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Franche Hall, Lowe Lane/Wolverley Road, Kidderminster.
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Introduction

This work was undertaken as part of the Historic Kidderminster Project. Franche Hall
was one of the most significant outlying mansions of Kidderminster for over two
centuries and perhaps much longer. It was demolished in 1924.

History

The first known reference to Franche Hall is in 1681, contained in the marriage
settlement of Francis Jorden and Sarah Pudsey. (Stafford Record Office: Reference
D740/13)

In 1769 Franche Hall was purchased by John Jefferys, miller of Kidderminster. (WRO
BA 438/4) He was part of a family of some significance. His brother, Thomas, has
been described as the Òleading chart and map supplier of his dayÓ. (p181, Taylor,
1966) Indeed, Thomas engraved DohertyÕs 1753 plan of Kidderminster. Another
brother, Nathaniel, was a London goldsmith, mentioned by Boswell. Nathaniel trusted
Boswell to depart his shop with a five-guinea sword without prior payment. (p60,
Pottle, 1950) Nathaniel later retired to Worcester. He had a son, also Nathaniel, who
became M.P. for Coventry.

John was a leading member of the nonconformist congregation in Kidderminster. He
and his son, Matthew, were part of the group which split away to form New Meeting
in 1784. Matthew became a very wealthy man who purchased Blakebrook House.
(p158, Priestley Evans, 1900)

In 1818 MatthewÕs son, John, sold Franche Hall to Josiah Widnell. The poor rate lists
show that initially Widnell occupied his new property, but by 1823 he had a tenant,
the carpet manufacturer James Hooman. (WRO BA 4766/2) It is likely that Hooman
was WidnellÕs employer. A letter to the Kidderminster Shuttle referred to Josiah
Widnell as a Ôcontinental traveller for Pardoe, Hooman and PardoeÕ. (22.12.1894)

Widnell was once a name prominent in Kidderminster. John Widnell was a clothier in
1696. (WRO BA 4000/297) Another Josiah Widnell was a wealthy man and lived at
the Summerhill mansion on Bewdley Hill when he made his will in 1810. The Josiah
who purchased Franche Hall was probably the nephew named in this will. (WRO
Probate February 1811)

Widnell sold Franche Hall to Elizabeth, Sarah and Hannah Lea in 1844. They were
the daughters of William and Elizabeth Lea of the Shrubbery in Birmingham Road.
In1867 the Lea family in turn sold to the carpet manufacturer, James Holmes, who
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occupied Franche Hall for fourteen years, before he sold to Michael Tomkinson. The
latter had made a fortune through his enterprising partnership with William Adam and
their production of Axminster carpets. His purchase led to the massive expansion of
Franche Hall and a glittering quarter of a century at the heart of KidderminsterÕs
social life, but it led to the downfall of the mansion. After TomkinsonÕs death in 1921
a buyer could not be found. This historic house was pulled down in 1924. (KS
6.9.1924)

Description

In 1829 a notice of sale to be held on 22nd June described Franche Hall in the
following terms. It came with offices, stables, coach-house, beautiful lawn, pleasure
grounds, garden and land of four acres. It comprised three principal and nine
secondary bed chambers, two with dressing rooms. The drawing room was 20 ft by
16ft, the dining room 16 ft by 17ft and there was a small library. In addition there was
an entrance hall, kitchen, servantÕs hall, butchers pantry, china closets, larder, brew
house, laundry, cool dairy, excellent wine and beer cellars, stabling, barn and piggery.
(WRO Foley Scrapbook p146)

In 1921, after the death of Michael Tomkinson, particulars were prepared for an
auction on 25th November. The estate had grown considerably, as had the house itself.
The grounds now extended to 16_ acres, including tennis lawns, cricket ground and
glasshouses. Also, the estate had expanded across Lowe Lane with the addition of
garage, stables and a chauffeurÕs cottage.. At the Wolverley end of the estate there
was a lodge. Tomkinson had purchased Franche House, which was now incorporated
into the grounds of Franche Hall, serving as an observatory and museum. This had
provided a new main drive from Wolverley Road past Franche House to the entrance
hall of TomkinsonÕs expanded home. (WRO BA9526/42)

Franche Hall for sale in 1921
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Franche Hall from OS map 1885

Ref: 819783

Bibliography

ÔThe Rise and Fall of Franche HallÕ by Nigel Gilbert (1999)
A History of the New Meeting House by E.D. Priestley Evans (1900)
The mathematical practitioners of Hanoverian England 1714-1840 by E.G.R. Taylor
(1966)
BoswellÕs London Journal 1762-1763 edited by Frederick Pottle (1950)


