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Robert Newstead was born in Swanton 
Abbott, Norfolk in 1859.



Newstead did not excel at school and often played truant. He found 
employment at a printers in Aylsham, later working for Squire Boulton
at Oulton Hall. In 1882 Robert got a job in the gardens of Ince Hall in 

Cheshire, residence of Capt. Park Yates.



Robert was able to indulge his passion for the natural world whilst working at 
Ince Hall and soon became involved with the Chester society of Natural 

Sciences. He was invited to exhibit at their Conversasione in 1883 and soon 
after was offered a job in the gardens of Alfred Osten Walker, a leading figure 

in the society.



Walker encouraged Newstead to apply for the post of Curator at the 
newly opened Grosvenor Museum. He became the museums first 

curator and held the post for 19 years from June 26th 1886.



The post of curator led to Newstead’s increasing involvement with 
archaeology in the City. He was asked to undertake watching briefs on 
sites under construction and record and report on what was uncovered. 
One of his earliest discoveries was these lead water pipes, uncovered 

in 1899.



In 1905, Newstead was appointed as lecturer in Entymology and 
Parasitology at the Liverpool University 

School of Tropical Medicine. He excelled in this post and was elected 
to the Sutton Memorial Chair in 1911.



Professor Newstead continued to explore sites in and around 
Chester whilst working at the School of Tropical Medicine. This is 

a complete list of his excavations.
• 1905 MEOLS SHORE with F W Longbottom
• 1912 INFIRMARY FIELD, CHESTER
• 1914 HUNTER STREET, MASONIC LODGE GARDEN, CHESTER
• 1917 INFIRMARY FIELD, CHESTER
• 1921 6 KINGS BUILDINGS, CHESTER
• 1923 EDGAR’S FIELD, CHESTER

DEANERY FIELD, CHESTER
• 1926 DEANERY FIELD, CHESTER
• HILBRE ISLAND
• BROWN’S EXTENSION, ST MICHAEL’S ARCADE, CHESTER
• 1927 BROWN’S EXTENSION, ST MICHAEL’S ARCADE, CHESTER
• LANCASTER
• 1928 DEANERY FIELD, CHESTER
• BECHTON
• 1928/9 LANCASTER
• 1930/1 AMPHITHEATRE, CHESTER
• 1930 S E ANGLE TOWER, CHESTER
• 1934 AMPHITHEATRE, CHESTER

PRESTATYN
ABBEY GREEN, CHESTER

• 1935 GLASSHOUSE, DELAMERE FOREST
• PRESTATYN

DEANERY FIELD, CHESTER
• 1935/6 ‘ODEON’ CINEMA, CHESTER
• 1936 PRESTATYN
• HALTON
• 1937 PRESTATYN
• 1938 S E ANGLE TOWER, CHESTER
• NEW TELEPHONE EXCHANGE ST JOHN STREET, CHESTER

POTTER’S KILN AT DENBIGH
• 1939 PRINCESS STREET, CHESTER
• LOVE STREET, CHESTER
• 1940’s 67 HANDBRIDGE



Newstead excavated many sites in the city. These 5 sites are particularly 

well represented in the collections of the GrosvenorMuseum

• 1912 and 1917 Infirmary Field
• 1923, 1926 and 1935 Deanery Field
• 1929-31 and 1934 Amphitheatre
• 1930 S E angle tower
• 1939 Princess Street



Infirmary Field
Infirmary Field is adjacent to the site of the 
former Chester Royal Infirmary. It was 
known to be the site of a Roman burial site 
since the discovery of burials there in 1858 
and 1863.

In 1912, a new wing was being 
built at the Infirmary. 
Newstead was called in to 
carry out a series of ‘rescue’
excavations alongside the 
construction work. 



A plan of the Roman burials excavated by Professor Newstead, from his 
report in the Liverpool Annals of Archaeology and Anthropology.



A tiled grave photographed by 
Newstead.

Meticulous plan drawings of 
graves 15 and 16 by 
Newstead. 



Finds from Infirmary Field.



Deanery Field 
Deanery Field is in the north east 
angle of the Roman fortress. 

Newstead excavated on this site, 
often alone or with the help of one 
labourer, on and off between 1922 
and 1935. 

He uncovered the remains of 
legionary barrack blocks along with 
fascinating evidence of the soldier’s 
life in the fortress of Deva. 



Original excavation photographs from the album of Miss Paige Cox, one 
of Newstead’s friends and assistants on site.



Centurion’s 
quarters

Barrack block

Dean’s Field

March 1935



Newstead, Mrs 
Pages, Misses Paige 
Cox and Dickenson 
working on site.





Newstead’s detailed plan and 
section drawing from his 
report in the Liverpool Annals 
of Archaeology and 
Anthropology.



Finds from Deanery Field:
Wall plaster from inside one of the barrack rooms.



Finds from Deanery Field:

A hoard of 28 gaming counters and a 
roof tile inscribed with lines to act as a 
gaming board. 



A 2nd century AD bronze cauldron discovered during Newstead’s 
excavations. When taken from the ground, it was a triangular 
mass of metal. Newstead painstakingly bent it back into shape 
and fixed it on a frame for display. He found that the cauldron had 
been mended with at least 14 rivets in antiquity. 





Deanery Field Finds
Chain Mail Sliding bone lock

Stud decorated 
with the face of 
Silenus

Ballista balls



Deanery Field finds:

An unusual lead mould 
for a coin of Sabina 
(AD128-136)



Amphitheatre, Chester
Newstead was very 
involved in the early 
excavation and 
preservation of the 
amphitheatre in Chester.

Work on a new road had 
already begun when the 
remains of the 
amphitheatre were 
discovered on site in 
1929.

This photograph shows 
the path of the road with 
flanking walls. 



The proposed new road ran 
from the Newgate directly 
across the centre of the arena.

After the discovery of the 
amphitheatre, Newstead was 
called in to carry out trial 
excavations to determine the 
extent of the structure. 

He uncovered the huge outer 
wall of the amphitheatre, parts 
of the arena floor and artefacts 
which helped him to date it to 
the late 1st century AD and 
determine it’s general size and 
shape.







Newstead’s original section drawing made during the excavations in 1936.



Finds from Newstead’s 
excavations at the amphiteatre.



Amphitheatre saved

In 1933, after much campaigning and 
fundraising, the Ministry of Transport 
imposed a veto on the new road 
scheme and in the following year the 
Chester Archaeological Society 
followed this positive move with the 
purchase of St John’s House with 
money from the amphitheatre 
preservation fund. 

This prevented any future 
construction schemes and the sale of 
the building generated funding for 
the excavations of Hugh Thompson 
in the 1950’s.



South east angle tower, 
excavated in 1930



Plan and section drawings of the South 
East Angle tower



The south east angle tower of the 
Roman fortress of Deva, an 
important piece of evidence for 
the defensive strength and 
construction methods of the 
Roman fortress, was excavated 
in 1930. 

It’s foundations were formed of 
glacial boulders set in hard 
mortar on the surface of the 
natural rock; above, there was 
rough course of sandstone 
blocks, sub plinth, chamfered 
plinth and huge ashlar blocks of 
masonry. The whole structure 
about 16-20ft high.



Princess Street

In 1939, Chester 
corporation gave 
permission for the Chester 
Archaeological Society to 
investigate two parcels of 
land west of the town hall 
which had been cleared of 
slums. 

This was to be Newstead’s 
last major excavation.



Images from the photograph album of Miss Paige Cox.



Newstead uncovered the wall of a large semi-
circular building beneath the slums of Princess 
Street. He correctly dated the remains to the 
Flavian period, but was at a loss as to the 
building’s function. In his reports he refers to it 
as the ‘theatre-like’ building. We now know it as 
the ‘Elliptical Building’



Plan of the 
Roman 

structural 
remains on sites 

A and B 
(Elliptical 
building)





Princess Street finds



Large parts of the collections 
of the Grosvenor Museum 
owe their discovery, 
preservation and repair to his 
skill and patience.

Newstead worked on natural 
history specimens and 
archaeological remains in his 
‘den’ in the garden of his 
Handbridge home.

Professor Newstead died at home 
on 17th February, 1947 at the age 
of 87.

Prior to the private interment at the 
Old Cemetery, Chester, on the 
19th February, a funeral service 
was held in the cathedral at which 
the Bishop (Dr D. H. Crick) 
officiated. 



Grosvenor Museum Collections

Professor Newstead contributed nearly 
60,000 natural history specimens and 
more than 4000 archaeological objects 
to the collections of the Grosvenor
Museum.



No Flies on Him: The multi-talented 
Professor Newstead

In 2009, the museum celebrated the life and work of 
Professor Newstead in an exhibition, part funded by the 
Royal Society as part of their ‘Local Heroes’
celebrations. Professor Newstead was made FSA for his 
work on the Tse Tse fly.


