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CHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY  
 
COMMENTS ON CHESTER CATHERAL MASTERPLAN 
 

SUMMARY 
 

The Society is very disappointed and concerned that the current proposals seem to show 
little understanding of, or regard for, the general historical  character of the built environment 
of the quarter, which they would seriously erode. They would require the demolition of the 
Kaleyard Gate in the City Walls (Grade I Listed and also a Scheduled Ancient Monument); 
they would at best cover over, and at worst seriously damage, the Roman defences, 
barracks and other structures at Abbey Green and in the Deanery Field (Scheduled Ancient 
Monuments); they would apparently obliterate the ‘Quarry’, a seemingly poorly understood 
but intriguing landscape feature; and finally they would halve the area of a valued green 
space. We cannot believe that these proposals are based on a proper heritage assessment 
of the quarter. Such an assessment  is essential and should underpin all  thinking about the 
revitalisation of the quarter. We therefore call upon the Cathedral authorities to commission 
and make public a comprehensive and detailed heritage assessment as the first step 
towards revising these proposals. 
 

DETAIL 
1.0 Background 
 
1.1 The Society welcomes the ‘joined up thinking’ shown by ACME in considering the 

future of the Cathedral quarter alongside the Northgate development, and also the 
decision of the Cathedral authorities to seek the views of residents and other interested 
parties on its development proposals at an early stage. The following comments are 
based on information published on the website http://www.chestercathedral.com/ 
news/cathedral-masterplan.html and also on discussions at the One City Plan ‘drop in’ 
consultation on the Masterplan on 9 July 2013. We were given to understand that the 
Masterplan was based on a conservation plan for the Cathedral quarter, including a 
heritage assessment. We were promised  a copy of this document, but unfortunately it 
has not yet been supplied, so we have relied on the information currently available. 

 
1.2 These comments are preliminary and may be modified later in the light of more detailed 

information. They merely exemplify the sorts of constraints and opportunities that might 
be highlighted by a detailed heritage assessment prepared by personnel with the 
appropriate knowledge. They are also largely confined  to the northern part of the 
quarter; we hesitate to comment on the proposals for changes and additions to the 
Cathedral itself and adjoining buildings, except to say that the views of the Cathedral 
Archaeologist ought to be sought at an early stage and heeded.  However, we should 
like to see improved public access to the Cathedral library (in which we have to declare 
an interest, as the Society is currently donating to them numerous documents from the 
mid-seventeenth century onwards). 

 
1.3 We recognise the need for the Cathedral authorities to run a business operation to 

support the mission of the Church and to maintain and enhance the Cathedral 
buildings. We also agree with the comments in the One City Plan (page 19) about the 
poor state of repair of parts of the Cathedral quarter: this is obvious along Abbey Street, 
along the passage from the Quarry to Abbey Square, and also in the properties on St 
Werburgh Street that appear to be in Cathedral ownership. 
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1.4 The Cathedral  quarter contains a large number of historic monuments and buildings 
that enjoy a high degree of statutory protection, with a combination of Listing and 
Scheduling (Masterplan website, section 2.2). In addition, the whole quarter with the 
exception of the Quarry is coloured orange on the CWaC Archaeological Implications 
Map, ie no development. These constraints obviously makes intensified development of 
the quarter extremely difficult. One therefore wonders whether the Cathedral authorities 
would not do better to invest in property elsewhere to provide additional income. 

 
1.5 Cathedral officals have expressed a concern that the Northgate development, if/when it 

comes to fruition, will draw  custom away from the shops on Northgate Street, and have 
expressed a wish to prioritise retail development at Abbey Green as a counterweight. 
However, not only is further development at Abbey Green highly undesirable from the 
heritage point of view, as it would be likely to damage both the underlying Roman 
structures and the City Wall (see  4.2 below), but we are sceptical as to whether 
enough extra retail ‘pulling power’ could be created to be effective.  One could equally 
argue that the reinvigoration of the present run-down Forum area by the Northgate and 
theatre developments may give people more reasons to linger in that part of the city, 
with benefits that could spill over into the rest of Northgate Street. In addition, the 
proposed student accommodation at 51–7 Upper Northgate Street, at the present 
Stagecoach bus depot, at the Northgate Travelodge and on George Street could well 
bring more trade to businesses on Northgate Street within the City Walls. On a 
constructive note, Deanery Field could be used for open-air events (see below, 5.2). 

 
2.0 Character Zones 
 
2.1 On the basis of historical development we would configure these rather differently, as 

follows (excluding the Cathedral church and claustral buildings and the Cathedral 
grounds): Abbey Square  (but excluding the shops fronting onto Northgate Street) and 
Abbey Street and their associated buildings - the former outer court of St Werburgh’s 
Abbey (see the seventeenth-century plan of the abbey in Burne 1962, inside front 
cover); and the ‘Abbey Green Courts’, including the shops fronting onto Northgate 
Street and the north-south terrace of houses overlooking Deanery Field. This second 
zone, along with the Quarry and Deanery Field itself, corresponds to the open area 
shown, for example, on Speed’s map of Chester, c 1610 (see eg Carrington ed 1994, 
79), and has always been separate from the former monastic precinct to the south. The 
houses on Abbey Green are an example of the development  of large backland areas 
(especially former religious land) in Chester in the eighteenth century (see most 
obviously the houses on Stanley Place, on the site of the former Franciscan friary). 

 
3.0 Connectivity 
 
3.1 The Masterplan identifies a lack of connectivity within the Cathedral quarter and 

between the quarter and the rest of the city, and sees this as a problem.  However, this  
is the result of the Abbey Square area originating as a largely self-contained monastic 
precinct, deliberately cut off from the daily life of the city, and also of the quarter 
consisting in large part of the two separate zones that we have defined above, each 
with very different histories. Thus the lack of connectivity is an essential part of the 
historical character of the quarter. The current proposals would destroy this secluded 
and dimorphic character by creating  new vehicular access through the City Walls at 
the Kaleyard Gate and by driving a new road eastwards from the Quarry with links to 
Abbey Street that would obliterate the separation between the two zones. The 
proposed passage south of Gateway House on Northgate Street  (the rebuilding of 
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which we support) would represent an ahistorical, entrance into the former abbey 
precinct that is unnecessary. A new ramped access from the Kaleyards car park to the 
Cathedral grounds is also unnecessary: disabled access is already available via the 
Kaleyard Gate, the City Walls and the ramp by the Bell Tower, although it might be 
improved by a direct entrance into the Cathedral grounds at the east end of Abbey 
Street adjacent to the Kaleyard Gate. On the other hand, access to Rufus Court  and 
Abbey Green from the City Walls could be improved by re-opening the bricked-up 
gateway on the City Walls at the head of the steps into the Abbey Green car park. 

 
3.2 We are disappointed at this lack of understanding of the historical development and 

character of the quarter. Despite our numerous detailed criticisms, we thought that 
ACME’s plans for the Northgate development, produced in partnership with Chester 
Renaissance, showed much historical sensitivity and suggested imaginative ways of 
restoring some of the character of the area before its obliteration by the bland 1960s 
Forum and market. 

 
3.3 We are not persuaded that possible pedestrianisation of Northgate Street and Town 

Hall Square justifies this destruction of historical character. Ultimately, traffic 
management schemes are reversible: destruction of the historic environment is not. In 
any case, we do not see that it is practical to exclude vehicles altogether from 
Northgate Street and Town Hall Square: vehicular access must remain for businesses 
and residents, and it would be undesirable  to develop the Cathedral quarter in such a 
way  to generate a lot more traffic, whether this exited onto Northgate Street or 
Frodsham Street. 

 
4.0 Effect on the Historic Environment 
 
4.1 The proposals take a cavalier attitude  to the individual heritage assets in the quarter as 

well as to its general character. The demolition of the Kaleyard Gate, specifically 
designed for pedestrians alone, and its replacement by a wider gate accommodating 
vehicular traffic, would represent serious harm to the Grade I Listed and Scheduled City 
Walls and would destroy a feature that symbolises the restricted connectivity of the 
monastic precinct.  

 
4.2 The proposed buildings east of Rufus Court,  the ‘Bishop’s Garden Hotel’ and the 

‘Deanery Court’ town houses would, with their associated landscaping, occupy about 
half of the Scheduled area of the Roman barracks and other structures. At best, these 
buildings would cover over the remains; how much damage would be done to the 
underlying remains would depend on levels, which vary across the area, and on 
foundation design. However, we do not see how the proposed buildings at Abbey 
Green could fail to do substantial damage to the Roman defences and rampart 
buildings, which lie at a very high level, as well as to the City Wall itself. On the other 
hand, a small residential development may be possible on the previously built-on sites 
of Deanery Cottage and of the garages north of Abbey Street. 

 
4.3 If we understand the proposals correctly, the Quarry would largely be obliterated  by 

town houses and apartments with garages beneath.  We are unclear as to its history 
and significance, but it is at least  potentially an intriguing  landscape feature that is 
worthy of further research. The 1898 1:2500 OS map of Chester shows buildings 
occupying  the south side of the Quarry. A  small development on their site may be 
possible without compromising the character of the Quarry, perhaps with pedestrian 
access at the east end to Deanery Field. 
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5.0 Effect on Green Space 
 
5.1 The Masterplan concedes that the Deanery Field ‘is some of the last green space in the 

city centre’, yet the proposals would reduce its area by about half. They also suggest 
using planting to show the outline of the Roman barracks. In general we are in favour of 
improving the visibility of the Roman heritage of the city. However, the barracks were 
repetitive, closely spaced, narrow buildings, and in any case only about two-thirds of 
their length could be shown. Even if such a scheme enhanced public understanding of 
Roman Chester, we feel that this benefit would be outweighed by the damage to the 
appearance and character of the area. We also wonder how any ‘enhancement’ of this 
green space would be compatible with its suggested use as playing fields for the 
proposed school at 10-11 Abbey Green. 

 
5.2 According to the  Chester City Centre and Approaches Characterisation Study (page 

44): ‘Perhaps the finest views of the building [the Cathedral] are from the City Walls, 
when the open space at Dean’s Field allows it to be seen in a fine setting. .... There is a 
great tranquility in the setting of the Cathedral, with little traffic penetrating the precinct, 
and the green space around it provides space for contemplation and some events’. 
This statement encapsulates the aesthetic and emotional value of the green space of 
Deanery Field and of the lack of connectivity within the area. This value would be totally 
lost if the proposed new roads were to be built. 

 
6.0 Conclusion 
 
6.1 The Cathedral quarter contains some of the most precious groups of historical 

buildings, monuments and spaces in the city, and this is reflected in the level of 
recognition and statutory protection afforded to them. The need to minimise any 
damage inevitably makes development difficult. Regrettably the present proposals are 
far from showing an adequate understanding of this challenge, and accordingly we 
could only support a minority of them.  It is essential that a heritage assessment of the 
Cathedral quarter as a whole and of the Cathedral and claustral buildings is prepared 
and published, so that future versions of the Masterplan can be better informed. 
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