
Grey Friars Architectural Tour  
Garden Front and grounds 

Part 1 - The Garden Front and near garden 
As we exit from the small door to the west and enter a section of the garden, we are confronted 
by the long wall of the Edwardian wing which extends westward across the former garden. This 
wing also houses the large hall used as the nuns’ chapel. Looking back at the small doorway from 
which we have just emerged, it is not insignificant although it is only a subsidiary side entrance. It 
has a pediment and pilasters (fig 70). 
 

Between 1780 and 1900 the house had a variety of owners including clergy and physicians. It is 
pure speculation that the former library (just to the left of this door) might once have been a 
doctor’s surgery, and the entrance was for his patients so that their activities would be separated 
from the rest of the household. They would have reached this door by means of the original 
right-of-way (fig 1). The dark corridor may have been the waiting room – very typical of country 
doctors’ waiting rooms even as late as the 1940s and 50s. 
 

We are now standing in a small sheltered courtyard adjoining this side entrance. During an 
excavation by Colchester Archaeological Trust in 2004 when the Adult Community College was 
preparing to have a lift installed to meet the regulations for the use of the college by disabled 
people, a small section of Roman tessellated pavement was recorded very near to the point 
where the Edwardian west wing joins the original house extension of 1780. 
 

Today, well above ground, this corner of the original Rev John Halls’ house still bears evidence 
of gardening activities in the late C18th, and this small doorway was more likely to have been for 
the use of the several gardeners employed to keep the flower borders immaculate. Their tool 
shed and other associated out-buildings adjoined the west wall of the library. We know from 
these early plans that there was a lavatory here also. The outline of these various structures can 
be traced on this wall where brick and plaster rendering do not quite marry (fig 71). 
 

This is a more likely explanation for the side entrance which existed to keep the gardeners, their 
equipment and activities as unobtrusive as possible. Here also, looking upwards we have the first 
sighting of a cast iron rainwater head with the initials JEH (John and Elizabeth Halls) and the 
date 1755. (fig 72)  
 

Now out in the open air, a turn to the right takes us into the main part of the garden. 
A further turn to the right allows us to pass the Venetian window of the former library as we 
arrive at the very large and grand bow window of the former dining room which is slightly 
elevated above three stone steps (fig 73). 
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This aspect of the building has inspired artists and photographers of all generations. Pupils of 
Colchester County High School were taken into the garden in summer for their art lessons. And 
today, in 2014, the immaculate silk screen prints by Julie Graham who chose this building for 
part of her B.A. degree in Art and Design, emphasise its beauty by linking treasured functional 
ephemera with prints of the day (fig 74).  
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An overall view of the rear façade of 1780 before the east and west extensions were added 
shows, like the frontage, that it has a very symmetrical appearance. The double bow windows are 
flanked on left and right by Venetian windows on both the ground floor and the first storey. The 
1904 additions, to some extent, reduce this symmetry but are well hidden so that the whole 
remains very neo-classical and with its four Venetian windows loses none of its Palladianism. 
 

The large bow window on the ground floor has five arched lights, the central one with an upper 
sash opening and small low internal and external hinged doors which give access to the garden 
from the former Dining Room. As we saw earlier when this room was visited, these five lights 
are separated by highly decorative pilasters. On the first floor, immediately above, the lower bow 
window is matched by a smaller bow window of three lights. The central one is glazed from top 
to bottom and forms a pair of doors opening to a small balcony. On either side of these the 
lights are glazed only in the upper third – the lower part being wood panelling. All three 
windows, unlike the large arched windows below on the ground floor, have a pointed apex. This 
is an indication of the Gothic influence which often appeared in the designs of Robert Adam 
and in houses built in this style. 
 



The two large bow windows and the four Venetian windows, one on either side on the ground 
floor and one either side on the first floor, are also highly decorated externally with pilasters, 
medallions and other mouldings (figs 75 and 76). Each pilaster has a shaft and a moulded capital.  
 

Gazing upwards it can be seen that just below the parapet at roof level the stone string course 
continues, matching that on the frontage. The east and west wings added in the early C20th are 
clearly visible to left and right but are not obtrusive. Tucked round the corner near the east wing 
is another rainwater head in a corresponding position to the one just viewed on the west side. It 
also has the same JEH 1755 inscription. This is more easily viewed from the top floor when we 
arrive there. The small house known as Hillcrest can just be distinguished on the western side. 
Originally the two houses were quite separate with a right-of-way and a garden between them – 
internally we shall see details of this later. 
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The original land attached to Grey Friars when it was a monastery extended as far as the Roman 
wall, but the walled garden (a car park at the time of writing) was in existence when it was a 
priory (1904-1920) and remained so as part of Colchester County High School (1920-1957). 
 

Falling away from the garden front with short flights of centrally placed steps between them 
there are a series of terraces (fig 77). The upper terrace was originally a badminton court from 
1920 immediately after the County High School took over the building. It was a little later 
marked out as a tennis court.  
It was only slightly overshadowed by the ancient Holm Oak. But today there would be no hope 
of hitting a ball under the canopy of this 400-year-old tree. This tree has a preservation order on 
it and was placed in the top twelve during a competition run by Colchester’s Parks Department 
in 2008 to find the most impressive and well-loved tree in Colchester Borough. 
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The smaller yew tree on the opposite side of the court – which may be even older – still bears 
the scars where a wire was tightened round the trunk in order to hold taut the upper edge of a 
tennis net when it acted as a temporary post. Photographic and cartographic records show that 
this upper terrace has remained as a lawn for decades, if not centuries.  
 
 
 

During the time that CCHS occupied the building the Preparatory and Junior Departments of the school held 
their sports day on this upper terrace lawn. Ruth Lindsey (CCHS 1939-49) writes “We had team races which 
included the Bean Bag Race and Tunnel Ball and the individual races included the Egg and Spoon Race, Three-
Legged Race and a Sack Race. There would be a gym display and a high-jump contest.” 
 
 

 

The last occupants to have Grey Friars as a family house were the Fenns (1891-1903) and it is 
clear from their family photographs that they also used this upper terrace as a tennis court (fig 
77b) – and there is also reference (in Part 1 of this book) of croquet being played. 
 

It is easy to speculate that in the C18th a more gentile game of battledore and shuttlecock might 
have been played here. Equally enjoyed by children and adults, it required no court markings or 
net and was not even competitive; the sole aim being to keep the shuttlecock going to and fro in 
the air for as long as possible, and then to record the total, by writing it with quill and ink on the 
vellum of the battledore together with name and date (see Appendix).  
 

Perhaps this was an after-dinner summer activity enjoyed by the whole family in the late C18th 
when this medieval game was popular. Chippendale chairs would have been taken from the 
dining room together with wine glasses and perhaps a blanket to sit on. 
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Kate Greenaway produced many illustrations of the game in her children’s books of the C19th 
when the game was still played. But a much earlier engraving (fig 78) shows an adult game in 
progress with strung battledores rather than vellum ones.  
 

It is interesting to note the outside stairway and raised terrace in the background which would 
have served as a viewing gallery equivalent to the first storey balcony at Grey Friars. Outside 
staircases on neo-classical buildings were often a feature at this time as will be discussed later.  

 
fig 78 

Another feature of the Grey Friars balcony was that it originally had a lead canopy (fig 79) which 
would have served to protect the delicate skin of the ladies from the sun – essential for viewing a 
garden game. Studs holding the canopy in place below the parapet are still visible at the time of 
writing (2012).  
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The remains of the studwork holding the lead canopy in place gave rise to rumours in wartime days at CCHS 
that it had been machine-gunned by a German fighter plane, but this incident was confused with another.  
Molly Clarkson and Diana Ruffle (CCHS 1943-48) remember being asked to get under their desks quickly as 
a wartime plane machine-gunned across the front of the building, and all the way down East Hill. Nesta 
Wyncoll, another pupil, remembers the ‘under-desk’ routine when bombs were dropped in Chapel Street.  
 

 

Not only would the upper terrace lawn be very visible from the viewing points of the ground 
floor bay window and the upper balcony but these would also concentrate the gaze on the 
magnificent conservatory against the southern boundary wall of the garden (fig 80). The 
conservatory was still in good repair when the Sisters of Nazareth arrived in 1904, but by the 
1930s, when Colchester County High School had been in residence for ten years, it was 
beginning to fall into disrepair. It was known by the pupils as ‘the arbour’ with its wild and 
wonderful wisteria winding its way through the ruins. At present nothing is left except for the 
remains of one or two more unusual shrubs growing against the boundary wall. 
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The Adam style conservatory may not have been built at the same time as the 1780 house 
extension – it does not appear on the house plans of that era. It was obviously placed against a 
garden wall because there was no suitable south-facing house wall. It was built when the 
orangeries in neo-classical houses were beginning to give way to hot-houses and glass palaces. It 
formed a powerful focal point viewed from the original dining room or balcony with its 
spectacular glass dome and was reminiscent of the small isolated building called ‘The Orangery’ 



in Manhead, Devon or of the grander orangery of Syon House in Middlesex – both designed by 
Robert Adam. 
 

The lowest and final terrace just in front of the conservatory was tastefully set out with 
flowerbeds and shrubs and certainly until at least 1920 it was carefully and lovingly tended both 
by nuns and gardeners (fig 81). 
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For further information on the site and its buildings, see the printed book. 
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