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In 2015 Norton Priory Museum and 
Gardens and Salford University 
centre for Applied Archaeology, with 
permission from English Heritage 
and funding from the Heritage  
Lottery Fund performed an  
exploratory excavation within Halton 
castle involving members of the 
local community.  The first  
investigation of the site since 1986.  

Halton Castle stands on a  
sandstone prominence.  The castle 
was originally constructed of wood 
by Baron Nigel of Cotentin a vassal 
of Hugh Lupus, Earl of Chester in 
1070.  It is probable that in the 12

th
 

Century the original wooden  
structure was replaced by a shell 
keep constructed from the local 
sandstone.  The earliest  
documentary evidence of building 
work at Halton Castle shows that 
during the 15th century and into the 
16th century it was regularly  
maintained.  Between 1450 and 
1457 a new gate tower was built, 
though by 1609 the castle had  
fallen into disrepair. 

During the Civil War the castle was 
held by a Royalist, then a  
Parliamentary, then another  
Royalist garrison before the  
decision was made in 1646 to  
dismantle the castles at Beeston 
and Halton and ensure they were of 
no further military use.  By 1650 the 
castle was ruinous, though the  
gatehouse was used as a prison.  
The gatehouse was pulled down 
and replaced by a purpose built 
courthouse in 1737. 

The skeletal remains of a man and 
woman were found.  They were 
both buried sometime in the 18

th
 

century or slightly earlier as their 
graves were cut below the debris 
layer and the bodies placed directly 
onto the bedrock.  Evidence from 
the remains suggests that the man 
was hanged and his hands were 
bound so it is likely that this burial 
was associated with the court 

house, although it is very unusual to 
find burials within the grounds of 
court houses or indeed castles.  
The woman had evidence of mild  
arthritis but no other diagnostic  
evidence for the reasons behind her 
death and burial. 

Around 1800 three folly walls were 
added to improve the view of the 
castle as seen from  
Norton Priory, then the site of a 
Georgian mansion.  The Victorians 
landscaped the interior creating a 
sunken garden and bowling green. 

The 2015 excavation found a layer 
of mixed material, a consequence of 
the Victorian landscaping, medieval 
and Victorian pottery, musket balls 
(lost rather than fired), fragments of 
masonry and wall plaster.   

Post holes were found, some cut  
shallowly into the bedrock suggest-
ing the wooden buildings that would 
have stood inside the castle walls,  
a possible clay floor and the  
foundations of an interior wall or 
buttress. 

Carolyne Kershaw 

Community dig at Halton Castle 
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Library 

Members are welcome to access 
the Society’s library at Chester 
History and Heritage (general 
books) and Chester University  

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  
Carolyne Kershaw  

no later than  
29th February 2016 



As reported at the AGM and via 
email, it was decided that we should 
not conduct any further excavations 
until we had properly documented 
our past project work. 

Towards this end several finds  
processing sessions were arranged 
supervised by Julie Edwards, either 
in the King Charles Tower or the 
Grosvenor Museum.  We have also 
held four training sessions on  
Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS) and a session on field  
documentation, which proved very 
popular, with over 20 members  
attending.  

GIS, linking old maps, excavations, 
Lidar and artefact locations are 
helping us to develop a better un-
derstanding of the pre-history of 
Eccleston and its relationship with 
the river Dee.  Medieval ridge and 
furrow plough marks on the flood 
plain show that the landscape has 
not changed significantly for many 
years, but the early medieval history 
of the village started before the 
Chester Weir was built by Hugh  
Lupus in 1093.  The Weir was  
surveyed by divers in 1995 and it 
was reported that the weir was up to 
7.3m high on the upstream side, so 
water levels at low tide upstream of 
the weir would have been several 
metres lower than today.  This is 
supported by the results from our 
excavations of the Roman wharf at 

Heronbridge, where an additional 
1.8m of post Roman silt was  
excavated from the front of the 
wharf.  The weir has been rebuilt 
several times in the last 1000 years 
but it is likely that a head of water of 
at least two metres would always be 
needed to drive the mills, and the 
higher the weir, the longer the mills 
could operate between high tides.  
Removing 1.8m of silt from the river 
valley, and allowing for the much 
greater volume of water in the Dee 
estuary, would mean that sites such 
as Poulton were on the banks of an 
expanse of tidal mud flats  from the 
Iron age until 1093, rather than  
surrounded by fields as they are 
today.  

Recent changes to the weir are well 
documented at the National  
Archives and Cheshire records  
Office; changes to the fish traps in 
1866 and reducing the height of the 
weir in 1918, plus the proposal to 
parliament in 1896 by Chester City 
Council to demolish the weir and 
replace it with a series of sluice 
gates, in order to improve the  
quality of drinking water for the city. 

The Dee is heavily managed, with 
the majority of the water being  
abstracted before the weir.  Four  
reservoirs have been built in the last 
150 years, Bala (modified natural 
lake) Celyn, Alwen and Brenig.  
They control the water flowing over 

the weir and ensure that abstraction 
for industrial use is constant 
throughout the year.  Typically, 30% 
of the water flowing down the Dee 
reaches the weir. 

Tree Ring, Pollen, Vineyard and 
Nettlebug wing case data suggest 
the climate in Roman times was 
very similar to the 20

th
 Century.   

The massive funding of Climate 
Change research in the last thirty 
years (e.g. the latest International 
Panel on Climate Change  
publications) also suggest there has 
been little change (no more than 
0.5m) in relative sea level over the 
last 2,000 years, although it is  
increasing now due to global  
warming, so perhaps we can  
assume that current rainfall patterns 
are representative of the Roman 
period. 

The conclusion? On average, there 
used to be over three times the 
amount of water flowing through the 
“Chester Gorge” where the weir is 
currently located.  Seasonal  
variations would add a factor of two, 
and spate conditions without any 
flood management, with a high 
spring tide and an onshore wind in 
the estuary could cause very  
significant flooding of the Shipgate 
port area.  The once in a hundred 
years flood event that we currently 
plan for, could have resulted in  
water levels several metres higher 
than normal (W Ayrton in JCAS Vol 
1 refers to letters from Richard the 
Engineer to Edward I,  of both the 
weir and the fish traps being 
washed away in floods resulting in 
lost income from the mills).  It is 
likely that the river filled the whole of 
the current flood plain area at  
Eccleston, which would have been 
tidal mud flats suitable for fish traps 
and easy water transport to  
Chester.  At Eaton and Aldford, the 
river would have been several  
hundred metres wide, and easy to 
ford at low tide. 

Niall MacFadyen 

Fieldwork 2015 

Lidar of Heronbridge, showing 1m contours between 5m and 10m.  

Ridge and Furrow in the fields on the right (towards Eccleston)   

are clearly seen.  Image courtesy the environment agency. 



Since the last newsletter progress 
has continued.  Our collection of 
journals in the University Library are 
now fully catalogued and copies of 
those published on line have been 
discarded, freeing shelf space.  
They are in regular use by students 
and a valued contribution to the 
teaching of archaeology at the  
University. 

Likewise cataloguing the Society’s 
books in the Cheshire Libraries  
Reserve Store in Hartford Way is 
now complete thanks to the work of 
Peter Carrington and Hilary Lidbury.  
In the autumn these books will be 
added to the Cheshire Libraries’ 
catalogue.  It is proposed that the 
public will be able to order them for 
consultation within the libraries only 
rather than for home loan. 

As mentioned in the last report  
several of our older and rarer  

volumes are in much need of repair 
which will cost a considerable sum.  
Whether it is more appropriate to 
carry out these repairs to facilitate 
physical consultation or spend the 
money on scanning them with a 
view to making them available on 
line is a matter for discussion.  The 
views of members would be  
welcomed. 

In line with our disposals policy,  
Hilary Lidbury has been doing great 
work finding homes for volumes that 
we feel are not really appropriate for 
the Society but which might be of 
value to somebody else.  For  
example a photograph of 
‘Strongbow’ and a pamphlet on the 
Devon colic have gone to the Cider 
Museum. 

In line with the views of members 
expressed in the questionnaire  
earlier in the year, it is hoped to 

place a reduced version of the  
library database on the Society’s 
website so that members can 
search for items that may be of in-
terest. Though this has not yet been  
progressed. 

One job that remains is the sorting 
out of two dozen boxes of pam-
phlets currently being stored by Al-
ice Bray.  We have the use of an 
office in the Grosvenor Museum and 
we hope to start work in October, if 
you would like to help, please let me 
know. 

Many thanks to Peter, Hilary and 
Alice for all their hard work. 

Stephen Clarke 

On Saturday 30
th
 May under the 

leadership of chairman Dan Garner 
28 CAS members enjoyed a highly  
informative walking tour of some of 
Chester’s archaeological sites.  
Highlights included Chester Castle 
(origins AD 1069-70) with access to 
the upper floors of the late C12

th
 

Agricola Tower providing a fantastic 
panorama of the city and surround-
ing landscape; the Amphitheatre the 
excavations of which Dan  
co-directed 2004-2007; and the on-
going Grosvenor Park excavations. 
The sun shone throughout! 

Dr Kevin Cootes of The Poulton  
Project kindly entertained 16 CAS 
members with an  
in–depth tour of the  
ongoing excavations, 
museum and finds 
processing area at 
Poulton on Saturday 
25

th
 June.   

The exciting scale 
and scope of this  
project became  
apparent during the 
fine afternoon we 
spent there and we 
look forward to  
potential future visits. 

Caer Drewyn hillfort 
near Corwen was the 

focus of our most recent CAS field 
visit, led by our enthusiastic and 
knowledgeable  
retiring Council member Roy  
Coppack on Sun 23

rd
 August This 

site has never been excavated and  
remains enigmatic but previous 
topographical and geophysical  
surveys combined with the hillfort’s 
landscape context experienced on 
the visit provided a basis for lively 
discussion between members.  

To quote the late Mick Aston:  “Go 
Out And Look ! ”That “goal” is what 
CAS excursions and visits are 
about;  support your Society by  
participating. 

Our next visit is private coach travel 
to view the new Staffordshire Hoard 
display at Birmingham Museum and 
Art Gallery on Thursday 14

th
 April 

2016.  The Museum also houses the 
world’s largest Pre-Raphaelite art 
collection.  CAS is subsidising costs, 
allowing us to offer day return travel 
for an incredible £10 for CAS  
members, £20 non-members (who 
may join the Society to benefit from 
the £10 rate!).  Booking and  
pre-payment is essential, contact  
alicebray@kba.org.uk for details. 

Alice Bray 

Society Excursions 2015 

Progress with the Society Library 

mailto:alicebray@kba.org.uk


George Storey, a former Chairman 
and one of our Vice-Presidents, 
died on 23 May 2015 at the age of 
eighty-seven.  He was born in  
Motherwell and educated at  
Kilmarnock Academy and, after  
National Service, at St Andrews 
University.  There he studied  
chemistry and enjoyed an active 
student life, becoming captain of the 
athletics club, singing in a choir and 
joining a madrigal society. 

After graduating, in 1953, he started 
his career with Shell as a chemical 
engineer at the Stanlow refinery.  
Over the years he worked in  
London, Essex, Yorkshire and the 
Netherlands but kept returning to 
Chester.  He came to regard it as a 
base and retired here in 1985.  

George had been interested in  
archaeology, particularly the Roman 
period, from an early age, and when 
he settled here he was able to  
indulge this interest.  He soon 
joined the Chester Archaeological 
Society and became an active and 
valued member.  He was elected 
Chairman in 1999, the year of the 
150

th
 anniversary of the founding of 

the Society, having already  
co-ordinated the arrangements for 

the successful celebration of this 
event.  Throughout his association 
with the Society he assiduously 
attended lectures, visits and  
excursions, several of which he 
helped to organise. 

Having worked on the Poulton site 
in its early years, George welcomed 
the opportunity to excavate under 
the auspices of the Society.  His 
major contribution was to the 
Heronbridge project: once he was 
no longer able to work in the field 
himself, he helped to organise the 
project meticulously, both the  
excavation and the organisation of 

reports. For this the Society owes 
him a great debt of gratitude: but for 
his tenacity there was a danger of 
the excavation remaining  
unpublished for a very long time. 

George maintained that his working 
life had ensured that he was able to 
deal with problems.  He had a very 
clear, orderly mind, which made him 
a valued member of any  
organisation.  He could lay his hand 
to anything, from laying patios and 
fitting electrical devices to the most 
delicate embroidery. 

He travelled extensively after his 
retirement until three years ago, 
when he had the first of four major 
operations.  Despite this, he  
continued to attend lectures and 
Society Council meetings.  He  
never lost his mental alertness, but 
gradually everything became more 
of an effort, even his beloved  
reading. 

George will be greatly missed by 
many people and organisations.  
We extend our sympathy to his wife 
Sheila, their children and grand-
children. 

Rosemary  Martin 
 

Obituary:  George Storey 
19 November 1927–23 May 2015  

Foundries used to be almost every-
where, but evidence of this part of 
our industrial heritage is vanishing, 
often leaving no trace, no  
written or photographic record. 

Eddie Birch and Jonathan Prus have 
decided to try and capture this  
information before it’s too late.  They 
envisage a heritage database at:  

www.foundrydata.org  

Here anyone can access the saved 
data.  Currently there is a limited 
amount of test data posted.  It is 
hoped that it will soon become a 
useful research tool, providing a 
“digitised heritage” resource of arte-
facts, foundries, firms, people and 
references. 

This is an invitation to join in.  The 
sorts of activity involved include; 
posting images and information,  

locating and researching foundries,  
people and firms, and identifying 
what technology was used. 

If you are curious about or feel you 
could contribute please contact  
Jonathan Prus:  

01435 830155 

jonathan@foundrydata.org  

 

Appeals to Members 
A review is taking place involving Cultural Services within CWaC and this includes Museums and the Historic 
Environment Team (the former Chester City Archaeology Service).  As part of the review, a public consultation is 
taking place between 9th September and 2nd December.  The Society Council will be making a formal statement 
on this consultation in due course but please do take the time to fill out the on-line questionnaire and make your 
views on the future of these services known www.cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk/culturalservices 

Our current Antiquary Editor must stand down at the next AGM in 2016.  If you might wish to take on this role, or 
know someone who might, please contact the Society Honorary Secretary: williamsra@btinternet.com 

It would be of considerable assistance to our Treasurer, who is also Membership Secretary to have email  
addresses for as many members as possible.  Communication by email offers advantages for Your Society in 
cost and time.  If you could email Ian Candlin at:ian.candlin895@btinternet.com 

A Heritage Information Appeal: Foundrydata 

http://www.cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk/culturalservices

