
THE GREAT HOUSES AND FAMILIES OF DORSET DURING THE WAR 

Henrietta Bankes was the lady of Kingston Lacy house during the First World War. She 
helped turn the majority of the servants' quarters and the out-buildings into a hospital for 
returning injured soldiers. She also allowed the building of a small war hospital, less than a 
mile away on the estate. She died in 1953. 

The war memorial in St Stephen’s Church was unveiled in 1921 to the memory of the 16 
men who did not return from the war. 

Prior to the war country estates existed largely for the pleasures of the families. Viola 

Bankes at Kingston Lacy observed it was not unusual for up to 50 people to stay for a 

shooting party; requiring a large supporting army of servants since each guest would also 

bring a maid or valet. In the first decade of the twentieth century Lord Alington sometimes 

played host to Edward VII for lavish country house weekends at Crichel, including shooting 

parties for the king on the downs.  

 

Other royal visitors to Dorset during the decade included the Princess of Wales, later 

Queen Mary, who lunched at Kingston Lacy in 1908 whilst staying with the Shaftesburys at 

Wimborne St Giles. More poignantly in view of the horrors to envelop Europe seven years 

later, Edward VII’s nephew Kaiser Wilhelm II stayed at Highcliffe Castle with General 

Stuart Wortley in 1907 and visited the Bankes family at Kingston Lacy. 

 

On 4 August 1914, the British declared war on Germany and Dorset’s great houses saw 

massive changes, for instance Sherborne Castle became a convalescent home. All the 

gardeners and menservants from Kingston Lacy joined the Dorset Yeomanry and saw 

service in the Dardanelles.  Very few of them returned to service after the war.  At 

Minterne their French chef returned home to fight, and they never heard from their German 

governess again. Lady Digby wrote ‘most of the young men are enlisting - so our big fat 

butler Sutherland will have to get along with the parlour-maids’. The Digby’s son also 

fought in the trenches from 1915-1918, surviving with a distinguished war record. 

 

In Wimborne Lady Cordelia Hanham from Dean’s Court, widowed in 1911 just prior to the 

outbreak of war, worked on the war effort in the community.  Her oldest son, John Ludlow 

Hanham, was wounded in the First World War War while serving as a Captain in the 

Grenadier Guards. 

 

 

Picturesque war-work:  
Cornelia, Lady Wimborne's 
rabbitry,  
from 'The Illustrated War 
News', 5th July 1916  
With a view to encouraging 
rabbit breeding, Lady Wimborne 
had several greenhouses at 
Canford filled with hutches.   
The photograph shows the lady 
gardener feeding the rabbits.  A 
greenhouse stocked with 
hutches is seen in the 
background.  
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