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In the second quarter of 2012 Chester Archaeological 
Society concentrated its effort into digging test pits in 
the gardens of Eccleston. 

Test pits are a simple yet effective method of sampling 
the archaeology at a number of locations within a 
village and at the same time involving the residents in 
the project. 

Each test pit is 1metre² and dug to a maximum depth of 
1.4 metres using a mattock to remove the ground soil, 
and regular sieving to extract any finds.  All finds are 
logged according to their context and when necessary 
identified by the on-site professional finds expert. 

Altogether we have excavated 5 test pits and most of 
the finds are 19

th
 century in date.  One interesting find 

was this clay pipe bowl with a decoration in enamel of 
pink roses, most likely made in France at the end of the 

19
th
 century. 

We have a number of items earlier in date but nothing 
yet that would suggest or support an early medieval 
origin for the village. 

We have had an enthusiastic response from all the 
residents, and assistance from their children. 

More test pits are planned for the autumn but prior to 
that we will carry out a full scale excavation of some of 
the “anomalies” identified by the magnetometry survey. 

This excavation will take place from 13
th
 to 24

th
 August 

and will be managed by LP Archaeology.  Volunteers 
from the Society will perform the excavation under the  
direction of professionals. 

Phil Miles 

Eccleston Project Progress Report 

Further Improvements  
to the Roman Gardens 

As well as its unrivalled collection of tombstones, Chester boasts a 
rich variety of Roman architectural fragments, mainly recovered from 
the site of the fortress baths in 1863 and from the North Wall in 1887.  
Many of these stones were first displayed in the Water Tower Gardens. 
Then, in 1949, as part of the post-war improvements to the area 
around the Newgate, they were moved to the newly laid out Roman 
Gardens. 

In 2000 the Gardens were extended to provide a through route to the 
Groves; an attempt was made to give the planting a more 
‘Mediterranean’ feel; and the bath house columns were arranged in 
two rows, giving the feel of the basilica from which they came. 

Continued on next page . . .  
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Unfortunately nothing was done to make the other 
stones more meaningful, and many of them became 
hidden as the vegetation gradually ran riot. 

Fortunately, in 2010, after completing work on the 
amphitheatre, Chester Renaissance turned its attention 
to the site. The planting has now been simplified and 
made easier to maintain but still has a Roman ‘feel’; 
the formerly hidden stones have been re-sited, rationally 
organised and cleaned.  

Two mosaics have also been laid; one, sponsored by 
the Civic Trust, with a Roman horticultural theme, the 
other reproducing parts of the mosaic found in the frigi-
darium (cold room) of the baths during the construction 
of St Michael’s Row in 1909/10. 

In a further phase of work, scheduled to begin in July 
2012, it is intended to place the ‘bracketed’ cornices 
recovered from the City Wall on a dwarf wall to give 

better protection from weathering and vandalism and to 
present them in their correct orientation; the coping 
stones from a tomb enclosure (two of them found by 
our late member ‘Walrus’ Williams in 1932 off Eaton 
Road) will be realistically set out with a replica altar-
type tomb at the centre. 

New interpretation panels will make the remains much 
more intelligible to visitors. When the work is finished 
we hope that, as well as having a pleasant park in 
which to relax, Chester will have an outdoor museum 
that begins to fulfil its potential and of which we can all 
be proud. 

Peter Carrington 

For several years, the Historic Environment Team of 
CWaC have provided a training dig for archaeology 
students from the University of Chester’s History and 
Archaeology Department.  This year was the sixth four 
week season that we have conducted in the Grosvenor 
Park in Chester. 

The Park was created on land donated to the City by 
Richard, second marquess of Westminster in 1869. 
Although it is now a peaceful green haven close to the 
historic city centre, this has not always been the case. 
It lies adjacent to a major Roman monument, the 
amphitheatre, and an important medieval church, St John 
the Baptist’s.  It would not be surprising, therefore, 
to find contemporary activity under the immediately 
adjacent Park. The area that we have been working on 
for the last two years lies in the north-western quarter 
of the Park.  In 2007, a Roman road, potentially heading 
westwards to the amphitheatre, was discovered here 
so this area was chosen in order to explore this further.  
However, before the Roman horizon could be reached, 
the trench has revealed important remains from the 
medieval and post-medieval periods. 

As noted, the site lies immediately to the east of St 
John the Baptist’s Church. This was one of the major 
ecclesiastical institutions of the medieval city, even 
serving as a cathedral for a few years at the end of 
the 11th century. It was surrounded by a graveyard 
and various other buildings including chapels and 
accommodation for the clergy. One of the buildings on 
the eastern side was St Anne’s, a fraternity guild house 
and chapel. The guild was dissolved in 1547 and the 

building was purchased by Sir Hugh Cholmondeley 
and converted into his town house. This house was the 
scene of a violent skirmish in 1641, immediately prior 
to the outbreak of the Civil War. A party of armed 
Catholics were intercepted here by the City trained 
band. The resulting fire fight left several dozen dead 
and the rebels either captured or fled. 

A few years later, at the height of the Civil War siege in 
1645, the suburbs were captured by the Parliamentarian 
army and Cholmondeley’s house was destroyed.  It 
was not rebuilt until the 18th century.  That house was 
demolished in turn during the 19

th
 century but its extensive 

grounds became the basis for the Grosvenor Park. 

We had anticipated that Cholmondeley’s house and 
therefore also the preceding guild house, lay to the 
west of the excavation, closer to St John’s Church. 
This was certainly so for the mansion rebuilt in the 
18

th
 century.  However, the excavation has revealed 

extensive building remains from the 16
th
 and 17

th
 

centuries.  These consisted of slots and pad stones for 
a large timber-framed building.  Although the footings 
were slight, timber framing technology was such that 
the structure they supported may well have been 
sophisticated. The parts of the building or buildings we 
excavated would be consistent with it being the north-
eastern corner of a large courtyard structure.  One 
room contained a large brick hearth.  This is amongst 
the earliest brick structures yet discovered in Chester. 

Leading out from the room was a stone-lined drain. 
These features suggested to us that it might have been 
a kitchen.  The finds support an interpretation of the  

Grosvenor Park Excavations 2011 



Chester Renaissance in partnership with Cheshire 
West and Chester Council have just unveiled an 
impressive new Explore the Walls guidebook 
about the City Walls, complementing the new series of 
interpretation panels and the Chester Walls Quest 
smart phone app.  The new interpretation makes a tour 
around the Walls more enjoyable and rewarding than 
ever before, and sets the standard for other historic 
walled cities around the world. It has been developed 
as part of the European-funded PORTICO Project. 

The new interpretation has been designed to appeal to 
as many people as possible.  Comprising: 

  a suite of new interpretation panels around the 
Walls; 

 the Explore the Walls guidebook; and 
 most innovatively - the free Chester Walls Quest 

smart phone app.   

There’s something for everyone, from first-time visitors 
to locals familiar with the Walls; from families with children 
to committed heritage enthusiasts. 

These three complementary elements combine to  tell 
the remarkable stories of the Walls: 

 How Queen Aethelflaed and her warriors defended 
their homes and defeated an invading Viking  army 
in 907, with a little bit of help from some very angry 
bees !   

 The scandal that rocked Chester in 1573, when the 
daughter of a local wealthy family escaped through 
the Walls to elope with a ‘common draper’. 

 The dark days of the Civil War siege and the towns-
people’s support for the Royalist garrison.  

 Discover the grisly story of the ‘Dead Man’s Room’ 
at North Gate, and make your dreams come true at 
the Wishing Steps... 

The new interpretation panels (strategically positioned 
around the two miles of the Walls circuit), provide the 
best introduction to the history and highlights of the 
Walls.   

For visitors who want to dig a little deeper, the Explore 
the Walls guidebook is the perfect accompaniment to a 
self-guided tour, including a handy map.  It explores 
the stories of the Walls in greater depth, and is  
illustrated with full-colour reproductions of historic 
works of art, photographs and illustrations.   

The guidebook isn’t just for adults and comes with a 
free loose-leaf sticker sheet and a rubbing sheet, 
enabling youngsters to collect the rubbings of Chester 
icons (incorporated into the interpretation boards) as 
they tour the Walls, including a cannon, a merchant 
ship, and the famous King Charles Tower phoenix.  
Explore the Walls is on sale now at the Visitor Information 
Centre and local bookshops. 

Most innovative of all is Chester Walls Quest - the very 
latest in smartphone apps; for both iPhone and Android 
platforms.  The app is a free, game-based guide to the 
Walls.  It makes exploring even more fun and educational 
by encouraging users to complete challenges, earn 
points and collect shields as they explore the Walls. It 
includes video and audio, quizzes, interviews with 
experts and CGI reconstructions, all designed to bring 
the incredible stories of the Walls to life. Chester Walls 
Quest is free to download from iTunes and the Android 
App Store. 

Unlocking Chester’s Hidden Stories 

building as a high status establishment of mid-16
th
 to 

mid-17
th
 century date. The demolition layers contained 

wall or ceiling plaster and window glass. One of the 
panes or quarries of glass was inscribed with writing. 
The name ‘Randal’ can be made out.  Also within the 
demolition layer were a large number of musket balls 
and a few powder flask caps, graphic evidence of its 
destruction during the Civil War.  It seems likely, there-
fore, that this was Cholmondeley’s house. 

A substantial stone structure of good quality masonry 
underlay the timber-framed building.  It was found 
because the stonework had been partly robbed out 
after the timber-framed building was demolished.  It is 
not clear at present whether any of the stonework was 
incorporated into the timber-framed building.  However, 
enough well-cut facing stones remained below ground 
to make it worthwhile digging them out in the mid-17

th
 

century after Cholmondeley’s house was destroyed. 
The excavation found what appears to be the north-
eastern corner of the building. On the eastern wall 
there were apparently two robbed out buttresses. 
These have led us to speculate that this structure 
might in fact be the medieval St Anne’s, also lying 
further to the east than anticipated.  

Simon Ward  

In the demolition layer: 
Window Glass inscribed with the name ‘Randal’ 
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We welcome letters and  
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than 15th March 2013. 
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The Roman towns of Cheshire are enjoying a publication 
boom.  First there was Rogers’ and Garner’s report on 
Wilderspool and Holditch, then Williams’ and Reid’s 
volume on the King Street excavations in Middlewich, 
and recently Ward and others on extramural settlement 
at Chester. These have now been joined by the 
eagerly awaited report on the excavations at Kingsley 
Fields, Nantwich, carried out by the former University 
of Manchester Archaeological Unit in 2002. 

The excavations 
covered the best 
part of a hectare to 
the north of Welsh 
Row, west of the 
River Weaver, and 
revealed evidence 
for salt production 
between the 2

nd
  

and 4
th
 centuries. 

The heyday of the 
site clearly lay 
between the 130s 
and the 180s, 
when two large 
brine tanks were 
in use; thereafter 
activity seems to 

have been on a smaller scale.  The scale of the 
operation and the nature of the finds suggest an official 
interest in the site and military oversight.  Although 
Roman occupation of Nantwich had clearly started 
earlier, the upsurge in activity in the 130s suggests a 
connection with Hadrian’s reorganisation of the northern 
frontier, while the late second-century decline is typical 
of Cheshire towns. The revival of activity in the first half 
of the third century may be related to the occupation of 
the Chester fortress in greater strength. 

There is a detailed pottery report, while the water-
logged conditions on the site allowed the survival 
of leather and wooden objects and plant remains. 
The presence of raven bones and cattle skulls in ritual 
deposits in the brine tanks could attest the worship of 
Mithras. 

This volume will be fundamental for developing our 
understanding of Roman Cheshire. 

Roman Nantwich: a salt-making settlement.  
Excavations at Kingsley Fields 2002  
by Peter Arrowsmith and David Power.  
Oxford: Archaeopress. (BAR Brit Ser 557), 2012.  
ISBN 9781407309590. £35.00. iii+197 pages 

Peter Carrington 

A Salty Tale: Roman Nantwich Rediscovered 


