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The Dickins Memorial Hall, 178 Finedon Road, is an attractive little building on the south 

side of the road, not far from the railway bridge.  It attracted attention on social media 

last summer when the owners painted the boundary paling fence and front door bright 

pink.  Most on-line respondents assumed it was a Listed building, few knew what it 

actually was and almost all spelled the name with an “E”, as in “Charles Dickens”, rather 

than with an “I”.  A quick check through an old Northamptonshire County Council 

database shows it recorded as “H Dickens Memorial Hall” which is even more incorrect.  

Wellingborough Civic Society needed to investigate! 

The Midland Railway opened its station in 1857, along with an engine shed.  Traffic 

expanded such that a larger replacement shed was built in 1868 and a separate second 

engine shed in 1872.  These all required a new workforce, for whom, in around 1870, the 

railway company built two rows of terraced cottages, numbering 32 houses in all, on their 

own land, at 90 degrees to Finedon Road.  They became known as “Midland Cottages”.  

The railway workers who lived there, together with their families, amounted to a whole 

separate community of about 140 people. 

 

An O/S map dated 1899.  Midland Cottages are in the centre and the line signifying the 

railway’s boundary goes to the left of them, confirming that they were at that time on land 

owned by the Midland Railway Company.  To the left of the cottages is a little square 

marked “Sch” containing what later became Dickins Memorial Hall.  Note the brick works 

at the very top. 
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Not a very clear picture, but the only one yet found of Midland Cottages.  The light 

coloured building at the end is The Locomotive public house on Finedon Road.  There 

was an identical row of cottages on the left and behind that was the hall. 

When the Midland Railway opened its line through Wellingborough the station was some 

way from the town, but developers saw an opportunity and quickly started to build along 

Midland Road to link the town to its new station.  To serve the growing population the 

Church of England built All Saints church on the newly-opened Midland Road in 1867/8.  

Finedon Road was of course some distance from Midland Road and there was less 

incentive to build along that, but with the residents of Midland Cottages in mind the 

Church arranged Sunday School, Day School and prayer meetings in a room within one 

of the cottages.  The room evidently proved unsatisfactory, or perhaps was only ever 

intended to be a temporary arrangement, as money was raised to build a chapel adjacent 

to the cottages, on land donated by Mrs. Whitworth of Dallington Hall. 

The building was opened on 11th April 1882 and a day school opened there on 1st May 

1882 under mistress Miss Downing, for children aged 3 to 7 years.  Fees were paid: 3d 

for the first child, 2d for a second child, and 1d for a third child of the same family.  Unlike 

along Midland Road, the development of Finedon Road was much slower than expected, 

so the schools later moved to Castle Street and in 1923 the Church decided the building 

was no longer required, so it was put up for auction. 

George Betz, who was originally from New York and living in Little Irchester, was manager 

of a firm in London Road, Wellingborough who made “chrome glazed kid leather” for 

things like ladies’ gloves and handbags.  His plan was to turn the hall into a tannery, but 

he gave up the idea and by 1926 he had emigrated, presumably back to America. 

At that time, even 41 years after the hall was opened, there were very few houses in that 

area.  There was just The Locomotive with two small shops beside it, and a handful of 

cottages tenanted by workers at the blast furnaces.  The houses along the south side of 

the road towards Eastfield Road were not built until after 1925. 

Meanwhile, members of the Wesleyan Reform Mission Church had also met in one of 

the homes in Midland Cottages: that of Engine Driver Arthur Dickins. 
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Arthur Dickins was born in 1863 at Walgrave, Northamptonshire.  His father was a 

shoemaker, but Arthur joined the railway as an engine cleaner and was then promoted 

to fireman.  In 1885 he married a local girl, Martha Blundell, and in 1890 they moved to 

Wellingborough where he was promoted again, to Driver.  Arthur had been a member of 

the Baptist Church at Walgrave, but switched to the Wesleyan Reformers soon after 

moving to No.10 Midland Cottages, Wellingborough. 

With the number of worshipers increasing, the Dickins’s family home was just not large 

enough, so a prominent Wesleyan from Rushden, John Clark (of Jaques & Clark, boot 

manufacturers) purchased the hall from Mr.Betz for £290 and set up a Trust for it to be 

administered on behalf of the Wesleyan Church. 

Arthur and Martha Dickins had three children.  Their first son Harry joined the army, 

becoming a Sergeant in the Great War, before switching to a career on the railway as a 

Wagon and Carriage Examiner, a position he retained up to WW2.  Their second son 

Ernest became a picture frame maker, married and moved to Market Harborough.  Their 

daughter Edith became a school teacher and married Frederick Falkener, a Clerk at Ideal 

Clothiers.  Harry and Frederick purchased building plots that were to become Nos.174 

and 176 Finedon Road, and had a pair of houses built there.  These are the houses 

immediately adjacent to the hall.  Frederick and Edith later moved just a few hundred 

yards away to 68 Alexandra Road whilst Harry’s wife Lottie became the caretaker at the 

hall. 

Arthur died on 24th May 1923, aged 60, so it was entirely appropriate that the hall, which 

was re-opened in April 1924, should then be named Dickins Memorial Hall.  It became a 

focal point for the community who within weeks had established a choir there and also a 

football team. 

John Clark died in February 1924, so at the opening ceremony on 5th April 1924 Harry, 

Dickins’s daughter Edith handed the keys to John Clark’s widow Annie. 

After WW2 the congregation started to fall, not helped by the demolition of Midland 

Cottages in the early 1960s and their replacement by “Midland Business Units” 

warehouses and factories.  The last service was held in the hall at Christmas in 2015 and 

the building then lay empty and unused. 

In 2021 it was advertised for sale by Harwoods with an asking price of £160,000.  This 

was the first time in almost 100 years that it had been offered for sale, and it was 

purchased by a local businessman to add to his portfolio.  A change of use was granted 

in 2022 and it became a hairdresser.  In late 2024 a planning application was submitted 

for a small bungalow to be built to the Finedon side of the property, but this was refused. 

Charlotte Hazeldine already runs a day nursery at Irchester and in late 2024 she took a 

lease on the hall and started to make it suitable for her business, opening it on 20th August 

2025. 

Charlotte is keen to retain as much history as possible and was disappointed that the 

original floor boards had been damaged beyond repair by the previous occupants, 

necessitating new laminate flooring to be fixed over the top.  She loves the character of 

the building and says she attempts to “honour the journey the building has had”, claiming 

that if you care about looking after young lives then you cannot help but care to look after 

the old building and its heritage too.  She feels that children are no longer in touch with 
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nature, so is delighted that the hall has a large garden with fruit trees, so the children 

have already experienced home-made apple pie.  Her business is “Pop Up Day Nursery” 

and we wish her every success. 

It is understood that an application may soon be made for a small single storey extension 

to the hall in order to increase capacity. 

One of our Civic Society aims is “to encourage the conservation and preservation of the 

listed and historic buildings and streets” so it seems entirely correct that we should 

welcome this new business which keeps the old building maintained and serving a useful 

purpose.  For the record, it is not a Listed building. 

 

They say a camera cannot lie, but in reality it doesn’t look this bright! 

 

So, what of the pink fencing?  The Civic Society hasn’t been asked for its opinions, but 

your scribe personally doesn’t object to it at all.  At the opening ceremony in 1924 Edith 

Dickins presented a bouquet of pink carnations to Annie Clark, so perhaps the colour 

was an inspired choice.  I might feel differently if they painted the lovely brickwork pink, 

but it’s just a wooden fence. 

Thanks to Bob Townson for trawling the records at All Saints Church, Martin Percy for 

confirming details of Midland Cottages, Yvonne Witney of the Wesleyan Church for sight 

of a paper written by Mr.Faulkner, Arthur Dickins’s grandson in 2006, Dave Harris of the 

Midland Railway Study Centre, and Charlotte Hazeldine from the Pop Up Day Nursery 

for their help with this article. 
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The east end of the building, with attractive stained glass windows. 

 

 

The interior, adapted for 

safe use with young 

children, but preserving 

the lovely roof and 

character of the old 

chapel. 

 

Charlotte Hazeldine, owner 

of the Pop Up Day Nursery 

explains her future plans 

to your Editor. 
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                                                                                      (Photos by Bonnie Killingback) 

 

After publication of the above, Jon-Paul Carr provided the following addendum: 

Mr Betz was the manager for Nicholson, Son and Daniel Tannery at Little Irchester, which 

opened in an old corn warehouse (built in the 1860s) in 1907.  The tannery was on the 

right just after the river bridge.  A house stood just before the tannery which is where the 

Betz family lived.  He came to be the manager in 1907 when it opened.  During WW1 he 

was locked up due to his surname and German origins.  The works protested for his 

release.  He did indeed leave the country in the mid-1920s but to Canada, not back to 

the USA, leaving several of his family members behind. 

 


