
What did mediaeval Grey Friars look like? 
The starting point – William Stukeley’s sketch of the remains of the mediaeval Grey 
Friars building complex, church, cloister and gatehouse, drawn in 1718 (below, left).  

                
Stukeley’s sketch of 1718                                  CAT investigation of foundations                   Re-used material in the western boundary wall 
 

Apart from some re-used material in modern walls, and limited below-ground remains 
identified in small-scale archaeological excavations (by Colchester Archaeological Trust), 
Stukeley’s sketch is the most comprehensive piece of evidence we have on which to base an 
analysis of how the site looked when occupied by friars from the 1220s to the 1530s. 
 

Mediaeval expert Dr John Ashdown-Hill (of ‘finding Richard III’ fame) has interpreted all the 
evidence so far available and has suggested that the friars’ church was roughly in the position 
of the current range of Georgian buildings (Hillcrest, Grey Friars and All Saints), but set rather 
further back from the current road. There would have been a gate house or gateway opening 
onto the actual road (now High Street / top of East Hill) and a precinct wall around the site. 
 

     
(above, centre) Is this the likely position of the friars’ church? The gatehouse may have been where Grey Friars itself now stands (illustration: Access Books). 

 

For John’s detailed interpretation, explained step by step, go to the link below … … 
 

http://www.johnashdownhill.com/johns-blog/2015/1/15/the-franciscan-priory-of-colchester-greyfriars 
 

Some other ‘Grey Friars’ remains … … 

        
Grey Friars Dunwich, Suffolk                                     Grey Friars Tower, Kings Lynn, Norfolk                                            Grey Friars, Lincoln 
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(left) Suggested layout set against 
Roman Rd and St James’ church 
 

(right) Interpretation of the structures 
shown in a mediaeval drawing of East 
Gate and East Hill    (both: John Ashdown-Hill) 
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