
The Grey Friars Gardens – CCHS pupil remembers much-loved trees 
 

The gardens figure significantly amongst former pupils’ varied recollections of school life at Grey Friars. 
And all the way through to the 21st century the giant Holm Oak near the house has been a favourite 
feature. As recently as 2008 the circa 400-year-old was voted in Colchester’s top dozen most loved trees 
during a survey by the Borough’s parks department.  
 

We reprint below an article for the CCHS Alumnae magazine written by Joan Gurney, who, as Joan 
Appleton attended the school from 1938 to 1951. 
 

 
 

1. The splendid gardens in Victorian / Edwardian times (print in Essex Record Office) 
 

 
 

2. An enormous tree in the side garden, between Grey Friars and Hillcrest, subsequently removed for 
building the west wing of the convent school. Taken in 1903 during the Fenn family’s residence. 



 
3. Lush tree growth during convent school days (1903 – 1919). 

 

 
 

4. The upper and lower lawns and trees as seen in convent school days (1903 – 1919) 
 

 
 

5. The lawns and more mature trees as seen in County High School days (1920 – 1957) 
 
 



 
 

6. An aerial view during the 1940s shows over two dozen trees still in the grounds despite  
a large area being paved as a playground for the Colchester County High School pupils. 

 
Since the publication of “Grey Friars – Colchester’s Forgotten Corner” and the opening of the 
website, many photographs and memories, which were previously unrecorded, have arrived on 
our desks. These have included views of the frontage and the interior of Grey Friars both in the 
days of CCHS and prior to 1920 when it was occupied by the Sisters of Nazareth. 
 

There are also pictures of groups of children in the nuns’ school (which they opened shortly 
after 1904), and of the CCHS Preparatory Department when little boys were also admitted. Very 
few unfamiliar photos have turned up showing more than one or two of the original mature trees 
in the garden – but there are exceptions and some of them are shown here. 
 

In the well-known set of nine professional photographs made into postcards recording the site 
during the 1920s when CCHS first arrived, a few feature a number of trees. One shows the 
walkway through the herbaceous borders edged by fruit trees, including the pear tree which used 
to shed its hard fruit onto the path in autumn (photo 7). 
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The Holm oak (left in photo 3, right in photo 4), whose spreading canopy now overshadows the 
former tennis/badminton court still remains. It is very worthy of its preservation order as it now 
begins to exceed its 400 years of life.  
 

The former magnificent conservatory with its entwined wisteria also features in many postcards 
(photos 3 and 4) as well as several yews which are scattered about the garden Their dark green 
leafy twigs with glowing red berries formed an annual test of our painting skills in nature study 
lessons. One yew came down in a storm in 2002 and provided some excellent material for a local 
wood carver. Several former CCHS pupils recall that a large Scots Pine grew on one side of the 
playground and that there was also a lime, a eucalyptus, chestnuts and a big beech which was 
removed to make the back entrance to the clinic next door. My favourite however, was a walnut 
tree which grew near the exit from the side passageway and the bicycle sheds. There was always a 
stampede at break-time to gather and feast on the fallen nuts in autumn. 
 

The most intriguing tree, because of its history and folklore, has to be the black mulberry which 
is remembered by Beth Chatto who was a pupil at CCHS in the early 1930s. Another former 
pupil remembers that it blew down during that decade. But whereabouts in the garden did it 
grow? 
 

Mulberry trees live to a great old age but become gnarled and brittle as the years roll by and 
often need props to support their branches. If the Grey Friars tree were alive today, it could be 
over 400 years old. The oldest tree which was planted in 1548 is purported to be still standing at 
Syon House. The mulberry has many medicinal properties. In Greek mythology it is a symbol of 
misfortune in love, and it is said that the fruit turned from white to dark red from the blood of 
Pyramus and Thisbe who were killed in the shade of a mulberry tree. I wonder if “A 
Midsummmer Night’s Dream” was ever performed by CCHS in the shade of the Grey Friars 
black mulberry tree! 
 

For me the most captivating story is that of the black versus the white mulberry. In the 
Preparatory Department of CCHS I can remember keeping silkworms in cardboard boxes and 
feeding them on black mulberry leaves – a few more trees existed in other gardens near Grey 
Friars (picture 8). But only silkworms fed on white mulberry leaves produce silk of the correct 
textile strength because of the high sericin content of these leaves.  
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The King of France, Louis XIII, persuaded James I to plant black mulberries all over Great 
Britain in the belief that a silk trade could be developed here and a frenzy of planting began in 
the 17th Century. This false information was a strategy used to avoid the threat to the established 
silk trade of France. The pupils of CCHS therefore who reared silkworms on black mulberry 
leaves produced such low grade silk that it could not be successfully spun or woven and the 
whole breeding process was, therefore, just an exercise in natural history. The spot where the 
Grey Friars mulberry tree grew, nevertheless, holds some magic for me. If you can pinpoint 
exactly where that was, please contact the website - greyfriarscolchester.org.uk or email: 
greyfriarshistory@btinternet.com - I would love to know.                       Joan Gurney April 2016 


