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Since 2000 investigation associated 
with redevelopment in Gorse Stacks 
has exposed the archaeology of this 
area. On the west side, towards 
Delamere Street, there appears to 
have been a long tradition of quarry-
ing for sandstone, an activity which 
began in the Roman period; there 

are also indications that clay was 
extracted during the Roman period, 
probably for many uses.  There is 
some evidence of the civil settle-
ment closer to the fortress walls, 
with traces of roads, timber build-
ings and stone structures.  The ex-
tent of the Roman activity is again  
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The Chester Antiquary is 
published twice a year,  
in Spring and Autumn.    

We welcome letters and  
articles from members.  

Contributions for the next 
newsletter should be with  

the newsletter editor  
no later than  

31st July 2016 

Handle from a Roman 
glass vessel 

17th-century finds  



There has been significant progress 
since the last Antiquary. 

Firstly, members are invited to 
come along to a presentation that 
we will be providing to the villagers 
and school children in Eccleston on 
the 18th May.  We will be in the  
Eccleston village hall, setting up 
from 2.00, with a “drop in session” 
from 3.00 to 6.00, including a dis-
play of finds and a presentation with 
Q&A between 6.00 and 7.00.  We 
will give the villagers an update on 
the project results to date, and hope 
to sign up some more people who 
will allow us to undertake geo-
physics and test pitting in their  
gardens and fields.  We will also 
invite the Grosvenor Estate who 
own most of the land relevant to the 

project. 

It was reported in the last issue that 
we would focus on getting on top of 
the backlog of post excavation work 
before undertaking any additional 
fieldwork.  To that end, we held a 
dozen sessions in the King Charles 
Tower during October and  
November, to which members  
contributed 500 hours of their 
time  and we have now washed, 
sorted and marked 12 boxes of  
pottery, plus all the building  
materials, metalwork glass etc. from 
the last four years of excavations 
(about 10,000 items). Thanks to 
everyone who contributed to this, 
and to CWAC for allowing use of 
the King Charles Tower as our  
project office in 2015.  

We have now completed writing up 
all the test pitting and have sent all 
the pottery and clay pipes from the 
project for specialist reports.   

Initial results show we have 340 
clay pipe fragments from 50  
contexts.  These range from C17th 
to early C20th, mostly C18th and 
C19th.  Ten pieces are stamped, 
mostly C18th from Chester but also 
one C17th bowl, and pieces from 
Scotland and Belgium. 

The pottery is largely C18th and 
C19th tea wares and household 
pots.  There is an interesting C16th/
C17th collection of about 20  
vessels, and a good quantity of  
medieval local ware, including 
C13th to C15th Jugs.  There is a  

Eccleston Progress  

unclear, but the line of St. Oswald’s 
dual-carriageway may mark the line 
of its extent and Roman occupation 
within the area of the former Gorse 
Stacks car park seems unlikely.  

The recent Roman cemetery  
discovered beneath George Street 
school, immediately west of the Bus 
Interchange site, was unexpected. 
Its full extent was not exposed and 
associated inhumation burials may 
come to light during the current in-
vestigations; but none have been 
exposed so far.  On the same site, 
the large quantities of waste,  

ceramic tile and brick, indicate the 
presence of a nearby production 
centre that may have started life as 
early as the 15th century.  Again, as 
yet, no evidence for medieval tile/
brick production have been  
Identified during current excavation.  

Part of a well-preserved Roman 
road has been exposed by the  
excavations.  It is at a depth of more 
than 3m below current ground level 
and is sealed and protected by  
layers and deposits that appear to 
have been accumulating since the 
15th Century.  The road will not be 

disturbed during the building  
programme.  

The name Gorse Stacks seems to 
derive from use of the area in the 
medieval period to store Gorse as 
fuel.  A horse market was held in 
the area in the 16th Century and 
there is map evidence for scattered 
buildings in the 17th.  There may 
have been some outworks here  
during the Civil War siege of  
Chester. 

Mark Leah and Rob Edwards   

Members are probably aware of 
threats to museums in Lancashire, 
as well as in Shropshire, the North-
East (notably Bede’s World) and 
elsewhere.  Possibly more danger-
ous, because less obvious, is the 
proposed closure of the Lancashire 
Historic Environment Service (HES).  

Five council-museums in Lancashire 
have recently won a reprieve until 
September to allow talks to continue 
with groups interested in running 
them.  However, an attempt to find 
groups with the specialised skills 
needed to run the HES at no cost to 
the county council is less likely to 
succeed.  If the attempt fails, the 
county will pass responsibility for the 
monitoring and protection of  
archaeology and historic buildings to 
district council level.  This leaves the 
district councils in a difficult position 
as they will have a matter of weeks 

to organise individual services to 
cope with the requirements of the 
National Planning Policy Frame-
work.  Some areas may have no 
specialist consideration at all,  
leaving the historic environment and 
archaeology vulnerable to damage, 
destruction or loss.  In addition, the 
cost of fourteen individual councils 
each providing an adequate service 
is disproportionately larger than the 
county council funding a central  
service.  However, the responsibility 
for the maintenance, access and 
updating of the Historic Environment 
Record (HER) will remain with the 
county council, without agreed 
means of access for district councils, 
developers and local people.  With-
out access to an active HER, there 
can be no accurate monitoring of the 
impact of development on the  
archaeology or historic environment. 
The Council for British Archaeology 

are attempting to work with the local 
district councils to request that the 
county council extends the funding 
for the Historic Environment Service 
for twelve months in order to explore 
alternative options for funding the 
service. 

This disaster unfolding on our door-
step prompted the Society’s Council 
to write to the leader of Lancashire 
County Council; you can read the 
letter on the Conservation page of 
our website. Predictably the reply 
we received was dismissive, but we 
hope that sustained pressure will 
ultimately have a positive outcome. 

To read more on this subject, see: 

www.thedigsite.co.uk/save-
lancashire-s-archaeology.html 

Peter Carrington 

 

Lancashire Historic Environment Service; Threatened Closure 

http://www.thedigsite.co.uk/save-lancashire-s-archaeology.html
http://www.thedigsite.co.uk/save-lancashire-s-archaeology.html


This year the Society Dissertation 
Prize was awarded to a reassess-
ment of the archaeological evidence 
for the Cult of Mithras in Roman 
Britain with the chief aim of finding 
the likely location of one of  
Chester’s lost Mithraea.  

The study provides a brief overview 
of what is currently known about 
Mithraeism across the Roman  
Empire along with its iconography. 
The paper also challenges the  
current theory that Mithraism was a 
‘secret cult’ that followed the Roman 
military and traders and presents 
evidence from Britain, Germany, 
France and Italy to suggest that it 

should in fact be classified as a  
religion that does not seem to be 
secret in any way.  

The paper also analyses the  
location of known Mithraea at  
London, Housesteads,  
Carrawburgh, and Rudchester with 
regards to their corresponding fort, 
fortress, or city along with the  
possible Mithraeum at Caernarfon 
using LiDAR, GIS and historic 
maps, in order to ascertain if there 
are any patterns in the location of 
these temples. Primary research 
was also conducted by the author 
for any evidence of Mithraism in 
Chester utilising the Grosvenor  

Museum stores along with artefacts 
located on the PAS website. 

Finally, all of the above is then 
brought together in order to identify 
the likely location of one of  
Chester’s lost Mithraea, and a resis-
tivity survey was conducted on the 
identified location. The results of the 
survey are then presented along 
with evidence accumulated through 
all of the other study aspects in  
order to argue a case for there  
being the remains of a possible 
Mithraeum underground in Chester. 

Dave Laverty 

Increasingly local archaeological 
societies are digitising back  
issues of their journals and  
making them available online, 
often free of charge through the 
Archaeological Data Service*. 
This is a time-consuming job: all 
the pages of an issue have to be 
scanned individually, contrast etc 
corrected as necessary, optical 
character recognition (OCR)  
performed to make them search-
able, each issued divided into 
separate articles, and finally an 
index of issues and articles  
created.  On the other hand, the 
potential rewards are immense: 
researchers are no longer reliant 
on personal collections, libraries 
or record offices for access to 
the journal series or articles that 
interest them, particularly  
important for older issues. 

All the issues of the Journal of 
the Journal of the Chester  
Archaeological Society, from  

volume 1 of the old series for 
1855, were scanned over two 
years ago, but it is only since last 
autumn that time has been  
available to start on the other 
processes to make them  
usable.  Progress has been  
rapid, and with luck most of the 
substantive work will have been 
completed by the time of the 
AGM, but indexing will remain. 
Copyright issues will also need 
to be investigated.  Hopefully, if 
our Council agrees, our journals 
could be offered to the  
Archaeology Data Service before 
the end of 2016 for upload.  To 
protect subscriptions, it is normal 
for the most recent three issues 
of journals to be available to 
members of societies only, and 
this is the practice we intend to 
adopt. 

 The final task before upload 
(probably in the autumn) will be 
to check all files for the minor 

faults that are bound to have 
crept in during a large-scale  
operation such as; pages  
missing or duplicated,  
illustrations misplaced etc.  This 
is something that should appeal 
to members with an eagle eye 
and an interest in the varied  
contents of our journal over the 
decades.  If you are interested, 
please get in touch with Peter 
Carrington 
(p.carrington@tiscali.co.uk). 

See:   

http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/

archives/archives.jsf 

The National Library of Wales also 

has a scheme for digitising journals 

from the principality: see  

http://welshjournals.llgc.org.uk/ and 

http://europeana-journals.llgc.org.uk/ 

Peter Carrington  

 

 

Journal of the Chester Archaeological Society  
(hopefully) coming soon to a computer near you 

The Search for Mithras in Roman Britain 

small amount of Roman material. 

On other aspects of the project, we 
received a copy from CWAC of an 
underwater survey of the Chester 
Weir, completed in the summer of 
2015.  This shows a uniform  
construction (no evidence of phases 
of construction or repairs, apart from 
some modern concrete).   
Desk based research of the last 250 
years of newspapers showed  
several instances of mills burning 
down, but no reports of weir  
reconstruction.  The weir is between 
2.0 and 2.5m high, confirming that 

summer river levels at Eccleston at 
low tide pre-weir would have been 
2m lower than at present.  

The desk based research continues 
to make progress, with evidence 
from medieval documents of  
population change (numbers,  
occupations and activities) between 
Doomsday, the 14th Century, and 
more recent times.  We have also 
studied wills and inventories from 
inhabitants going back to the 1600s, 
and are looking at field names and 
past uses, to indicated possible  
areas for future Field investigation. 

Now we have got on top of the  
project backlog, we intend to carry 
out two more years of fieldwork, 
DBR and GIS analysis, touring the 
project to a successful conclusion in 
December 2017.  Future projects 
will require grant funding, and we 
intend to start the application  
process in the next few months.   
If members have suggestions for 
interesting areas for investigation, 
please let us know. 

Niall MacFadyen 

http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/archives.jsf
http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/archives.jsf
http://welshjournals.llgc.org.uk/
http://europeana-journals.llgc.org.uk/


This complete lead alloy medieval 
pilgrim's ampulla was discovered by 
a local metal detecortist in the par-
ish of Baddiley and was reported to 
the Portable Antiquities Scheme for 
recording.  

The bowl is semi-circular in plan 
and the neck is sub-rectangular in 
cross-section flaring outwards at the 
top.  The flask is decorated on one 
face with a flower.  The flower has a 
central pellet and eleven petals of 
which those on the lower half are 
very worn.  Surrounding the flower 
the edge of the bowl on this face is 
decorated with a zig-zag band  
within a curvilinear border.  Either 
side of the zig-zag is decorated with 
diagonal grooves giving the  
impression of a series of decorated 
triangles. 

The opposite face of the object is 
decorated with a shield which is 
worn.  Within the shield is a central 
rectangle within which appears to 
be the letter h (lower case in  
Lombardic style).  Below the letter 
on the lower edge of the rectangle 
is a pellet from which two thickened 
lines extend downwards.  This gives 
the impression of a stamped seal 
and ribbon.  Outside of the shield on 
either side are four pellets arranged 
in a lozenge formation.  The pellets 
and shield are surrounded by an 
oval band.  There is possibly further 
decoration above the shield  
however it is too worn to be certain. 
The edge of the bowl on this face of 
the object is decorated with a series 
of diagonal lines. 

Two handles connect the neck to 
the body of the object and are  
complete.  At the top of the neck on 
the flower decorated face are some 

horizontal 
nicks 
which 
appear to 
be delib-
erate ra-
ther than  
recent  
damage.  
On the 
opposite,
(shield 
decorat-
ed) face a 
linear cut 
or groove 
runs from 
within the  
rectangle 
inside the 
shield up 
to the top 
of the object appears to be ‘ancient’ 
damage rather than part of the origi-
nal design.  The top of the ampulla 
is complete and sealed and iron 
corrosion can be seen from within 
the top of the mouth.  When moved 
a tinkling sound, like that of a bell, 
can be heard from within the object.  

Brian Spencer (former Senior  
Keeper at the Museum of London) 
made a life-time study of ampullae 
and described them as miniature 
phials, generally flask-shaped, with 
a narrow, flattish section, designed 
to contain a dose of the 
‘thaumaturgic’ water that was  
dispensed to pilgrims at many 
shrines and holy wells.  Ampullae 
were made of tin or lead or tin-lead 
alloy and were provided with a pair 
of handles or loops so that they 
could be suspended from a cord or 
chain around the wearer's neck. 
Coming into use in the last quarter 

of the twelfth century, they were, in 
England, almost the only kind of 
pilgrim souvenir available in the 
thirteenth century.  They were  
available at a number of shrines, 
and thanks to returning pilgrims or 
to local entrepreneurs, probably 
featured as secondary relics in  
virtually every thirteenth-century 
English parish church. 

This object can be dated to c. AD 
1350-1530 and the full record can 
be found by going to 
www.finds.org.uk/database and 
searching LVPL-DEA190. 

Currently there are 1,542 ampulla 
recorded on the PAS database of 
which 14 have been found in 
Cheshire East and 11 from  
Cheshire West and Chester. 

Vanessa Oakden   
FLO (Cheshire, Greater  

Manchester & Merseyside) 

A recent portable antiquities find; A Pilgrim Ampulla 

On the evening of Tuesday 14th 
June 2016 Anthony Annakin-Smith 
will take us on a  circular walk of 
Parkgate, a seaside  
village without the sea, which was 
once a major port for Ireland. 

We will look at the story of the  
shipping trade as well as signs of 
Parkgate’s past as a popular 
bathing resort from Georgian 
times onwards.  We shall also 
see evidence of long-gone fising 

and shipbuilding industries. 

Meeting Point: 

The Parade, Parkgate by The Old 
Quay pub (CH64 6QJ). 

Participants should arrive by their 
own transport for a 6.30 p.m. 
start. 

2.5 miles of level walking plus a 
single descending flight of steps, 
expected duration 2 hours plus. 

This visit is free of charge to Chester 
Archaeological Society members,  
a donation of £2 is suggested for 
non-members.  It is limited to 25  
Participants, so please let Alice Bray 
know if you plan to join us:  

alice@geowolf.net 

There will also be a visit to the live 
dig at Moel y Gaer, Bodfari on the 
Open Day, Sunday 24th July; details 
on the CAS website. 

Alice Bray 

Forthcoming Walking Tour of Parkgate 


