own life, leaving five children. His eldest son, John Hales Cal craft 

inherited the Rempstone Estate . 

 

                                      
8 Quoted in Ida Woodward, In and Around the Isle of Purbeck (1907).  
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By 1841, Smith, by now aged 60, had no other family  at Dunshay, a daughter 

having died at 16. Also living in the house  were John Deamer (single, 45) , two 

single women, Elizabeth Dunning (55) and Jane Holland (15) , and two women 

each recorded in the census as Elizabeth Barnes , aged 20 and 30, and described 

`r ƋHmcZdodmcdms\-ƌ 

 

Perhaps the women were employed as dairymaids : as Dunshay opens as a 

Landmark in 2019, the window of the first floor room in the southwest corner 

of the south wing still has chalked above its lintel in now faint red chalk the 

vnqcr ƋBgddrd Qnnl-ƌ Sghr hr ` qdlhmcdq ne sgd dwdloshnmof dairies and 

cheeserooms from the Window Tax , provided they were clearly labelled. The 

Window Tax was first  introduced in 1696, as a me thod  of taxation in proportion 

to the qdrhcdmsƌrprosperity. It imposed  a flat rate of 2s for up to ten windows 

and a pro-q`s`ƌcrate above that. The tax was easy to assess and not unduly 

onerous on the resident, but it was an unpopular, said to be Ƌnm khfgs `mc `hq-ƌ

With various amendments, the Window Tax survived until 1851, and so the 

marking of the Cheese Room at Dunshay probably dates  sn Ingm Rlhsgƌs tenure.  

 

The 1840 Tithe Map still shows the historic access road to Dunshay as running 

north -rntsg o`rs sgd eqnms f`sd+ q`sgdq sg`m snc`xƌr cqhudv`xfrom the east off 

Haycrafts Lane . The north -south access continued until after the 1901 OS map; 

by 1928, it had changed to the current driveway.  (The footprint of the house  

and its outbuildings on the 1840 map, however, is confusing. The p igsties have 

apparently not yet been built, and the dairy house Ɖ snc`xƌr rstchnƉ is shown 

with the wron g orientation.  No porch is shown.)  

 

John Smith died in 1842 and his son Thomas Gove r Smith moved from 

Afflington Farm to take over Dunshay, dying himself in 1861. His son, also 

Thomas and aged just 27, took over the lease, described in the census of that 

xd`q `r ƋE`qldq ne 377 `bqdr `s Cnvmrg`x-ƌ C`hqxl`m I`ldr Knmf v`r `krn

present on census night, with his vhed+ Sgnl`r Rlhsgƌr dkcdq rhrsdqSarah. 

Another sister also lived  on the farm.  
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By 1880, Dunshay was an increasingly dilapidated tenant farm. Most  of the 

north wing had collapsed. The boundary was marked with a rudimentary fence 

of stone slabs, and one of the gate finials had tumbled. The mounting block 

beside the gate is already in place, as are the pigsties behind the house.  

Charles Edmund Newton -Robinson, A royal warren: or, Picturesque rambles in the Isle of Purbeck  (1882)  

The Cheese Room window, photographed in 2009, relic of days of the 

Window Tax when such rooms were exempt. The tax was repealed in 1851.  

Mnsd sgd v`rorƌ mdrs  
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By 1871, the  Longs had left, replaced by John, James, Jane and Alice Marsh, 

itinerant farm workers. By 1881, the Smiths had gone, to be replaced by a 

sequence of short tenancies.  

 

Even by the 1860s, it seems all was not well with the old house. The final 

edition of Hutchins (1862) qdl`qjr bqxoshb`kkx ƋGdqd v`r sgd `mbhdms rd`s ne sgd

Cnkkhmfr+ lnrs ne vghbg hr rshkk rs`mchmf-ƌ Ax 0771+a picture of romantic decay 

is painted in words and recorded in a drawing by Alfred Dawson. The  front 

garden wall is simply thin slabs of stone set upright in a ragged grin and the 

north wing has definitively collapsed:  

ƋAll is imbued with [an] air of passed -away grandeur, but more shrunken 

from its former size by the pulling down of the uninhabitable north wing, 

and boasting more signs of ancient opulence, in the elaborate old terraced 

garden with stone paths edged, in diamond fashion, in the great yews of 

unknown age, the tall box hedges and the rookery of  towering elms that 

shelter all from the northern blast, it looks as  may have looked the places 

where, by enchantment as the old tales tell, fair maidens were locked up 

enq bdmstqhdrƔhm sgd lhcrs ne rhkdms qthm+ shkk sgdx rgntkc ad v`jdmdc ax a 

kiss at l ast into life again.  

ƋSgd rsq`mfdkx dkdf`ms rsnmd ohdqr `s sgd f`qcdm f`sd `qd+ hm sgdlrdkudr+

the epitome of the whole story. One stands still erect, in all the glory of 

its delicate mouldings and quaint spire -like top, as when the wealthy 

gentleman who f irst build himself the fine brand -new house. ..first entered 

at the gate with the fortunes of his race on his head. The other has long 

been broken at the point where the top joins the pedestal. The pedestal 

itself is overgrown w ith ancient ivy,  the top sta nds neglected on the 

ground, and has remained there who knows how long, at the foot of the 

one pier still intact; fallen, like the race of Dolling and Pyke, and as little 

sgntfgs ne nq b`qdc enq-ƌ9 

At the turn of the century, there were again changes at th e Rempstone Estate . 

Ingm G`kdr B`kbq`es chdc hm 077/+ g`uhmf hmgdqhsdc ghr fq`mce`sgdqƌr fnnc knnjr

and propensity for sowing wild oats. His wife Caroline lived another ten years 

and her last surviving son, William Montagu Calcra ft, carried on the Calcraft  

name for another eleven years. But neither  William nor his two brothers ever 

married, and so the estate passed to his ne phew Captain Guy Marston, RN.  

                                      
9 Charles Edmund Newton -Robinson, A royal war ren: or, Picturesque rambles in the Isle of 

Purbeck (1882), p. 149.  
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Rempstone Hall, seat of the Rempstone Estate, lies a couple of miles north of 

Dunshay as the crow flie s. 
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Arts & Crafts Revival at Dunshay  

 

Guy Montagu Marston was born at Rempstone Hall, and joined the navy as a 

midshipman when he left school. By 1910, he had command of a cruiser, 

Blanche. Marston is an enigmatic character , often away at sea , with Remsp tone 

Hall let for long periods to his cousin, Daisy Bevan and her husband. It is chiefly 

his private life that has proved mysterious.  Marston never married but was 

infatuated with Daisy and there is an implication of a ménage à trois at 

Rempstone. Rupert Brooke was a friend, visiting Purbeck several times in the 

years before the Great War sometimes with the Bloomsbury set. Marston was 

probably bisexual, and certainly open -minded. Aleister Crowley was another 

friend who stayed at Rempst nmd+ jmnvm `r Ƌsgd Vhbjdcdrs L`m nm D`qsgƌ enq

ghr nodm Ƌo`mrdwt`khsxƌ+ entmcdq ne sgd ordtcn-religion of Thelema (which took 

`r hsr v`sbgvnqc sgd Q`adk`rh`m ƋCn vg`s sgnt vhksƌ). Crowley was a 

practitioner of the occult and experimenter in hallucinogenic drugs. The Calcraft 

e`lhkx ghrsnqx bk`hlr Bqnvkdx odqenqldc Ƌrdw l`fhbƌ `s Qdlorsnmd hm 080/9

certainly he left Guy Marston a signed photograph. 10 

 

Whatever Marston did in his private life, Dunshay probably owes its survival to 

his conscientious estate mana gement. Early in 1905, his agent Mr Clark took 

Bournemouth architect Philip Sturdy to the house to prepare a condition report. 

The tenant farmer refused to let them upstairs : even without , sghr Rstqcxƌr

qdonqs l`jdr cdoqdrrhmf qd`chmf- ƋFqntmc g`r addm `kkowed to accumulate on 

the East and South sides and this has caused dampness and to a certain degree 

cqx qnsƔNvhmf k`qfdkx sn sgdqd adhmf mn d`udrgutters  to the Roof and also to 

the weight and old movement in the roof, the South side wall is considerably 

buckled and out of plumb. The old buttresses have to a great extent checked 

further damage Ɣ-ats hs `ood`qr sg`s sgd v`kk hr rshkk hmrdbtqdƔSgd Mnqsg v`kk

along the side of the Hall having formerly been merely an inside wall in spite of 

its thickness is very  much out of plumb and is very much decayed in ok`bdrƔ 

                                      
10 Richard D. Ryder, The Calcrafts of Rempstone Hall (2005).  
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@qbghsdbs Oghkho Rstqcxƌr cq`vhmf ne Ctmrg`x `r gd entmc hs hm 08/4+ `mc ghr oqnonr`kr

to Guy Marston for the reconstruction of the north wing (Rempstone Estate papers). 

He proposed adding an elabor `sd ƋI`bnadsg`mƌ o`q`ods sn sgd onqbg sn bnmbd`k sgd

awkward join between the gables; in the event, the same result was achieved by 

rhlokx gdhfgsdmhmf sgd ek`s qnnedc onqbg- Nsgdqvhrd+ Rstqcxƌr oqnonr`kr vdqd `cnosdc- 
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ƋThe stone gate post on the North s ide of the entrance gate is much out of 

odqodmchbtk`qƔsgdqd hr hllhmdms qhrj sg`s sgd rkdmcdq mdbj ne sgd g`mcrnld

oxq`lhc vhkk aqd`j neeƔ sgd l`rnmqx fdmdq`kkx ne sgd gntrd hr dwbddchmfkx fnnc

but it is now in a condition to rather rapidly deteriorate unl ess judicious repairs 

ad tmcdqs`jdmƔlnrs rdqhntr cqx qns hm sgd Cq`vhmf QnnlƔg`r bnlokdsdkx

destroyed a good Deal floor only renewed about seven years ago and has 

tmenqstm`sdkx `ss`bjdc sgd udqx mhbd inhmdqx `krnƔ`r sgd Ad`l rtoonqshmf sgd

ceiling over thi s room is reported to have sunk some years ago, and the Ceiling 

is much out of level, it is probable that the same dry rot had already existed 

adenqd sgd mdv eknnqƔSgd vgnkd ne sgd vnncvnqj `eedbsdc ltrs ad s`jdm nts

`mc atqms-ƌ 

 

Apart from remedial works, Sturdy also suggested some alterations and 

replacements. He proposed rebuilding the lost north wing to match the south 

one, following its original footprint and creating a  dining room, taking the 

opportunity to take down the original, very thick entrance hall wall and replace it 

with a thinner b rick one, to widen the hallway. He also proposed  a 

reorganisation of the service rooms at the back of the house to create a new 

back entrance and a service door and WC behind the dining room. These la tter 

bg`mfdr vdqd Ƌsn `kknv sgd sdm`ms sn dmsdq vhsgnts fnhmf sgqntfg sgd eqnms

o`rr`fd nq jhsbgdm-ƌ Gdsuggested creating two new bedrooms above the new 

dining room , each with a fireplace,  `mc ƋH bnmrhcdq ` a`sgqnnl rgntkc ad

provided for a property of th hr rhyd-ƌ 

 

Sturdy argued in favour of robbing the old enclosing walls to use on the house, 

rebuilding sgd enqldq hm mdv rsnmd+ `mc ne trhmf Ƌnkc vd`sgdqdcƌ shkdr sn qdo`hq

sgd qnne+ Ƌsgdx `qd rntmcdq sg`m mdv `mc vhkk l`sbg sgd nkc adssdq-ƌHe 

suggested ne w steel casements in place of the wooden ones he found in situ. 

Finally, he drew  the house as he found it, and also as he proposed it might be 

renovated, with a new north wing and a rath er quaint miniature Dutch gablet 

between the two wings, to mask the ra ther awkward junction between them.  
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Hm sgd dudms+ B`os`hm L`qrsnm `fqddc vhsg `kk Rstqcxƌr oqnonr`kr+ vhsg sgd

exception of the gablet above the porch, which was  instead simply heightened 

to a flat roof with a heavy cornice and given a larger, three -light  window Ɖ 

probably the right decision.  

 

Sgd Ctmrg`x vd rdd snc`x hr sgdqdenqd k`qfdkx Oghkho Rstqcxƌr `c`os`shnm ne sgd

ancient manor house. It seems likely the headless statue of Old Pyke/Major 

Dolling was put in its current position at this point. Sturd y brought with him a 

sensitivity for the Arts & Crafts ethos and a fair eye for interior detailing (even if 

his ultimately rather clumsy widening of the hallway cuts awkwardly across its 

window). The corner -set fireplaces are his, and the replacement north  wing is 

hard to distinguish from its original partner on the other side of the porch. 

Marston recorded his own role as client for the works with another rainwater 

hopper on his new wing to match that of the Dollings,  recording his own 

intervention with th d c`sd+ 08/5+ `mc ghr nvm hmhsh`kr ƋF L L-ƌ Similar hoppers 

were added to Rempstone Hall in the same year.  

 

The two semi -detached cottages on Haycrafts Lane opposite the entrance to 

Ctmrg`xƌr cqhud vdqd oqna`akx `krnbuilt by Sturdy around the same time, t o 

house the rs`ee qdpthqdc enq sgd hloqnudc gntrd- Hsƌr `krn khjdkx gd athks nq

dwo`mcdc Cnvmrg`x E`ql mdws cnnq+ vgnrd rhsshmf qnnl hr rhlhk`q sn Ctmrg`xƌr

new dining room. In its newfound Edwardian gentility, it was already anticipated  

sg`s sgd e`qldq ne Ctmrg`xƌr `bqd`fdmight not  live in its manor house.  No 

residents are recorded for the 1911 census, but by 1915 Jdkkxƌr Chqdbsnqxtells 

us that William Homer was farming here.  

 

All was not well at Rem pstone Hall, however. Guy Marston ha d brought a libel 

case against Jane Panton, author of a gossipy book about Purbeck days and 

ways in the late nineteenth century called Fresh Leaves and Green Pasture 

(1909). There is possibly a hint that more up -to-date gossip might be about to 

emerge abous L`qrsnmƌr nvm oqhu`sd khed+ ` vghee ne f`lakhmf cdasr nq dudm

blackmail. Possibly it was simply a case of poor administration as the estate, 
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and the country , emerged fr om the Great War. Either way, on 29 July  1919 

Marston sold all his Wo rth holdings repr esenting the southern part of the  

Rempstone Estate : the whole of Worth village, the south side of the hill, and 

ƋCnvmrg`x E`ql-ƌ 

 

The sale particulars describe it as  

Consisting of a charming  

17 th Century Manor House  

recently restored at great expense, cont aining large Drawing Room, Dining Room 

and Entrance Hall, fitted with oak, third room panelled, han dsome Staircase, 

Landing, seven  Bedrooms, Bathroom, W.C. Large Kitchen, Scullery, Larder, Milk 

House, Cellar, Cheese Loft, etc. The [out]buildings are excell ent and consist of a 

large recently erected Dairy House, Stalls for 43 cows, Stables for eight Horses, 

six Pig St yes, Barn, Granary, Cart Shed and three exceptionally good Cottages.  

 

This lot forms a good Sporting Property. 11 

 

A Mr Painter had an annual lea rd nm ƋL`mnq Gntrd+ Athkchmfr+ K`mcr+ dsb-ƌ enq `

rental of £160. 12 The Down shay lot was bought by E. J. Holland , a farmer  more 

interested in its acreage  than the old manor house and now with a comfortable 

new farmhouse to live in across the track. He let t he old manor house to  artist 

Lucy Kemp Welch (see below).  The whole of Worth village was snapped up for 

just £9,900 by estate agents Meesrs Bright & Beach, who sold it on just a 

month later, no doubt for a tidy profit. This again hints that Marston was sel ling 

with some urgency.  

 

In 1923, Mr. Holland decided to put Dunshay Manor on the market. Hearing of 

the rumour, George and Hilda Spencer Watson, a London couple who had been 

spending an increasing amount of time in Dorset in a holiday cottage they rented 

in Studland, bought the house. It was to be the beginning of the tenure that will 

mnv enqdudq cdehmd Ctmrg`xƌr bg`q`bsdq-  

  

                                      
11 DRO D/NJH/B/E2 
12 The information on the 1919 sale was provided by Muriel Sparks.  
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Above: Hilda & Maggie , by 

George Spencer Watson, RA 

(1869 -1934), painted in 1911 

two years after his marriage to 

Hilda. Below: Self Portrait.  

While he also painted at their 

London house on Holland Park 

Road, George made a studio at 

Dunshay in the former dairy, 

where he painted many 

paintings of his wife, 

daughter, their favourite 

animals and their Purbeck 

house. 

Tmshk L`qxƌr cd`sg in 2006, 

both these paintings hung in 

the sitting room at Dunshay. 

She bequeathed them to the 

Tate Gallery.  
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The Spencer Watson Years  

 

Hilda and George Watson were, above all, a highly artistic couple. George 

(1869 -1934) was a well -established painter, in what is described as a late -

Romantic style. He was the eldest son of Georgina and William Spencer Watson 

(a prosperous surgeon), and his parents encouraged his interest in painting. 

George was a member of the Royal Academy and of many other painterly 

societies. Dunshay was once full of his paintings: he loved to paint the house, 

and his wife and daughter Mary in the Dorset landscape they all loved so much, 

informal windswept paintings with dogs, horses and goats, capturing an 

apparently c arefree, golden interwar idyll. Before turning to their life in Dorset, 

however, some of their London context should be established.  

 

As his self -portraits  hint, George  was a shy, introverted man, nervous but 

charming and given to flashes of whimsical humour.  In 1909, alr eady 40, he 

married Hil da Gardiner (1879 -1952 ). Her father William was a wealthy merchant 

trading especially in Australia, and his success guaranteed Hilda a healthy 

hmbnld eqnl ƋV- F`qchmdq % Bn- Ksc-+ @trsq`kh`m Vgnkdr`kd Ldqbg`nts & 

Warehousemen, London  & Sycmdxƌ enq sgd qdrs ne gdq khed (although the couple 

were comfortably off rather than wealthy Ɖ in 1918/19 and again in 1921, 

Ghkc`ƌr a`mj vqnsd sn gdq enq bnmrhcdq`akx dwbddchmf gdq nudqcq`es e`bhkhsx(- Hs

was t he money she brought to the marriage that largely funded the comfortable 

and artistic lifestyle that she and her husband enjoyed.  Hilda was a charismatic 

person, tall, intense and nerveuse9 hm Hk`x Bnnodqƌr vnqcr ƋHm dudqx ldlnqx ne

her, Hilda stands out as s triking , eventful .ƌ Vghkd gdq l`qqh`fe with George was 

outwardly conventional,  `esdq L`qxƌr ahqsg hm 0802 hs v`r ` ok`snmhb nmd `mc rgd

had a number of affairs, including, briefly, with Ambrose Heal, furniture designer 

`mc entmcdq ne sgd donmxlntr etqmhstqd rsnqd- Sgdqd v`r Gd`kƌr etqmhstqd `t 

Dunshay during the Spencer Watson era. In 1920, she underwent 

psychoanalysis with Dr Maurice Nicholl and, a year later, with Carl Jung in 

Switzerland.  
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Hilda as Pan in one of her performances. She generally played the male parts.  

Below: examples of Ballet Russes costumes, which may have influenced her style.  
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Hilda was an inveterate hoarder of papers, however trivial, and it is primarily 

from a notebook of her thoughts and dreams, and the things she wanted to 

discuss during her sessions, that we kno w such intimate details  about her life . 

By coincidence, Jung came to Swanage in 1925 to hold a seminar in a marquee, 

nm ƋCqd`lr `mc Rxlankhrl-ƌ Ghkc` `mc L`qx cqnud nudq hm sgdhq onmx `mc sq`o sn

surprise him, and afterwards he came to tea at Dunshay, sitt ing at the long 

kitchen table and holding forth on the myth of Demeter and Persephone. 

Twelve -year old Mary was, however, more preoccupied that her donkey had 

knocked her off its back that day, walking under one of the chains Hilda had 

used to fence off th e drive. Jung merely found it funny.  

 

In 1915, George and Hilda bought 20 Holland Park Road, which Hilda  kept until 

1936.  George had his studio upstairs, and in the drawing room, Hilda developed 

the dramatic performances of mime and dance that it seems she  had been 

putting on for friends since at least her marriage. As they became better known, 

she developed a very recognisable style: highly stylised, and set to  spoken or 

sung word s or music, often drawing from themes of  Classical mythology.  From 

the stills  that come down to us, the work of her friend, Swanage photographer 

Helen Muspratt, her pieces have something of the two -dimensionality of a 

Classical frieze.  In the words of one of the reviews that Hilda collected 

obsessively (she subscribed to no fewer t g`m entq oqdrr btsshmf rdquhbdr( Ƌ@kk sgd

action has been simplified  tmshk hs hr qd`chkx fq`rodc `r ` rxlank-ƌIn a way, Hilda 

was perhaps channelling through her work some the human archetypes that 

Jung identified . 

 

She also made al l her own costumes and props. The scenery and backdrops 

were often designed by George or other artists, the former made  out of sugar 

crates. The costumes especially dunjd Kānm A`rjsƌr `mc @kdw`mcqd Admnhrƌ

designs for the Ballets Russes, the touring ballet company founded by Ser gei 

Diaghilev and based in Paris that performed between 1909 and 1929 .   
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Hilda and a young Mary performing in one of their best loved works, Walk, 

Shepherdess, Walk , after a nursery rhyme by Eleanor Farjeon.  
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Almost all Ballet Russes performances were in London; it would have been 

astonishing if Hilda w as not familiar with their work, and indeed there was the  

programme for their  London season in 1914 among her books. Hilda was not 

classically trained in ballet however, and develop ed her own unique style of self -

expression.  

 

The American Isadora Duncan, a pioneer of free dance,  was also a near 

contemporary  ne Ghkc`ƌr, similarly performing  in wealthy London drawing rooms 

and drawing inspiration from the Greek vases and b as-reliefs in the  British 

Museum. Duncan was perhaps another influence, although her much freer style 

ne c`mbd `mc bknsghmf g`c khsskd hm bnllnm vhsg Ghkc`ƌr shfgskx bgnqdnfq`ogdc

style.  

 

And from a very early age, Hilda was joined in performance by her lithe daughter 

Mary . It is said Mary performed from the age of three; while she generally 

played the subservient role (her mother typically took the male role in their 

ctdsr( rgd v`r gdq lnsgdqƌr dpt`k hm rsxkd `mc fq`bd- Rnld qduhdvr itcfdc

Mary to be the star of the shows,  `mc rgd adb`ld dpt`kkx vdkk jmnvm9 ƋKhsskd

Mary, bareheaded and wearing her Highland kilt, is a familiar figure in 

Jdmrhmfsnmƌ+ vqnsd sgdEvening News  in 1928.  

 

In 1919, Hild a rented a mews space, formerly ` rbtkosnqƌr vnqjrgno and before 

that a stables , at 38 Warwick Gardens , which she called her Studio Theatre.  

Here, she and Mary performed , supported by local Dorset children and teenagers 

as will be described .The performance space was demarcated by a rope across 

the floor, the audience (up to 50 or so)  sat on cushions on steps at one end. 

The floor was concrete, as  later would be the floor of the little panelled room off 

sgd rhsshmf qnnl `s Ctmrg`x+ Ƌrhkdms mns rkhoodqx+ odqedbs enq c`mbhmfƌ `r L`qx

later told Ilay. It seems certain that Hilda and Mary sometimes performed in this 

little snug for their Dunshay house guests.   

  



                                                                      Dunshay Manor History Album  

  50  

 

  

Hilda and Mary made all their own 

costumes, props and scenery as shown 

top left in a rare shot of the Warwick 

Mews studio theatre. The audience sat on 

the cushions behind them. Mary had 

considerable talent of her own although 

did not seek the limelight hers elf.  

Hilda subscribed to multiple press cuttings 

services and kept all her reviews.  
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In London, Hilda was tireless in soliciting the presence of friends and theatre 

critics alike to her performances, advertising in all the leading papers of the day  

and frnl 0816 dudm dloknxhmf ` oqdrr rdbqds`qx+ U- Mhbgnkr+ Ƌ` xntmf `bsnq

myself .ƌ The reviews found mouldering in a box in the theatre barn at Dunshay  

were almost all positive (some even rapturous ) but it cannot be denied that not 

everyone found the performanc dr sn sgdhq s`rsd- ƋRn dw`bskx cndr ZLqr Rodmbdq

Watson] and her daughter know what they want to do, so well do they do it, 

sg`s bqhshbhrl hr pthsd chr`qldcƌ+ vqnsdThe Gownsman  in Cambridge when the 

show went there on tour in February 1929. 13 With her youn g daughter in 

unquestioning support, Hilda brought a self -belief in her creative vision of dance 

theatre that swept all before her. However, vghkd sgqntfg Ghkc`ƌr dmdqfx the 

Studio Theatre was launched in London, Purbeck was simultaneously becoming 

an increasing focus for the family.  

 

The Bloomsbury set had discovered Studland in the early 1900s. For a few 

years, they all came: first George Bernard Shaw, then Ottoline Morrell, Bertrand 

Russell, Virginia and Leonard Woolf, Vanessa and Clive Bell, Lytton Stra chey, 

Duncan Grant, Maynard Keynes.  The restless eddies of their complicated 

relationships had moved them on elsewhere by the time George Spencer Watson  

decided to rent a holiday cottage in Studland  in 1913. This was Corner Cottage, 

a new brick and flint h ouse on the Swanage Road that they rented from the 

Bankes estate for £50 a year for the next decade. Mary had just been born, a 

treasured only child who loved the outdoors and revelled in the Purbeck fields 

and beaches.  At first the Spencer Watsons came on ly for short breaks apart 

from the long summer holiday , most of their life remaining in London.  

 

  

                                      
13 Dunshay was comprehensively cleared after L`qxƌr cd`sg ax sgd A`xmdr e`lhkx+ `mc `mx

residual papers from the house were salvaged by Ilay Cooper. What papers Landmark found, 

`klnrs `kk ne sgdl Ghkc`ƌr dogdldq` `mc bnqqdronmcdmbd qdk`shmf sn gdq Rstchn Sgd`sqd+ hm ` edv

boxes and carrier bags in Th eatre Barn, have been deposited at the Dorset History Centre.  
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Mary loved horse riding from an early age and owned ponies and horses all her life. 

Her father painted many pictures of her riding, and her airy Purbeck summers were 

hm rnld bnmsq`rs sn gdq o`qdmsrƌ angdlh`m Knmcnm khed-The Donkey Ride  (above) 

v`r nmd ne Fdnqfdƌr lnrs onotk`q o`hmshmfr+ dudm o`qnchdc hmPunch. 

Below: an everyday scene on the farm track behind Dunshay, before the Dairy was 

converted  
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Shadowing her London activities, Hilda launched her Purbeck theatre project 

ctqhmf sgdrd xd`qr- @s ehqrs rgd odqenqldc hm Fdnqfdƌr rstchn+a former stable 

beside the cottage . Then in 1919, she bought a decommissioned army hut from 

Ulwell and had it move to  a field beside Corner Cottage (it is still there, now 

converted into a cottage). Mary and Hilda were now joined in their performances 

by local girls. Studland, though, was becoming ever more popular; a car ferry 

was planned from Sandbanks and a new road f rom Bournemouth and Poole.  In 

Itkx 0812+ Fdnqfd `mc Ghkc` vdqd hmuhsdc sn Q`kog A`mjdrƌ bnlhmf ne `fd

garden party at King ston Lac y where they saw plans for housing development at 

Shell Bay. The Studland the Spencer Watsons loved seemed doomed and they 

began to hunt for an alternative home in the area. 14 

 

The equestrian artist, Lucy Kemp Welch  (1869 -1958) , either had a long lease on 

Dunshay at the time  or rented it for successive summers. She painted many of 

the warhorses of the Great War  as well as horses in the surf, often painting and 

sketching en plein air.  Hs hr mns hlonrrhakd sg`s Fdnqfdƌr nvm o`hmshmf ne ghr

family on horseback was influenced by her work, and she also illustrated horsey 

bghkcqdmƌr annjr like Black Beauty . Lucy rode over to Corner Cottage to see the 

Spencer Watsons when she heard of their interest in Dunshay; Mary later 

reminisced how her ten -year-old self had groomed her own pony with especial 

care for the arrival of such a special guest.  

 

By 7 th February 1924, Georg dƌr ch`qx qdbnqcr Ƌo`xhmf ¢3// enq Cnvmrg`xƌ+

presumably a part -payment.  Beyond its immediate curtilage, over the next few 

years he acquired more land: the deep, damp dip of the medieval quarrying to 

the north of the garden wall and three little meadows be yond, the pasture as far 

`r G`xbq`esr K`md- Ghr ch`qx insshmfr qdbnqc sgd sq`mr`bshnmr9 Ƌ08189 Rdosdladq

Cdonrhs nm 13 `bqdr ¢001 0/rƌ: Ƌ0/th Nbs- antfgs Rl`kk Gnkchmf `s Cnvmrg`xƌ:

Ƌ06th Oct Gillman for Small Holding at Downshay  ¢686 0/r-ƌ15  

                                      
14 In the event, Ralph Bankes thought better and vetoed the development. On his death in 1981, 

he left Kingston Lacy and the whole of his estate to the National Trust.  
15 Muriel Sparks, pers. comm . to Landmark.  
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An example of renowned 

equestrian artist Lucy Kemp 

Vdkbgƌr vnqj- Rgd v`r

renting Dunshay in 1923 

when the Spencer Watsons 

bought it.   

Four Loves I found, a Woman, a Child, a Horse and a Hound  shows George, 

Hilda and Mary in 1922 - Tmshk L`qxƌr cd`sg+ sghr k`qfd o`hmshmf cnlhm`sdc sgd

entrance hall at Dunshay.  Mary had intended it for Dorset County Museum, 

but did not update her will, and so at her death it passed with the rest of the 

contents of the  house to the Baynes family, and was  sold it in 2009.  
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In 1928 they bought the two semi -detached cottages that front the lane , 

intended primarily to house staff for the house and grounds .16 Eventually they 

amassed a small estate of some 50 acres. George would continue to spend 

much of his time in London, but Dunshay (as  it was now definitively christened 

by George, to distinguish it from Downshay Far m) was to be an equivalent 

family base.  

 

They began to make changes to adapt it to their needs. Hsƌr bkd`q sg`s Ghkc` v`r

in charge: all the bills are made out to her and th e surviving correspondence; 

George may have been mostly in London. The Valley Road was being metalled in 

1926 to become the main road from Wareham to Swanage, and in the same 

xd`q sgd Rodmbdq V`srnmr bqd`sdc snc`xƌr 14/ x`qc cqhud sgqntfg Fqnue Wood 

to app roach the house fro m the east, replacing the old north -south turnpike. T he 

new arrangement  meant the sometimes soggy hollow , sometimes a drinking 

pond for  passing horses and cattle in front of the gateway and  shown in one of 

Fdnqfdƌr d`qkx o`hmshmfs of the  house, needed to be done away with or 

formalised . Meanwhile , the 18 th-century barn and stables beyond the southern 

boundary were now part of Downshay Farm and so new stables were planned. 

Quarryman Titus Lander came down from his quarry at the top of Downshay 

Lane to look at the site, and suggested that the marble rag block that would 

need to be shifted for the foundations could be used to line the pond, with a 

narrow ramp at one side so that livestock could still reach the water.  Fdnqfdƌr

diary record s that the pond was begun on 9 th August 1926 . The new stable 

block was originally thatched and the names of its builders are inscribed on the 

rsnmd bnox ne FdnqfdƌrFour Loves painting still inside , according to Ilay 

probably carved by Mary.   

  

                                      
16 One of the cottages was eventually let by the illustrator, Henry Justice Ford, an old friend of 

Fdnqfdƌr- @lnmf nsgdq vnqjr+ Enqc hkktrsq`sdc sgd svdkud e`hqx annjr ax @mcqdv K`mf+ d`bg

identified by colour and hugely popular at the time. Mary was a great fan as a child and kept 

battered copies of the Fairy Books  in the house until she died.  
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Fdnqfdƌr painting of the soggy watering hole for cattle and horses outside 

the gate as it was when the family arrived at Dunshay (top), and another of 

the pond it became in 1926. At this stage the new barn was still a stable.  
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The vegetable garden, Dairy 'ax mnv Fdnqfdƌr rstchn( `mc ohfrshdr+ o`hmsdc ax

George in high summer and (below) Mary reading in the sun above the house.  
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Mary loved goats as well as horses and dogs, even attempting to train them to 

perform. Hilda too enjoyed riding, although lo oks less at ease in the saddle than 

Mary, here outside the converted Dairy Studio, with its large north -facing window.  
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Hilda and Mary outside the 

Mowlem Institute in 

Bournemouth in the 1920s, 

where Hilda held her summer 

seasons until the Theatre 

Barn was created at 

Dunshay. The metal hanging 

sign later hung above the 

entrance to  the Theatre Barn 

tmshk L`qxƌr cd`sg 'hsr

whereabouts is now 

unknown).  

Solarised print of Mary and 

Hilda performing as Jacob 

and Esau taken by their 

friend photographer Helen 

Muspratt.  
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In 1929, Hilda equipped the barn originally intended as a stable block into a 

theatre studio. She and Mary pe rformed here for three weeks every 

summer, Hilda eagerly writing to friends and neighbours to offer them 

tickets. After the performances, tea was served on the Dunshay lawns.  
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Growing up  among the Purbeck quarries, Mary  had become fascinated by them, 

and one day, quarryman  Titus Lander handed her a mallet and chisel to have a 

go. It was to be the seed from which grew her later artistic career. Although she 

was still only 13, her father planned the new stable block to include a studio for 

her. 

 

In 1932, Mr Moss the builder was threatening Hilda with legal action for unpaid 

bills for the stables Ɖ perhaps another time when she exceeded her overdraft.  

The new drive also made a much earlier southern entrance from the farm track 

redundant. Its gatep osts were reset in a new (or possibly existing) opening in 

the north wall, and aggrandised by adding a second pair of stone finals, smaller 

but otherwise replicas of the originals at the main, eastern gateway . A set of 

stone steps was built  leading down fr om them to an area that Hilda cleared and 

had laid to grass, then known as the lower lawn. Here a cement -lined plunge 

pool was created (since removed) where she and Mary bathed in summer. 

Nature had advanced again over this area by the time Mary died.  

 

Also in 1926, Hilda oversaw the conversion of the former dairy with hayloft 

above into a studio for George. Its floor was removed,  its ceiling and pented 

ceiling panelled, new doors were inserted at each end  and a large north -facing 

window inserted for lig ht.  As a portrait painter, George continued to work at 

their Holland Park house; at Dunshay, he painted for his own pleasure. His 

paintings of Mary and Hilda in Dorset also achieved some fame at the time, no 

cntas hm ltst`k qdhmenqbdldms vhsg Ghkc`ƌr sgd`srical activities among the 

chattering classes. Two of his most well -known paintings epitomise their life in 

Purbeck: The Donkey Ride , of Hilda, six -year old Mary astride her donkey and 

Ghkc`ƌr rhfm`stqd cnf+ v`r dwghahsdc hm sgd 0808 Rtlldq Dwghahshnm at t he Royal 

Academy  and proved the most striking work that year, even achieving a parody 

in Punch. The other painting,  Four Loves I Found, A Woman, A Child, A Horse 

and a Hound (1922), showed all three of them striding the Purbeck coast.  
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A canvas o f 56 x 7 6 hmbgdr+ hs rdbtqdc Fdnqfdƌr election to the Royal Academy  

and hung for many years in the entrance hall at Dunshay, capturing better than 

`mxsghmf dkrd sgd Rodmbdq V`srnmrƌ Otqadbj khed- 

 

Sgd ehqrs cdb`cd `s Ctmrg`x r`v Ghkc`ƌr c`mbhmf b`qddq qd`bg hsr oeak, with the 

adolescent Mary ably deserving her equal billing , although she enjoyed the 

pleasure of the music and movement rather than the limelight . Gdqd hr L`qxƌr

cdrbqhoshnm ne Ghkc`ƌr vnqj enq ognsnfq`ogdq Gdkdm Ltroq`ss9 

ƋShe began work on a mime bas ed on the Egyptian Book of the Dead, Pan 

and Syrinx, in two scenes with a n epilogue set to I talian music. She also 

adapted the  Argonauts , based on Nathaniel G`vsgnqmdƌr version, set to a 

backing of German folk songs. Her Demeter and Persephone consisted of  

` rdudmsddm rbdmdr cq`vm eqnl V`ksdq O`sdqƌr `c`os`shnm ne sgd Gnldqhb

hymns. Each had a prologue spoken by two teenage girls standing as 

Greek korae either side of the stage. For accompaniment she chose early 

Italian music. When pl aying at the Mowlem, th e faint background of 

aqd`jhmf v`udr nm sgd ad`bg v`r udqx deedbshud hm gdq ƎChnmxrhtrƏ `r

mxlogr Ǝb`kkdc ghl nts ne sgd rd` vhsg gxlmr hm d`qkx roqhmf-Əƌ17 

 

@mnsgdq udqx onotk`q ohdbd v`r Ghkc`ƌr hmsdqoqds`shnm ne Dkd`mnq E`qjdnmƌr

mtqrdqx qgxld+ ƋV`kj+ Rgdgdqcdrr+ V`kjƌ+ vghbg rgd rds sn ` rhlokd stmd9 

Walk, shepherdess, w alk, 

@mc Hƌkk v`kj snn+ 

To find the ram with ebony horn  

And the go ld-footed ewe ; 

 

The lamb with the fleece of silver  

Like the summer  sea-foam,  

The wether with the crystal bell  

That leads them all home.  

 

Walk, shepherdess, walk,  

@mc Hƌkk v`kj snn+ 

And if we never find them,  

I rg`mƌs lhmc+ rg`kk xnt>18 

 

                                      
17 Purbeck Arcadia , p. 127.  
18 Eleanor Farjeon, Nursery Rhymes of London Town  (1916). Disconcertingly, this has now 

become primarily associated with Amer ican Girl Scouts, having been assimilated as a folk song.  
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By the mid -1920s, Hilda was  renting the Mowlem Institute on  Swanage seafront 

for her performances , then a slate -roofed stone hall although replaced in the 

1960s with a bland modern structure.  Local children continued to take part , 

rdkdbsdc ax Ghkc` eqnl Adssx Stmmdkkƌr c`mbhmf classes, boys as well as girls : on 

8 th May 1928, The Daily News  described how children were brought from 

Swam`fd sn Jdmrhmfsnm sn odqenql+ Ƌ`l`sdtqr+ vgnrd o`qdmsr Ƌkdmcƌ sgdl enq

rehearsals after school hours. In town, they all sleep, camping out fashion, 

vgdqd sgdhq odqenql`mbdr `qd fhudm-ƌ @s Ctmrg`x+ sgdx vdqd fhudm Ƌknudkx

sd`rƔhm ` udqx Gd`khrg chmhmf qnnl, with pleasant cream -bnkntqdc bghm`-ƌ19 

 

Although most of the reviews she hoarded were for her London shows, Hilda 

was spending more and more time in Purbeck. In 1928, George took Mary on a 

trip to Holland. When they returned, Hilda had turned most of the new stable 

block into a theatre barn, already fully kitted out with lights. It was used for 

performances right up until her death in 1952, aged 74, and then left untouched 

tmshk L`qxƌr nvm cd`sg hm 1//5+ hmbqd`rhmfkx trdc enq rsnq`fd- Sgd tmq`hrdc

performa nce area was separated from the audience by a thin cotton curtain. 20 

The backstage area was raised, and contained boxes and boxes of old 78 rpm 

gramophone records  'hm 084/ sgd sgd`sqd a`qm v`r dpthoodc vhsg Ƌ` ghfg onvdq

turntable reproducer working with th qdd kntcrod`jdqrƌ( `mc lntkcx nkc annjr

and papers, and a few photos. All papers of any interest that could be salvaged 

are now at the Dorset History Centre. The seating ascended at the back of the 

space in moveable wooden staging, and behind that was a la rge mirror, for Hilda 

to rehearse her solo work. The summer season, with the added attraction of tea 

on the lawn and a chat with the artistes afterwards, became a fixture for 

Purbeck society. From the many letters hoarded by Hilda, many seem to have 

been genuine fans, although in later years there are many (perhaps more) 

l`jhmf sgdhq dwbtrdr `mc stqmhmf cnvm Ghkc`ƌr needqof tickets.  

 

                                      
19 Purbeck Arcadia , p. 125.  
20  Artist William Scott (1918 -1989) may have been asked to paint these curtains. Scott studied 

with Mary at the RA and stayed at Dunshay with the Spencer Watsons several times.  
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The best eye -witness evocation of these days at Dunshay perhaps comes in 

local schoolteacher Lnmj Fhaanmƌrbook, The Pupil, an otherwise rather odd 

little work  sn snc`xƌr dxdr- Hm hs+ gd cdrbqhadr qhchmf nudq sn Ctmrg`x vhsg ghr

favourite pupil for tea with Hilda and Mary, and also to attend one of their 

performances. A copy is in the Landmark bookcase.  

 

But their rhythm of l ife was disturbed in 1934, when George died. Hilda set 

about organising a memorial exhibition for him at the Fine Arts Society. Early in 

1936, she announced her last London performances at 20 Holland Park Road. 

Then she sold the house, committing herself t o Dunshay, where there was to be 

a summer festival in the third week of every August. Mary was by now 

becoming more independent as she focussed on her training in her own artistic 

medium of sculpture. Hilda never seems to have begrudged her this, for all h er 

own rich artistic partnership with Mary.  

When World War II came, Hilda and Mary turned Dunshay into a small dairy 

farm to help the war effort. In October 1944, Hilda was gored by a bull, 

breaking her thigh, which took some time to heal. At the end of th e war, 

Fdql`m oqhrnmdqr ne v`q gdkodc qdrsnqd sgd drs`sd sn nqcdq+ bkd`qhmf Ctmrg`xƌr

ponds again. In 1945, S. L. and A. F. Peters were employed to help out at 

Dunshay, living in one of the cottages, a young couple, he invalided from the 

M`ux- ƋH v`r hm B`nada for several years handling horses and working generally 

on the land ƌ+ gd vqnsd hm ghr `ookhb`shnm kdssdq 'Ghkc`ƌr tmcdqkhmhmf(- ƋLx vhed hr

sgnqntfgkx cnldrshb`sdc % `akd sn g`mckd gdq rhcd ne sgd qnkd-ƌ21 

Now 65, Hilda resumed her dancing, continuing to create new works. She 

collapsed suddenly in the theatre barn in October 1952 and died soon after. 

Dance is by definition an ephemeral art form, and today her career is hardly 

jmnvm+ tmkhjd gdq gtra`mcƌr `mc c`tfgsdqƌr lnqd bnmbqdsd ntsots- Mnv vhsg

Dunshay, her spiritual home, in use as a Landmark, her career can perhaps be 

more fully remembered and appreciated.  

                                      
21 DHC, D/RWR/ D. 2566  
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Lnmj Fhaanmƌr cdrbqhoshnm ne gdq hr ` ehsshmf e`qdvdkk9 

ƋGhkc` v`r nmd ne sgnrd q`qd hmchuhct`kr sn vghbg nmd b`m ehmc `arnktsdkx

no parallel in  `kk nmdƌr `bpt`hms`mbd- S`kk+ b`c`udqntr+ ` edl`kd Cnm

Quixote without armour, wearing, instead of a helmet, a wide, brightly -

coloured Mexican straw hat, and driving occasionally into Swanage in a 

low dog -cart, drawn by two white mules and with two white spotted 

Dalmatians running beneath it, their noses almost touching the axle -rod. 

Face narrow, nose long, chin pronounced , she was neverth eless as 

handsome a woman as on e could see; but in a mode different from 

everyone else. Voice mannered, incisive yet pe rsuasive; jet black hair 

chuhcdc cnvm sgd bdmsqd `mc cq`vm ek`s nudq d`bg aqnvƔ-Ghkc` v`r

indefatigable, in her daily life and in her devotion to her art , which was 

lhld-ƌ22 

  

                                      
22 The Pupil, p. 77.  
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Mary Spencer Watson modelling in the Dairy, c.  1934.  
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Mary Spencer Watson , sculptor  

L`qx v`r tmoqdo`qdc enq gdq lnsgdqƌr rtccdm cd`sg+ vghbg ghs gdq g`qc- Rgd

was 40 by now, and well -launched on her own career. She had continued to 

perform with her mother if she was free until at least 1939, but although she 

also admired and took `m hmsdqdrs hm gdq lnsgdqƌr vnqj+ rgd v`r enqfhmf gdq

own path.  Mary later told Annette Ratuszniak, curator of her 2004 retrospective 

exhibition, that she felt a need to create her own life through her sculpture.  

She had been working stone since she was 13 , when Titus Lander first handed 

her a chisel  in the quarry . When Mary was fifteen, in 1928, George enrolled her 

at Bournemouth  Art School , one day a week for a year, to prepare a folio for 

application to the Royal Academy schools. Her application was reje cted; they 

felt that she needed more experi ence, so she went to the Slade School of A rt  

for 1929 -30 , where she modelled portrait heads and drew from  antique casts. In 

1930, by now 17, the RA accepted her.  

Mary  spent the next three years studying the figur e, drawing and modelling from 

life, working mostly on portrait and composition , and living at 20 Holland Park 

Road. She won some prizes and medals, but there was no carving  at the RA. 

Having completed her three years there,  she went on to study under John 

Skeaping and Alfred Turner at the Central School of Art , where the Arts & 

Crafts ethos still burned brightly. There she came into contact with, and was 

influenced by, the current orthodoxies of direct carving and "truth to materials".  

Jacob Epstein and Eri c Gill were other influences. A letter to Hilda from Eric Gill 

found among the theatre barn papers was very appreciative of one of their 

London performances in January 1934, even though he had had to leave early 

sn b`sbg ghr sq`hm- ƋH v`rmost impressed Ɖ and, may I add , by your most lovely 

c`tfgsdq `krn-ƌ 
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Top: an example of 

the work of medieval 

mason Gislebertus in 

Autun Cathedral, The 

Dream of the Magi.  

Below: Ossip 

Y`cjhmdƌr O`qhr

studio, where Mary 

studied for several 

months. Both were 

influences upon her, 

especially the 

concept of free 

carving direct from 

the stone, without 

creating a prior 

model, and leaving 

chisel marks visible in 

preference to a 

polished surface.  
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In 1937, aged 24, Mary  had her first solo exhibition at the Mansard Gallery at 

Heal's in London's Tottenham Court Road. Following this success, she visited 

Paris with her parents to see the International Exhibition at the Peti t Palais and 

there saw, as she later r`hc+ Ƌall the gre`s `qshrsr ne sgd 1/sg bdmstqxƌ+ hmbktchmf

Ossip Zadkindƌr vnqj- 

Strongly drawn to his work, she phoned Zadkine and was accepted to spend 

Ƌsgqdd vnmcdqetk lnmsgrƌ early in 1938  working in his studio in Paris, carving an 

8ft figure in wood and producing a series of weekly compositions away from the 

studio. Zad kine's teaching was designed to give his students a greater 

understanding of mass and form. He also ordered a new set of tools for Spencer 

Watson, from his own toolmaker. Skeaping liked carvings to have a smooth 

surface, but Zadkine encouraged he r towards rougher surfaces, allowing the 

chisel marks to be seen . While in Paris she studied medieval carvings at the 

Musée Cluny and visited Autun  and other Romanesque cathedral s, to study the 

work of Gislebertus  and the medieval masons . These months made a deep 

hloqdrrhnm nm gdq+ `mc rgd qdstqmdc nmkx adb`trd Ghkc`ƌr gd`ksg v`r fhuhmf

cause for concern, staying at Dunshay through the war years.   

Sgd shld ne qdbnmrsqtbshnm `esdq sgd v`q r`v L`qxƌr qdots`shnm fqnv- Rhe 

received important commissions from some of the best architects involved in 

postwar reconstruction  of public buildings . Sir Frederick Gibberd commissioned 

Magic Beast  for a primary school at Longbridge, and Cheiron Teaching the 

Young Hero  for Harlow New Town , visiting Dunsha y to see its work in progress . 

Closer to home, in 1952 she created Eland for Wyke Regis Primary School. She 

also held exhibitions, notably at the New Art Centre in London, the Dorset 

County Museum and the Roche Court Sculpture Park.   

@esdq Ghkc`ƌr cd`sg+ Lary was kept busy by her commissions, working in the 

theatre barn and doing up the theatre loft as a flat which she planned to make 

her home.   In May and June 1954, she travelled through Yugoslavia and Greece 

and its islands with a friend from Corfe, Rache l Lloyd.  
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Mary working on Eland, a commission for Wyke Regis Primary School in the 1950s. Below: 

other examples of her work in the 1950s: left to right: Cheiron, Adventure and Eland. 
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Visiting the actual places where so many of the tales she had performed with 

her mother since childhood made a deep impression on her, and she often r ose 

in the early hours to experience the site alone.  

On her return Mary created The Musician , a work  in Purbeck freestone exhibited  

in the 1955 Summer Exhibition at  the RA. It was seen by Sir Edward Maufe, 

architect of Guildford Cathedral, who commissioned her to carve angel corbels 

enq sgd Bghkcqdmƌr Bg`odk sgdqd. Later, The Musician ƌrowner lent it  back to 

Mary , and it stood in middle of the lawn at Dunshay for many years .  

For all her success and busy -ness, Mary now found Dunshay large and empty 

without Hilda. She perhaps had something of the ambivalence to solitude of an 

only child: self -sufficient up to a point, but also in need of company. Even if she 

was often away herself, there could be no question of selling the childhood 

home she loved, but she had to find a way for it to pay for itself. In July 1953, 

she started to let the house, keeping the theatre barn flat as her own base. 

After a couple of short -lived t enancies, in 1955 she advertised in Horse & 

Hound.   

A local family replied, Leslie and Margot Baynes and their four young children, 

Jane, Nigel, Susie and Lizzie. Leslie was an aeronautical engineer with a 

business based in Poole, a pioneer of the bouncing  bomb and hydrofoils. His 

wife Margot was seventeen years younger than himself. They were looking for a 

home rather than a holiday let. In 1956, a fifth child was born, Henrietta or 

Hetty. Mary became increasingly inv olved with the mother and child. She wa s 

l`cd Gdssxƌr fnclnsgdq `mc adb`ld ehqrs sgd lnsgdqƌr+ `mc sgdm `krn sgd

c`tfgsdqƌr+ dlnshnm`k `mc ehm`mbh`k rtoonqs- L`qx `mc L`qfns adf`m `discreet 

relationship. Lesley Baynes continued to live at the house for a while before 

moving out to a flat in Sw anage. Mary still lived in the flat above the theatre.  

In 1964, Lesley and Margot divorced. T he following year, Mary bought a house 

in Richmond and moved in with Hetty and Margot, later moving to Kelso Place 

in Kensington. Mary helped Margot set herself u p as a beautician, a far cry from 

the fields of Dorset. Mary had stopped working soon after she met Margot, and 
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tried to persuade Margot to return to Purbeck with her, so that she could 

resume her own career as a sculptor. In the early 1979s, she divided t he house 

into two halves, north and south, so that they cou ld live there together but 

separately . At the last minute, Margot changed her mind and stayed in London.  

Mary now found herself alone again at Dunshay. The house was now let in two 

halves; Mary sti ll spent most of her time in London, still seeing Margot and 

Hetty, but came down fortnightly to her flat. In 1973, the northern half of the 

house fell empty and she moved back in. Mary was a devotee of the I -Ching in 

these years, a form of Chinese divinat ion using hexagrams drawn randomly and 

then interpreted using the book Tao of Ching . In a random accident of survival,  

rgddsr ne o`odq qdbnqchmf L`qxƌr ptdrshnmr neTao and the interpretations of the 

results of the hexagrams survived the clearance of the h ouse and were found by 

Ilay Cooper, who deposited them at the Dorset History Centre. They make 

poignant qd`chmf+ `mc qdud`k L`qxƌr knmdkx tmg`oohmdrr `mc tmbdqs`hmsx `ants

her relationships with Margot and Hetty , and the tangled family relationships.  

In her vulnerable indecision, v ariations of the same questions are asked time and 

again: whether to sell Dunshay, whether to sell Kelso Place, how to afford to 

buy a flat for Hetty, guidance for her relationship s with Hetty and Margot,  what 

to carve, how to m anage the grazing, how to find the right tenant for Dunshay, 

Ƌwhere to stay mdws Stdr vgdm H s`jd lx rbtkostqd sn sgd Q@ƌ+ Ƌgnv sn nqf`mhrd

lx khed-ƌ Sgd S`nƌr `mrvdqr+ ctkx rbqhaakdc tmcdqmd`sg+ vdqd oqdchbs`akx

inscrutable .   

L`qxƌr eqhdmcrgho vhsg L`qfnt and their mutual dependency  dominated her life 

for tw o decades, and lasted longer. When  Margot succumbed to dementia  in her 

later life , Mary rang her almost every day and paid for her to be cared for at 

home. Hetty went to ballet school and began her pro fessional career as a 

dancer, but then moved into acting and a career on stage and film followed. She 

became film director Ken Qtrrdkkƌr sghqc vhed hm 0880- 

During the years she was living with the Baynes, Mary created little sculpture. 

But as she committe d herself again to Dunshay from the mid -1970s, inspiration 
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began to return. She moved across to the southern, sunnier side of the house, 

making the front bedroom her own. The north side of the house was let during 

the holiday season, remaining empty much o f the year.  She would pin cheerful 

notes in her careful small handwriting about the idiosyncrasies of the house for 

her guests, many of which survived her by several years.  

By now in her 60s, Mary also began to produce 

a surge of work every bit as good t hat she had 

done as a younger women. Initially, she broke 

herself back in with wood, often using trees 

brought down around the house in storms, elm, 

ash and yew.  

Gradually she returned to the stone she loved, 

softer cliffstone bed at first but from 1980 

turning more and more to the harder Purbeck 

freestone . In summer, she worked in or outside 

the cartshed beyond the pond. She would 

spend a long time looking at a raw block to 

discern the form it held within. In December 

1994, she was thrilled when her Four Evangelists were acquired to stand 

outside Wells Cathedral, the biggest sale of her life. In 1997, she was admitted 

as Honorary Freeman in the Ancient Order of Purbeck Marblers and Stone 

Cutters, only the second woman to be accorded that honour (the other was 

sculptor Elizabeth Muntz).  

Mary also found a solution to her former loneliness by letting her estate 

accommodation Ɖ the cottages, theatre barn flat, the odd caravan quietly in the 

fields - to congenial and sympathetic tenants, to whom she charged low  rents in 

return for their help in keeping Dunshay ticking over  as she grew older:  mowing 

the lawns, mechanical mending, a bit of housework, errands, helping Mary get 

her blocks of stone int o place. Many  hailed originally from  Purbeck, even if they 

had been elsewhere in the interim , a shifting cast over 20 years or so, who also 

adb`ld o`qs ne Ctmrg`xƌr ghrsnqx9Dion Byngham, Emma Harvey -James and 
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their daughter Julia; Bunny & Doreen Farr; Bun mxƌr rhrsdq Itcx `mc gdq gtra`mc

Steve Robson; Peter & Francis Whi te; Alan & Mary Davis, and Ilay Cooper, 

L`qxƌr tmah`rdc bnmehc`msd sgqntfgnts `mc dudmst`k bgqnmhbkdq ne Ctmrg`x hm

Purbeck Arcadia (2014).  A tradition developed of everyone on the estate 

gathering to catch up over  coffee on a Saturday morning in the kitchen at 

Dunshay.  

  

Water , 1998, Purbeck Stone  
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Mary in 2004. Above, she is holding a 

copy of the catalogue raisonné for her 

major retrospective exhibition in 

Salisbury Cathedral and Salisbury & 

South Wiltshire Museum.  

The square slab on top of the mounting 

block, with its concentric rings, is 

thought to be an old cheese press 

(which could therefore relate to the 

Cheese Room). 
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Ognsnfq`ogdqr @mcqdv Vghsstbjƌr `mc Idc Bnqadssƌr bnmsqhatshnm v`r sn

photograph her  work. Mary gave p ortrahshrs Snax Vhffhmr trd ne gdq e`sgdqƌr nkc

studio where he painted her portrait  in 2004, the year a major retrospective 

exhibition was held in Salisbury Cathedral, a fitting closing of a circle of the 

Dunshay association with the pla bd sg`s adf`m vhsg @khbd cd Aqhvdqdƌr fhes ne

marble in the 13th century.  

Mary was also still surrounded by the animals she had loved all her life: dogs, a 

horse she rode into her eighties, goats  - until she gave them up to start sheep 

breeding in her seventies, only giving up on lambing when she was 88. She was 

a remarkable and much -loved figure  with zest for life to the very end , and her 

tenants all had a sense of being part of something special  at Dunshay.   

  

Mary with her sheep in 1996, photographed by Jed Corbett.  
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Meanwhile, Mary was giving increasing thought to the fate of Dunshay after her 

death. In 2002, she wrote to Landmark  to explore the possibility of bequeathing 

house and estate to us. L`qshm Cqtqx+ sgdm Bg`hq ne K`mcl`qjƌr sqtrsddr+ uhrhsdc

Ctmrg`x+ `esdq vghbg vd vdqd cdkhfgsdc sn `bbdos L`qxƌr needq+ vhsg ntq trt`k

proviso  that it would be contingent upon the views of future Trustees as to 

whether the manor house would actually become a Landmark Ɖ although listed 

Fq`cd HH)+ L`qxƌr k`ssdq ad hoc changes to make it a house of several units had 

made the upstairs especially more than a little chaotic. She also accepted that, 

as the bequest would come with no endowment, Landmark could not be 

expected to guarantee the security of her tenants  as she had at first wished . A 

codicil  was signed in 2002 giving the estate to Landmark and establishing 

L`qxƌr Ƌvhrg sg`s sgd Ctmrg`x L`mnq Drs`sd ad oqdrdqudc hm sgd l`mmdq `mc

habit of the Landmark Trust .ƌ She did not, however, revisit the terms of the  

main will she had first wr itten in 1974, when her life had been  very different.  

In 2003, when we were fundraising for the rescue of Clavell Tower, Mary came 

with Ilay to a supporter lunch at Encombe House, then owned by Charles 

McVeigh, a Landmark Trustee. It was a pleasure for all of us there to meet  her, 

by then a gentle, genial old lady whose personality still shone powerfully 

through.  

Mary died in March 2006, aged 92.  For most of that long life she was the 

presiding spirit at Dunshay, expressing the ancien t house and its setting through 

her art. In early January 1936, a grateful friend from Corfe wrote to Hilda to 

sg`mj sgd e`lhkx enq ` Mdv Xd`qƌr o`qsx+ odqg`or qdedqqhmf sn ` o`qkntq f`ld

sgdx g`c `kk ok`xdc- ƋG`uhmf kdes sgd c`qjmdrr `mc qtrg ne vhmc `mcrain; having 

entered into the atmosphere of the Spirits of the House Ɖ I asked myself the 

qhcckd Ǝvgx hr Ctmrg`x khjd sgd C`tfgsdq ne sgd Jhmf>Ə % `mrvdqdc ƎAdb`trd

rgd hr `kk fknqhntr hmrhcdƏƌ- 

  



                                                                      Dunshay Manor History Album  

  78  

 

 

 

  

Mary Spencer Watson in 1987.  
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