The Wilsons of Eshton:
bricks and books
The Wilson family lived at Eshton Hall, near Gargrave, from the 17th century.
Different members of the family left their stamp on Eshton, making changes
to the building and its decoration, and ﬁlling it with possessions which
reﬂected their interests.
Mathew Wilson and Eshton Hall

Engraving of Eshton Hall, 1833

There has been a house on the site of the present Eshton
Hall for 700 years, and it was once in the hands of the
Clifford family of Skipton. The money made by the Wilson
family through the cloth trade allowed them to purchase
Eshton Hall and its estate (680 acres) in 1648. The hall
which stands today was rebuilt from 1825 by Mathew
Wilson (1772-1854) employing the architects Francis and
George Webster of Kendal.

Eshton Hall building
accounts,
MD335/2/1/3/12.
This entry for 9 June
1828 includes
payment for marble
ﬁreplaces, plastering,
painting and stained
glass work

Subsequent
generations of the
Wilson family lived at
Eshton until 1914. In
the next few years
the Wilson estates
began to be sold off
and the hall was let,
being used notably as
a school. Now Eshton
is again a residence,
but no longer home to
one family, being
converted into a
number of luxury
apartments.

Mathew was a prominent local ﬁgure, trained as a solicitor and
acting as Justice of the Peace and Deputy Lieutenant for the
West Riding.
The increasing fortunes of the Wilsons allowed them to make
alterations to the hall. The family’s estates were consolidated
in 1800 when Mathew Wilson married his cousin and heiress
to the Wilson estates, Margaret Clive Wilson, widow of the Rev.
Henry Richardson Currer.

Detail of design for entrance hall at Eshton, MD387.
Some of the plans for the alterations are now held by
the Yorkshire Archaeological Society
This plan of 1826 shows the
octagonal dome which lit the central
hall and staircase, MD387
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Frances Mary Richardson Currer
1785–1861
Frances Mary, daughter of Margaret Clive Wilson and the Rev. Henry
Richardson Currer was born at Eshton Hall in 1785.
On inheriting both her father’s and her mother’s estates Frances
Mary became a very rich woman. She was able to use this money to
pursue her interests in book collecting.
“She is in possession of both the Richardson and Currer estates and
inherits all the taste of the former family, having collected a very
large and valuable library, and also possessing a fine collection of
prints, shells and fossils, in addition to what were collected by her
great-grandfather and great-uncle.”
Mrs Dorothy Richardson, 1815
She was a well-educated and kind woman. She may have been a
benefactor to the Brontë family, and this could explain why
Charlotte Brontë chose ‘Currer Bell’ as her pen-name.

Frances Mary,
book collector
and ‘head of all
female collectors
in Europe’,
painted in 1807
by John James
Masquerier.
Private collection.
Reproduced by
kind permission
of the owner

A large part of Frances Mary’s income came from the extraction
of coal and other minerals on land in Bradford. This document
from 1828 shows the amount (measured in acres, roods and
perches) and value of coal and ironstone extracted from the
pits at Bierley Colliery MD335/2/2/3/22.

Frances Mary supported a number of charities including
Bradford Infirmary and the Benevolent or Strangers’ Friend
Society. A statement of accounts from the School of Industry
for Girls, at Bradford, 1842-1843, lists Miss Currer's annual
subscription to the school, MD335/2/2/3/23
She also purchased clothing for the school. A letter sent by
the Committee of the School of Industry in 1843 encloses an
itemised bill for £20 worth of clothing, MD335/2/2/3/22
66 shirts

20 gray petticoats

67 shifts

16 bedgowns

12 checked aprons

14 small shirts

12 bratts (a type of apron)

19 frocks &

20 flannel waistcoats

2 sheets as wrappers

12 flannel petticoats
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Frances Mary Richardson Currer’s
Library
“I must again refer to a preceding work, in
which this Library has been somewhat
minutely described: but now, having seen it –
consisting of two noble apartments, entirely
ﬁlled with ﬁnely bound books, and extending
some eighty feet in length, and twenty-ﬁve in
width, by sixteen in height – to say nothing of a
third library or book-boudoir, at the extremity of
the second, to the right...I may honestly say,
that with the exception of Althorpe, Chatsworth,
and Stowe, I know of NO such collection of
books, situated in the country that can pretend
to break a lance with it.”

Engraving of Eshton Hall library from Catalogue of Eshton Hall Library,
published by C.J. Stewart, 1833. YAS Library

Thomas Frognall Dibdin, A Bibliographical and
Picturesque Tour in the Northern Counties of
England and in Scotland, 1838. YAS Library.
Frances Mary built up an impressive private
library (around 20 000 books) at Eshton Hall.
This included volumes on many different topics
including religion, history, philosophy, law,
literature, and languages.
Deed drawn up by Frances Mary Richardson Currer
gifting the library to her half-brother Mathew Wilson.
It was later annotated by Mathew to prepare his
own deed, MD335/2/1/4/23

Frances Mary hoped that her library would remain at Eshton after
her death, but it was sold by her half-brother in 1861. Her library
was broken up and her manuscript and coin collections were also
sold at auction. Some of her manuscripts and papers relating to
the Wilson family are now in the collections of the Yorkshire
Archaeological Society and West Yorkshire Archive Service.
A selection of titles on Yorkshire history of which
Frances Mary owned a copy. Many of these books can also be
found in the Yorkshire Archaeological Society's library
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