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Introduction

This work was undertaken as part of the Historic Kidderminster Project. Most of the
information has come from Worcester Record Office and Kidderminster Library. In
addition I have visited the house and spoken with the present owner, Barry Smith.
Franche House is on the Wyre Forest list of local buildings of interest and is also already
indexed at the HER (ref: 35009) It is a house of great character, the development of
which is difficult to trace. A stone with the engraving ÔPool Close 1809Õ has recently
been found in the grounds by Mr Smith. There is a cellar containing bricks which Mr
Smith has been advised date from the Elizabethan period.

History

An 1811 map shows what could be Franche House. It is not named, but it does have an L-
shape which fits the older brickwork of the present house. (WRO BA 4600/889) It is
possible that these buildings were built round a pre-existing house or cottage.

The house was purchased as an investment by Samuel Perrin in 1827. (WRO 4600/116)
The poor rates show that his tenant was Josiah Widnell until c1835. (WRO BA 4766/3, 4
& 5) Perrin died intestate in 1828 and the house passed to his three sisters, Sarah, Mary
and Betridge. The sisters lived in Church Street in 1830. (Pigot Directory) Mary still
lived there in 1851 according to the census, which described her as a Ôlanded proprietorÕ.
They could be related to Henry Perrin, three times High Bailiff of Kidderminster, who
died in 1823. (Berrows Worcester Journal 29.5.1823)

Widnell was once a notable Kidderminster name. John Widnell was a Kidderminster
clothier in1696. (WRO BA 4000/297) Josiah was probably the son of Henry Widnell,
carpet manufacturer. He was probably the continental traveller for Pardoe, Hooman and
Pardoe mentioned in a letter to the Shuttle. (22.12.1894) Josiah owned Franche Hall from
1819 to 1844.

In the mid-nineteenth century the house was clearly regarded as a desirable tenancy. The
poor rates list two prominent members of the Talbot family - Henry Jnr. In October 1843
and Frederick in October 1851. Henry Brinton Jnr. also was a tenant before his death in
1857. (WRO BA 10470, 200-204)



The house was purchased by Michael Tomkinson in 1885. It ceased to be an independent
house and was incorporated in his massively expanding Franche Hall estate, where it
became his observatory. After his death in 1921 and the subsequent failure to sell
Franche Hall, the estate was broken up. Franche House was returned to its function as a
residence in its own right. In September 1924 the Shuttle reported that it was Ôbeing
converted into a villa residenceÕ. (KS 6.9.1924)

Franche House then became the home of Harry Cheshire (1882-1972), son of the printer
G.T. Cheshire. He was Mayor of Kidderminster in 1938. He was chairman of the
Education Committee from 1930 to 1946 and known as ÔMr EducationÕ. His work was
recognized when the new school at Habberley was named after him in 1940. This was
recently renamed Baxter College. (p97, Tomkinson and Hall, 1975) The large cedar  trees
at the junction of Lowe Lane and Wolverley Road are believed to have been planted by
Cheshire.

Franche House with its observatory in 1921

Description

In November 1921 the sales particulars of Franche Hall, following the death of Michael
Tomkinson, contained this description of Franche House, which had long been
incorporated into the estate of the adjacent mansion:

An Observatory and Museum
Having on Ground Floor:- Hall, with stairs; one room, 21ft by 15ft, and glass-roofed
Museum, 22ft by 15ft, with Ruabon quarry floor and matched lined; on First and
Second Floors: three Rooms, one having two good cupboards and panelled and carved
Oak mantelpiece, having carved figures on over mantel; Store Room, W.C., and Tank



Room. On Third Floor: Observatory, 13ft diameter, with revolving roof on gearing.

There is a considerable modern extension built at the rear.
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