
Guilty or not guilty? 
 

   On 16 December 1889 the Diss Primitive Methodist Circuit Committee met at New 
Buckenham at the request of the District Secretary. The purpose of the meeting was 
‘to receive the statement of Annie Seaman through her Father, Bro. E. Seaman, she 
being under age to act with regard to the case existing between the Rev. W. Franks 
and herself as reported.’1 Clearly a startling and perhaps shocking situation had arisen. 
   William Franks was born in Sutton-on-the-Forest in North Yorkshire in 1854. His 
father was a shoemaker. William was converted at the age of thirteen and at the 
precociously early age of fifteen he was put on the preaching plan. Resolving to enter 
the Primitive Methodist ministry, he attended the Theological Institute in Sunderland. 
   His application to join the Approved List of Primitive Methodist Preachers 
following his probationary year followed the usual form. The subsequent Examiners’ 
report states that his application should be ‘received as satisfactory; also his…formal 
sermons and religious experience.’ It was also noted that ‘he has fallen 4 marks below 
the minimum number for this year.’ However this was ‘sufficiently accounted for by 
the sad intelligence that reached Bro. Franks during the sitting of the examination that 
his brother was killed by accident.’ 
   The report concluded: ‘We believe Bro. William Franks to be an earnest and 
successful worker; his application shews an increase of 51 members and £13.9.9d in 
revenue during his probation; his journal shows that he has witnessed over 40 
conversions during the year and we unanimously and heartily recommend him to the 
Conference for the Approved List.’2 
   The young man was described as having a sanguine temperament and was - 
 

genial in disposition, wiry in constitution and knowing nothing of defeat. He 
lived on the sunny side of the street and inspired others by the warmth of his 
enthusiasm. William was a born evangelist. He had that strange mystic or 
‘mesmeric’ power that helps men to decision or compels them to surrender. 
In the early days of his ministry scores of persons were swept into the 
kingdom by his passionate appeals.3 
 

   William Franks’ first circuits were Colchester in 1877 where he was married, 
Briston in 1878, Cambridge I in 1881 and Fakenham in 1884. He was stationed in the 
Diss Circuit in 1886. 

                                                        
1 Norfolk Record Office, FC/79, Diss Primitive Methodist Circuit Quarterly Meeting minutes, 1864-1905. 
Enoch Seaman, his wife Matilda and their daughter Annie – Ann Frances- had all been born in Gislingham 
in Suffolk and later had moved to New Buckenham in Norfolk. Enoch was an agricultural labourer. 
2 N.R.O., ACC2004/96 Box 1, Norwich Primitive Methodist District papers. 
3 Geoff Dickenson, My Primitive Methodist website. 



   The Diss Circuit was a small one and it was beset by problems. The central chapel in 
Mount Street faced strong competition from Wesleyan, United Methodist Free and 
Congregational churches whilst the circuit as a whole was a wholly rural one. At this 
time agriculture was in a depressed state with wages at a low ebb and so the finances 
of the circuit were in a parlous state. Although Franks wrote in the Chapel Schedule of 
1889 that the circuit was ‘prosperous numerically, financially and spiritually’ with an 
increase of 77 members over the previous two years, one of the local preachers in the 
circuit observed that ‘his talk with regard to the circuit and its success was 
unreliable.’4 The following year his successor noted that ‘we are sorry this station 
cannot be reported as prosperous…We have done our best and failed to win present 
success. Circumstances over which we have little or no control, have worked greatly 
against our prosperity as a station. Still we hope for better times to come.’5 Were these 
circumstances related to the scandalous situation which had become known 
throughout the circuit? 
   The Circuit Committee which met in December 1889 discussed the statement made 
by Annie Seaman’s father and passed the resolution – ‘as the Father of the above 
Annie Seaman believes the statement of his daughter Respecting the Rev. W. Franks 
to be true and wishes the case to be sent to the District Committee for its investigation, 
we therefore send it to the Secretary, Rev. J. Smith.’6 By this time William Franks had 
left the circuit and was stationed instead at the Primitive Methodist circuit at Soham. 
   Prior to this discussion at the Quarterly Meeting in December other investigations 
had already taken place. Mr H.J. Waters had been asked to initiate enquiries although 
it is unclear who it was who had made this request. Henry Waters of Norwich was a 
farmer, an auctioneer and valuer, a Norfolk County Councillor, a magistrate and a 
powerful figure in Norfolk Primitive Methodism. He wrote to William Beales, local 
preacher, miller and merchant of Old Buckenham in the Diss Circuit who replied on 
27 November. Beales described how he had taken his wife with him and together they 
had gone to see the young girl Annie Seaman at her home in the village of New 
Buckenham. After Annie had described the chain of events which had taken place 
concerning William Franks and herself, William Beales asked her to write a statement 
corroborating her verbal account and this paper he enclosed with his letter to Henry 
Waters. 
   William Beales went on to say in his reply, ‘By some means Franks has got to hear 
of the girl’s statement respecting his conduct and has written to her parents to have the 
girl give a denial of the accusations.’ 

                                                        
4 N.R.O., ACC2004/96 op.cit. 
5 N.R.O., FC74/127, Diss Primitive Methodist Circuit Chapel Schedules. 
6 N.R.O., FC74/79, Diss Primitive Methodist Circuit Quarterly Meeting minutes, 1864-1905. 



   William Beales concluded his letter, ‘The girl was examined yesterday by a Doctor 
and he said the girl had had connections with someone – and in his opinion was 3 
months gone.’ 
   Annie Seaman’s statement is written in a clear and careful childish hand, very much 
like the sort of writing she would have practised at school. She wrote:7 
 

I went to Mr W. Franks of the 5th August 1889. Franks was absent from home 
from the 5th until the following Friday at Ipswich. On Monday the 12th Franks 
came down early in the morning – between 7 and 8am – that is an hour 
earlier than usual – and pulled up my clothes – on Wednesday 14th he came 
into the kitchen pulled up my clothes and backed me up against the table and 
criminal assulted me and hurt me very much – next day he came and asked 
me if I was ready to go upstairs to dress. I replied I was not quite ready, but 
afterwards [went] up. I was doing up my hair – he came into the room and 
laid me on the bed and assulted me again – I cannot remember all the dates 
but every week he assulted me either in the kitchen or upstairs – on the 
evening after Mrs Franks comfinement we were both going to chaple and he 
pushed me into the w.c. and there assulted me. Afterwards we both went to 
chapel – the last time he assulted me was about three weeks before I left – on 
this accaison Mrs Franks saw him run out of my room and afterwards had a 
quarrel about it – I heard Mrs Franks say she would not have me in the house 
– and two weeks afterwards Mrs Franks gave me notice to leave and I came 
home on the following Satuday – on coming away Mr Franks made use of 
some threating words but don’t exacly know what they [were] – on every 
accasion I made no Complant – Mrs Franks being deaf he was better able to 
accomplish his Purposses. 
 

   The next letter was written by Rev. Arthur Wardle, a Primitive Methodist minister 
then stationed in Cambridge. It was dated 4 December 1889 and addressed to Rev. 
John Smith, Secretary of the District Meeting stationed at Yarmouth. Wardle 
explained that he had visited William and Elizabeth Franks and discussed the situation 
‘fully’. Strangely, in spite of placing the matter before them ‘in all its bearings, legal 
and otherwise’, he commented that Mrs Franks ‘does not know the specific contents 
of Seaman’s statement’ though she asserted that ‘the statement is incorrect in some 
particulars.’ Wardle, it seems, did not regard it as incongruous that Elizabeth Franks 
was ignorant of the details of the case and did not feel it incumbent upon himself to 
enlighten her. 

                                                        
7 I have retained her spelling throughout the statement. 



   Unsurprisingly, Arthur Wardle reported that William Franks ‘avows his innocence 
of all wrong’ and Franks said he had put the case into the hands of solicitors. 
   Wardle then rehearsed the details of the household during the previous August and 
September. Mrs Franks had been busy about the house until her confinement when a 
nurse had attended her for a couple of weeks. The nurse was ‘a sensible well-disposed 
body though a church woman and to me protests that she did not observe the slightest 
reason for any suspicion of wrong; nor does she believe there could have been.’ 
   During Elizabeth Franks’ confinement, the two children slept with Annie. The 
District Evangelist also stayed in the house for some days. Moreover Elizabeth denied 
that she had quarrelled with her husband about Annie and that had been the reason 
why Annie had been sent away. Indeed, she might have stayed on another month, said 
Elizabeth, had she so wished and although she was ‘rough, Mrs Franks did not doubt 
her piety.’ Instead she had been dismissed because ‘she was of no use for the care of 
the children’ – one of the main reasons for which they had needed a girl. Mrs Franks 
had seen a letter written to Annie by her mother ‘which led her to believe that the girl 
had complained to her parents that she had to work much too hard.’ 
   Wardle concluded that although he was not required to judge whether Franks was 
guilty or not, after speaking to Elizabeth Franks and the nurse, he thought ‘there could 
not have been the opportunity for such proceedings as related by Seaman.’ 
   The next letter was sent by William Beales to John Smith on 10 December. He 
confirmed that Annie Seaman stuck firmly to her former statement and was fully 
prepared to repeat it in a court of law. He continued with the surprisingly revealing 
statement about Franks, saying that ‘if reports are reliable, there are other females to 
whom he payed [sic] great attention and whose conduct was anything but creditable.’ 
Yet he himself had seen nothing in Franks ‘that led me to suppose he was fond of 
women.’ As far as the circuit was concerned he felt ‘the outlook is terrible. The black 
cloud lowers upon us.' He concluded that he had written to the Rev. Robert Betts who 
had recently left the circuit and was now at Acle and asked him to convene the District 
Committee. This was then done. 
   After receiving the request from Annie Seaman’s father, the District Committee 
considered the case and then took the easy way out. Without making any further 
enquiries, it referred the case on to the Soham Circuit where Franks was now working 
and asked it to deal with the charge. 
   Two statements were then prepared by William Franks in mid January 1890, both 
written on the same day. One statement declared his innocence ‘in the presence of 
God who is Holy’ and insisted that Annie Seaman’s charges were ‘foul and 
disgraceful.’ The second statement was sent to the District Committee at Great 
Yarmouth. It was a lengthy paper and asserted that people had described Annie’s 
behaviour as ‘wild and disgraceful’ although no people were actually named or 



identified, and that ‘she would take up with the lowest company’. She had been given 
permission by Mrs Franks to go to prayer and class meetings, but had failed to turn up 
so her name had never been entered in the class book. His mother-in-law had been 
staying in the house during Annie’s first fortnight there and she was always up early 
whilst Elizabeth Franks had not left the house during all the time Annie was living 
with them. William also denied ‘rising so early of a Monday morning’. He detailed his 
movements on various days and pointed out that ‘Mrs Franks is dull of hearing, not so 
bad but we can talk to her very comfortably’. 
   On the same day that these statements were written, the Soham Circuit Committee 
met. It declared ‘we unanimously believe the statement of Rev. W. Franks to be true 
and that we sincerely believe him to be purely innocent of the foul charges made by 
Annie Seaman and that we have every confidence in Mr Franks believing him to be a 
true Christian minister.’ Sympathy was expressed to him and his family in this sore 
trial. It concluded, ‘We believe Annie Seaman to be a most deceitful and wicked Girl.’ 
   Clearly the church authorities were anxious to clear the name of Franks and restrict 
any damage to the church yet questions remained unresolved. Annie Seaman was 
never questioned by anyone other than initially by William Beales on the day she 
wrote her statement. None of the ‘females’ to whom Franks paid his attentions was 
sought out and questioned. The speed with which a rape could occur seems to have 
been overlooked by those who dealt with the matter. In addition there was every 
reason why Elizabeth Franks should have chosen not to know anything incriminating 
about her husband. There was no effort made to find and identify the father of Annie’s 
baby. The date of the start of the pregnancy was identical with the beginning of 
Annie’s job at the Franks’ house. It is hard to see what Annie could have gained by 
accusing Franks if someone else was the father of the baby. Mrs Franks does not 
appear to have been asked whether Annie had asked to attend meetings and the fact 
that Annie’s name did not appear in the class book suggests that she may never have 
turned up, but it could also indicate that she never intended to go in the first place and 
it was simply an attempt to blacken the girl’s name further.  
   The whole matter was dealt with within the church. William Franks’ statement was 
accepted in its entirety and without investigation. Despite Annie’s age, no attempt was 
made by anyone to involve the police in the matter.  Although Franks claimed the 
matter was in the hands of his solicitors, there is no evidence that any solicitor was 
ever engaged. 
   Franks went on to have a very lengthy career with appointments to various District 
Committees. It is interesting to read an appreciation of him in the Primitive Methodist 
Magazine of 1913 where he was described as sweeping all before him by the force of 
his personality. ‘He knows how to magnify success and turn the blind eye to apparent 
failure’ whilst ‘his breezy optimism disarms the critic.’ Did he use this aspect of his 



personality to convince his interrogators? Did he manage to persuade himself that he 
was innocent of all crime? 
   Surprisingly Enoch Seaman continued as a local preacher in the Diss Circuit, chapel 
steward at New Buckenham and a member of the circuit Sunday school committee. 
What happened to Annie and her baby is not known. 
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