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HI Lancaster Friary Excavation, 1981 i An Interim
Report by s. H. Penney

Between April and June 1981 a trench was excavated
on vacant land adjacent to the Tourist Information
Office in Dalton Square in order to attempt to
ascertain Foomething of the groundplan of the medieval
friary. The history of this Dominican friary
is poorly documented, although it is known to have
been centred around the present Sulyard Street/Dalton
Square area on the eastern side of the town.

The only known description of the friary is in a post
Dissolution document dated 1556, where its 'church,
bell tower and cemetery' are referred to. Judging
by the periodic discovery of skeletal remains, the
cemetery appears to have extended between Moor Lane
and Sulyard Street.

After the Dissolution, the friary lands passed through
a series of hands until it became the property of the
Dalton family. A house (variously called 'The Friers'
or 'Friarage House') was occupied on the site of the
friary through the seventeenth century and up till
1783 when the Dalton family sold the land; it was
split up into building plots and arranged along a
rectilinear street pattern focusing on the new Dalton
Square. In developing Sulyard Street in 1801 part
of the church foundations were revealed, and some
years later in the course of drain digging in the same
street, sections of mosaic tile flooring, which
presumably paved areas of the choir, were revealed
in situ.

Conventionally the claustral buildings of a friary
extend from the southern side of the friary church.
Nothing of the groundplan of these buildings are
known in Lancaster, and the purchase by Lancaster
City Council of a vacant plot of land on the eastern
side of Dalton Square, (approximately 100 yards south
of Sulyard Street) provided the opportunity to
ascertain if the claustral buildings extended this
far south.

A trench 2 metres x 6.5 metres was excavated running
approximately E - W. A considerable depth of nine
teenth century fill was encountered. A massive
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stone-built drain was found crossing the site
(approximately N - 5). This appears to be related
to the draining of a tarn which is known to have
existed some distance to the SSE in 1778, but which
does not appear on the 1783 plans drawn up by the
architect who laid out the new streets. This drain,
which was approximately 1 metre in depth, rested on
natural sand at 2.4 metres depth.

The drain cut through the bottom three courses of a
1 metre wide medieval wall foundation which ran
approximately ENE - WSW; the eastern side of the
eighteenth century drain obscured details of a right
angled corner in the wall which extended south beyond
the excavated area. No medieval levels associated
with this foundation survived, these having been
removed during the eighteenth century landscaping of
Dalton Square; two small sherds of medieval gritty
fabric ware were, however, recovered from the fill of
the foundation trench, and in the region of forty
medieval sherds were recovered from 18th-19th
century contexts.

Approximately one hundred and twenty whole or
fragmentary sections of medieval mosaic tile flooring
found scattered throughout most levels on the site
provide an interesting lin~with two other North West
sites. Thirty three different elements are
represented, and from these it is possible to re
construct at least part of half a dozen different
motifs. Several of these motifs have close parallels
in the mosaic tile flooring at Norton Priory and
Warrington Friary, and part of a line-impressed
rosette found stamped on one tile fragment is also
closely matched at Norton and Warrington. The possible
links between these three sites will be the subject

of further study. No tiles were found in situ, and Iit is clear that landscaping and earth-moving
activities when Dalton Square was laid out resulted

in the tiles being dispersed from the church site 1
on Sulyard Street.

The discovery of medieval foundations, perhaps part
of the friary's frater range, suggests that more
survives on this and adjacent sites. We do now know
a little of the extent of the friary buildings.
Should any redevelopment of this area be contemplated,
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prior archaeological investigation would be highly
desirable.

The full publication of this site is in preparation.
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