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Poole is one of the oldest settlements in Dorset, 
as well as being one of the largest. It has the 
second largest natural harbour in the world, 
with more than 100 miles of shoreline, most of 
it undeveloped. The tides funnel through a gap 
no more than 200m wide, and this, coupled 
with the vast amount of water in the harbour, 
creates the unique conditions whereby Poole 
enjoys more than 14 hours of high water each 
day.

The harbour is sheltered from all directions and 
much of it is very shallow so its safe waters offer 
a host of water sports including windsurfing and 
sailing.

The harbour entrance is bordered to the east 
by the Sandbanks peninsula, a superb stretch 
of immaculate beach (boasting no less than 
13 European Blue Flag awards) which extends 
for several miles, merging into Bournemouth 
beyond Branksome Chine.

Poole developed as a port as Wareham declined 
due to silting in its river. As ships became larger 
and the wool trade developed, Poole’s harbour 
became much more suitable. Thus, from the 
13th century, Poole became a port and fishing 
town. In 1406 Poole was raided by the French 
in retaliation for the exploits of the local privateer 
or pirate (depending on your nationality!) Henry 
Page. Despite this setback, by 1433 Poole had 
exceeded Weymouth in size to become the 
largest Port in Dorset.

As the Wool trade diminished so did Poole’s 
importance, although this was later to be re-
established with the Newfoundland Trade. A 
three-cornered route whereby ships went out to 
Newfoundland loaded with salt and provisions, 
brought salt fish back to the Mediterranean 
countries and finally came home with wine, 
olive oil and dried fruits.

From the beginning of the 17th century Poole 
was one of the main ports of this trade until its 
decline in the early 19th century. The port was 
once again saved when the 1890’s the growth 
of Bournemouth as a resort stimulated coastal 
trade at Poole with the import of building 
materials for the new town.

Today, Poole’s bustling quayside has lots to 
offer, with visiting vessels, attractions and 
places to eat all within easy walking distance. 
Home to the world-famous Poole Pottery, you 
can see craftspeople at work and have a go at 
creating your own masterpiece before snapping 
up a few bargains in the shop.

The harbour is enormous and by hiring a boat, it 
is possible to explore the many inlets, beaches 
and islands, including Brownsea Island. Owned 
by the National Trust, Brownsea is home to 
the red squirrel and the site of Baden-Powell’s 
original Scout Camp.

If you would prefer a guided trip, Blue Line 
Cruises, Solent Scene, is the largest passenger 

vessel to operate from the quay. Onboard there 
is plenty of room inside and out to enjoy a 
memorable cruise on one of its regular sailings 
throughout the summer. Stunning views of the 
harbour, Brownsea Island, Studland Bay and 
Old Harry Rocks make this leisurely activity one 
not to be missed.

Heavily bombed during the war, most of the 
Georgian part of the town survived unspoilt 
and virtually unknown just behind the Quay. 
This really is worth exploring as there are many 
18th century and early 19th century houses, 
including delightful old inns like The Angel, and 
The Old Customs House, rebuilt in 1813 after a 
previous building had been burnt down.

At the western end of the quay, Poole’s oldest 
and most haunted pub ‘The King Charles’ 
can be found in Thames Street, opposite the 
Maritime Museum. With history stretching back 
to the 13th century, the older brick section of 
the pub was part of the ‘Old Town Cellar’ in 
1462. The adjacent 16th century Tudor style 
building, which forms the main part of the pub 
today, was formerly a house. It was converted 
to an Inn in 1770 and was originally named ‘The 
New Inn’.

Fine examples of Tudor woodwork exist here, 
along with more than its fair share of recorded 
supernatural experiences. Even today, the staff 
at the King Charles have their own strange 
experiences to relate.

Poole Harbour
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At the height of the spice trade, when its wharves and stores were thick 
with the aroma of exotic spices from the East, Old Portsmouth (named 
then ‘Spice Island’) was a place of dread and danger. Throughout Europe 
it was infamous for its hundreds of pubs and brothels.

To defend the entrance to the Portsmouth Harbour, Henry V, around 
1417, ordered the building of the Round Tower. The Square Tower dates 
from the time of Henry VII, and was originally the official residence of 
the town’s military governor. It later became Portsmouth’s main powder 
magazine and in 1642, during the civil war, Governor Goring, who was 
loyal to the king, surrendered Portsmouth to Commonwealth troops. In 
order to defend the five-thousand barrels of gunpowder stored inside he 
hurled the keys into the sea.

Both Towers have become the traditional points for farewells as warships 
and merchantmen ease through the narrow harbour entrance. The Round 
Tower is such a popular vantage point that a viewfinder has been installed 
to help visitors identify landmarks. 

Home to the British Royal Navy for more than 500 years, Portsmouth’s mix

of historic ships, castles, forts and museums make it the perfect place to 
explore the history of this sea-faring nation, and there is nowhere better 
to start than the National Museum of the Royal Navy, one of the world’s 
leading maritime museums.

Dates, images and artefacts tell us about events, the real drama is in the 
experiences of the men and women who were there. Visitors can hear their 
stories and enter their world, learning history in fun ways with costumed 
interpreters, games, dressing-up, crafts, trails and talks. There’s space 
for children to explore, including indoor attractions to cater for that ever-
changing British weather! 

Those with more serious interest have ample opportunities to discover 
more and expert guides are on hand to help. 

At Action Stations, taking off in a helicopter and flying Royal Marines 
into battle is something never to forget. In fact, you may find it hard to 
remember it’s just a full-size simulation – one of dozens of hands-on 
activities providing a taste of life in today’s Royal Navy.

Every man who went to the bottom of the Solent in the Mary Rose was 
a husband, father or son. The museum’s extraordinary collection of their 
personal, domestic and military equipment gives this famous maritime 
disaster a uniquely human dimension and poignancy, brought to life by 
the famed costumed interpreters. The hull of the Mary Rose is currently 
withdrawn from public view as part of a £35 million heritage project due 
to open in autumn 2012.

The world’s oldest commissioned warship, HMS Victory, entered history 
books in 1805 by spearheading the crushing defeat at the Battle of 
Trafalgar and still has a full-time Royal Navy crew today. But as you 
walk between her historic decks, see the hammocks slung between the 
cannons, and tables set for a meal of maggot-ridden bread, visitors will 
sense the men who sailed and died with Nelson. And that they’ll be back 
at any moment… 

As a Victorian, visitors would see HMS Warrior 1860 in the same way 
future generations would regard the Saturn V rocket, Concorde and 
the internet. The world’s first iron-hulled, armoured warship powered 
by steam as well as sail, the ‘Black Snake’ changed the maritime world 
forever. Yet 10 years later, she was obsolete. Proof that history really does 
repeat itself.

A 45-minute Harbour Tour (subject to weather conditions & availability) brings 
visitors up close and personal with modern Royal Navy warships and shows 
why Portsmouth remains one of the world’s most important harbours. 

Much-needed refreshment is available in Costa Coffee, Boathouse 7 or the 
Georgian Tearooms and shops include national retailer Nauticalia, museum 
shops and Antiques Storehouse. Picnic areas are also available. 

For more information please visit www.historicdockyard.co.uk.
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largest Thomas Hardy collection in the world. The early history of Dorset 
can be traced in the Archaeology Gallery through thousands of objects 
excavated from barrows, settlements and hillforts including Neolithic axe-
heads, Bronze Age gold ornaments and Iron Age warriors.

The Museum also offers visitors free audioguides, museum trails and 
plenty of activities for children.

Continue up High West Street to the ‘Top ‘o the Town’ and you will find 
The Military Museum of Devon and Dorset, housed in an 
impressive Grade 2 Listed castle-like building known as ‘The Keep’, it is 
built of Ridgeway Stone and was completed in 1879 as the gatehouse 
and armoury of the depot barracks of the Dorsetshire Regiment.

The layout of the Keep today is far removed from that of Victorian times, 
although the cell area on the ground floor gives a stark reminder of the 
conditions that prevailed in the 1800s. The Museum tells the stories 
of soldiers from the regiments of Devon and Dorset both Infantry and 
Yeomanry who have served their country since 1685. The collection 
is displayed over 4 floors and exhibits include Hitler’s desk, weapons, 
uniforms, silver, personal items and a stunning collection of medals. 

Computer and digital presentation, realistic battle environments, together 
with exhibitions, tell the tales of courage humour and sacrifice of the 
soldiers and their families who have served in the regiments of Devon 
and Dorset. The displays are ever evolving keeping the museum at the 
forefront of presentation standards covering the Military Heritage of two 
Counties. The Museum has an extensive archive that is not open to 
the public, but research can be undertaken in return for a donation to 
Museum funds.

For those wishing to follow the life of Hardy, a village off the A35 east of 
Dorchester is most important. In fact, Higher Bockhampton should really 
be the starting point of their journey, since the long, low, thatched house 
where he was born lies just outside the main village centre. His cottage is 
now owned by the National Trust and is open to the public.

When heading for Higher Bockhampton the signs for Kingston 
Maurward Animal Park and Gardens cannot be missed, this 
fabulous house was built for George Pitt a cousin of William Pitt the Elder 
in 1720. The beautiful garden is set amongst 35 acres of classical 18th 
century parkland and lawns which sweep majestically down to the lake. 
Laid out in the ‘Jardin Anglais’ style popularised by Capability Brown, the 
garden consists of a matrix of small gardens each with its own theme, 
lakeside walks and a delightful ornamental walled garden.

At the Animal Park, you can have fun feeding the sheep and goats, get 
up close to wild deer, alpacas, fluffy rabbits and meet the park’s farmyard 
friends - cows, pigs, chickens, ducks and more.

A perfect day out for all the family, you can take a picnic if the weather is 
good, or you can visit the Coach House Café in the main house for a wide 
range of hot and cold drinks and snacks.

If you continue along the A35 you’ll soon cross the River Piddle and reach 
the village of Tolpuddle, which will always be symbolic of the struggle for 
freedom by which poor labouring men began to forge our democratic 
processes. In 1834 six agricultural labourers from Tolpuddle were 
sentenced to seven years deportation for administering illegal oaths while 
founding a trade union.

After this high point in history, the Piddle Valley has become a more 
peaceful place, ideal for a rural holiday.

In and around Dorchester
4000 years ago there was a settlement 1 mile southwest of what we now 
know as Dorchester. Over the following 2000 years invaders came and 
the settlement was gradually fortified, growing in size all the while. By the 
time Vespasian stormed it in AD44, Maiden Castle, from Mai-Dun, (‘hill of 
strength’), covered 115 acres and was surrounded by triple ramparts.

The Romans settled in Maiden Castle, but soon established a new town, 
Durnovaria, which became Dorchester. Many relics of these times remain 
within the old town walls; in the grounds of County Hall is a Roman 
townhouse, with tessellated pavements and a mosaic. Maumbury Rings 
was an amphitheatre where all sorts of sporting ‘and other entertainment’ 
took place including well-attended public executions until 1705.

Situated in Dorchester - the gateway to the Jurassic Coast - Britain’s 
original Dinosaur Museum brings together actual fossils, skeletons, 

and life-size dinosaur reconstructions with hands on, interactive and 
cinematic displays. Featured dinosaurs include T rex, Megalosaurus and 
Deinonychus. There are fun sheets for children and special events most 
Bank Holiday weekends.

If Ancient Egypt and Tutankhamun is your thing then a visit to the 
Tutankhamun Exhibition is a must. The world renowned 
exhibition accurately recreates Tutankhamun’s tomb, treasures and 
mummy, through sight, sound and smell. It’s like stepping back in time to 
1922 and the moment of the discovery.

Two of Dorchester’s other museums are housed within the same building. 
The Teddy Bear Museum is a unique and enchanting museum. 
Enter the delightful world of the teddy bear in this wonderful family 
museum. The Terracotta Warriors Museum is dedicated to 
the eighth wonder of the ancient world and has superb museum replicas 
of the warriors, armour and costumes. Make a day of it and visit more 
than one of these museums and save money as well.

In its past, the town has had its share of famous and infamous men. 
Thomas Hardy is probably the best-known and Dorchester (Casterbridge) 
basks in his reflected glory. In stark contrast, the drunken, blaspheming 
Judge Jeffreys arrived in Dorchester in September 1685 to serve justice 
on all those suspected of being linked with the failed rebellion of the Duke 
of Monmouth. The Bloody Assizes were held in the Oak Room of the 
Antelope Hotel and Judge Jeffreys, who had been instructed to show 
no mercy, had 74 rebels executed, many of whom had the slenderest of 
connections with the rebellion.

Jeffrey’s lodging in the High Street is now a restaurant, and is in fact one 
of the few medieval buildings left in Dorchester; like many similar towns, 
Dorchester had a series of disastrous fires in the 16th and 17th centuries 
which destroyed most of the buildings.

Close by, Dorset County Museum is, in effect, the Museum of 
Dorset. Inside you will find displays of Dorset history from the earliest 
times, wildlife, archaeology, geology and famous figures from the past.  
The Victorian Hall is the central gallery of the Museum; here you can 
experience Dorset history in a fascinating array of objects from the 
Roman period to the present day. These include beautiful Roman mosaic 
pavements you can really walk on, medieval jewellery and fine art. Upstairs, 
the Dorchester Gallery follows the 6,000 year time-line of Dorchester.

The Jurassic Coast Gallery tells the story of the Jurassic Coast and houses 
real fossils including giant sea reptiles, dinosaur footprints and armoured 
fish. The Dorset Writers’ Gallery explores the lives and works of Dorset 
writers from Anglo-Saxon times to the present day and includes the 
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New Forest

The New Forest is neither new nor strictly speaking a forest. In fact its 
name comes from a time when the area was first designated as a royal 
hunting ground in 1079. It derives from the Latin ‘nova foresta’, which 
literally translates as ‘new hunting ground’. Indeed, the ‘nova foresta’ was 
mentioned in the Domesday Book of 1086.

William the Conqueror set aside the Forest for hunting more than 900 
years ago and centuries of grazing by deer, ponies and cattle have since 
shaped the landscape; although William would probably still recognise 
much of the Forest today.

The New Forest is famous for its unique mixture of ancient woodland, 
heather-covered heath, wide lawns, boggy mires, gentle farmland, 
picturesque villages and coastal saltmarsh, lagoons and mudflats. 
Geology, soils and human management have all contributed to the 
distinctive habitats, which encompass some of the most unique, protected 
landscapes in the south of Britain. Importantly, the New Forest became 
a National Park in 2005 and this put it in the premier league of wildlife 
conservation and protection.

With the largest remaining area of 
lowland heath in Europe, the New 
Forest is one of the last places 
in the region to offer a sense of 
wildness and tranquillity.

It is a wonderful area to explore 
on foot, by bike or on horseback. 
It is especially rich in wildlife and 
you can enjoy a host of sights that 
make a visit particularly special - 
from ancient oaks, fungi and pigs 
in the autumn, to deer, reptiles, 
birds of prey and, of course, the 
famous New Forest pony roaming 
free.

It is this beautiful natural tapestry 
which the Forestry Commission 
works so hard to maintain and 
preserve. As the UK’s largest land 
manager, and the biggest provider 
of outdoor recreation, the Forestry 
Commission’s role is to ensure 
the sustainable management 
of woodland whilst enriching 
people’s quality of life and their 
environment. Therefore, a delicate 
balance is sought between the 
working forest (timber production), 
habitat and wildlife management 

and opportunities for recreation provision.

Just under half of the land area within the New Forest National Park 
boundary is owned by the Crown and managed by the Forestry 
Commission. Within this area, the Forestry Commission maintains over 
100 miles of waymarked gravel cycle tracks as well as waymarked trails 
from car parks to explore on foot.

There is also an information unit based at Bolderwood car park (on a 
seasonal basis) where rangers are on hand to answer your questions and 
tell you more about the unique character of the New Forest. Alternatively, 
you can visit the New Forest Centre in Lyndhurst, home to the New Forest 
Museum and Visitor Information Centre.

At the south eastern edge of the Forest, lies Exbury Gardens a 
spectacular 200-acre woodland garden. Famous for the Rothschild 
collection of rhododendrons, azaleas and camellias, which provide a riot 
of colour in spring. You will find year round interest here, with the Daffodil 
Meadow and Rock Garden in early spring, the exotic Sundial Garden and 

glorious herbaceous borders in summer and brilliant autumn colour from 
maples and deciduous azaleas.

You can enjoy a special 20 minute journey on Exbury’s superb 121/4”
gauge Steam Railway through part of the Gardens, great fun for all the 
family. When you find yourself in need of refreshment, then an excellent 
range of hot and cold food is available in the beautifully refurbished Mr. 
Eddy’s Restaurant and Tearooms. There are also picnic areas, and dogs 
are welcome on a short lead.

The New Forest is, undoubtedly, a unique and enchanting region that 
offers visitors a rich and varied choice of things to do and see. Its timeless 
quality can be captured with the sight of a deer browsing in a sunlit leafy 
glade or the varied colours that can only be obtained from broadleaf trees, 
every season bringing its own delights.

New Forest Ponies

Exbury Gardens
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