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A Busy Time!
Welcome to our second newsletter of 2021!
Our articles this month show how much is
going on and how much we could do.
Our main feature is an account of the history
and activities of the Holt Local History Society. Their very varied list of achievements is
impressive and one that we can learn from.
The notes on fieldwork are a welcome reminder that there are opportunities waiting
when Covid restrictions permit. In the meantime we have been busy with advocacy and
encouraging desk-based research. Our

advertisement of the PAS Finds Study Grant
has met an enthusiastic reception and we
look forward to receiving exciting proposals.
To fund ‘extra’ spending such as that, we
have now set up a donation facility on the
front page of our website.
In addition to our regular Spring lectures
(slightly rearranged; see below), don’t forget
our AGM on 28 April. We will announce
Council vacancies in our next newsletter
Rachel Swallow
Chair, Chester Archaeological Society

Fieldwork
Beneath the Ridge: Cave Research – A Call for Assistance

T

he Sandstone Ridge Trust has identified
108 sites of caves, shelters and mine
shafts along the length of the Sandstone
Ridge from Frodsham to Malpas. Some have
popular names and there are a few names
for which there are references but which
have not yet been associated with specific
sites; in particular there are one or two
names associated with the area around
Frodsham and Helsby. The Trust are already
familiar with the locations of Upton’s Caves,
Tom Thumb’s Hole, the Conker Cave and
the Bear Hole, but where were Polly Parr’s
Kitchen, Robin Hood’s Oven and The Devil’s
Hole? Are these alternative names or caves
that have not yet been identified? The Trust
would welcome any help in attaching these
names to locations and any stories or folk
memories associated with them.
A second area of research for which the
Trust would appreciate input is around the
caves on Beeston Crag. An investigation of a
well on the crag was undertaken in 1935–6.
Does anybody have family records of an
ancestor’s involvement in this investigation?

TomThumb’s Hole in Dunsdale Hollow
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Heronbridge Archaeological Site
Targeted by Illegal Metal Detecting

A

Unnamed cave in Snidley Wood

The explorers were all connected with the
Winnington chemical works and some of the
families may still be around. Somewhere in
an attic is there a diary or a box of photos?
There are many articles concerning the
Trust’s findings to be seen on their website:
http://www.sandstoneridge.org.uk. Just click
on Beneath the Ridge to see what we have
been doing. Any information or offers of
assistance should be addressed to:
info@sandstoneridge.org.uk.
Peter Winn

Fieldwork Opportunities with
the Clwydian Range
Archaeology Group (CRAG)
The following events are planned for the
2021 season:
Saturday 29 May to Friday 4 June
Geophysical survey investigating a site near
Corwen. Training available to newcomers to
the group and those who would like to
refresh their skills under the mentorship of a
professional archaeologist.
Saturday 17 July to Friday 13 August
Excavation on the northern flank of Moel
Arthur. The aim is to investigate the area
between a paleochannel and a possible
'burnt mound' and other features.
.
Further information and contact details are
to be found on the CRAG website www.crag
northwales.wordpress.com.
Hilary Lidbury
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n unfortunate side-effect of the Covid-19
lockdown has been to make some kinds
of crime easier. Over six months ago, a couple of members reported to us that thieves
with metal detectors were damaging the
archaeological site at Heronbridge, which
lies on both sides of Eaton Road between
Heronbridge Cottage and the bridge over the
A55. This is a Scheduled Ancient Monument
and metal detecting there is illegal. We informed the Cheshire Archaeology Planning
Advisory Service, who in turn alerted the
Cheshire Police Rural Crime Team. Sadly
the damage to the site has continued, and
we are asking for your vigilance to help to
stop it.
Heronbridge is uniquely important to local
and regional history as the site of a Roman
settlement, an early medieval earthwork and
the location of the seventh-century Battle of
Chester between the forces of Northumbria
and Mercia and the Welsh kingdoms.
Perpetrators can be prosecuted for Theft by
Finding if they remove objects from the site.
They can also be prosecuted under the
Ancient Monuments and Archaeological
Areas Act for damage to a protected monument; use of metal detectors on a Scheduled
Monument; and removal of items from a
Scheduled Monument.
The Rural Crime Team continue to monitor
the site, but you can play your part as well.
If you are in the area you can help to stop
this damage by visiting the site and looking
out for illegal activity. If you see any metal
detecting, do not get into a confrontation but
phone 999 as it is a Heritage Crime in progress. If it is safe
to do so, take the
registration numbers of any vehicles that may be
associated.
Please report
any relevant
information by
phoning 101.
Aerial view
of Heronbridge,
with the outline
of the Scheduled
site marked.
Image ©
2020 Google
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Payment of CAS membership subscriptions
The annual subscription for all classes of CAS membership became due on 1 January
2021. Many thanks to all of those who have already paid!
Rates are unchanged: Ordinary £20, Associate £10, Institutional £25, Student £10.
Can we urge as many people as possible to pay their subscription by Standing Order; this
reduces the Society’s administrative costs and enables the maximum amount of funds to
be used for Members’ benefit. Membership Application Forms with the necessary authorisation can be downloaded here: https://chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk/how-to-join/ .If you are a
UK taxpayer, please complete the Gift Aid Declaration on the Membership Application
Form; this enables the Society to reclaim 25p for every £1 you pay to the Society.
You can also pay by bank transfer; the Society’s bank details are set out on the Membership Application Form
Could those members who still prefer to pay by cash or cheque please send their payment
to the Honorary Treasurer, Mr Ian Candlin, 6 Fox Lane, Waverton, Chester CH3 7PQ.
In addition to membership subscriptions the Society relies on donations to support its
activities. Please make a donation by clicking on this link DONATE NOW.

Portable Antiquities Scheme Finds Study Grant 2021

W

e are delighted to announce that we
are offering this grant again in 2021.

We want to encourage the study and publication of objects reported to the Portable
Antiquities Scheme from pre-1974 Cheshire
and adjoining areas, to ensure that their
potential contribution to the understanding of
the archaeology and history of the county is
realised. The grant is worth up to £700, payable in two stages It is a condition of the
grant that the results of the research shall be
offered for first publication as an article in
the Journal of the Chester Archaeological
Society.
It is hoped that the grant will be attractive to
new researchers, who need not be members
of the Society. If you have an idea for a project, submit your proposals by no later than
30 June 2021. The successful candidate will
be notified by 31 July 2021, with the project
work commencing about 1 October 2021.
For more information and an application
form, click here for MS Word format, or click
here for PDF format. In formulating your
proposal, we strongly recommend that you
seek the advice of the Finds Liaison Officer
for Cheshire, Merseyside and Greater Manchester, Heather Beeton (Heather.Beeton@
liverpoolmuseums.org.uk). It may also be
useful to read the Advice for Researchers on

the PAS website (https://finds.org.uk/
research/advice).
Our first grant, in 2016, went to Carl Savage
and Matthew Ball for a study of unpublished
Roman, medieval and post-medieval coin
hoards in Cheshire. Their work is published
in our journal vol 87 for 2017. Our second
grant, in 2018, was to Pauline Clarke for a
review of early medieval finds from the county, and the results of her work have now
been published in the latest volume of our
journal, vol 90 for 2020.

Roman bronze figure from Holt depicting a bound
captive; recorded by the PAS in 2015: LVPL8C4A48. © National Museums Liverpool. What is
its significance? For this type of statue, see
Caitlin Green, Some Roman slave shackles and
figurines recorded from Britain by the PAS.
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The Holt Local History Society
From H G Wells and riverbank chalets to Bronze Age burials, Holt and its English
neighbour, Farndon, have an amazing wealth of cultural heritage and history stretching back thousands of years. It was local pride and interest in this past that led to the
founding of the society.

F

ollowing a well attended public meeting
in November 1991, the Holt Local History
Society was founded the following January
by a group of active local citizens who were
keen to learn more about history and wanted
to promote the study of the history of the
village and the surrounding area.

Some of the founding members of the Holt Local
History Society. Left to right:, Arthur Tapp (Hon
President), Wendy Wren, Professor Cynthia
Burek and Brian Payne examining the society’s
newsletter in 1992

Despite the obvious problems of maintaining
a society in a village of about only 1500 people, thanks to the enthusiasm and dynamism
of its members the Holt LHS has managed
over twenty-nine years to create and maintain an active membership of up to 123
members. Despite the pandemic membership is still very healthy.
The flagship activity of the society has been
its lectures, traditionally held seven times a
year. Over the years we have been privileged to hear some outstanding talks on both
local and national topics. The former have
covered the castle, bridge and church, local
houses and commercial buildings, local personalities, and the impact that the Roman
invasion, Civil War and the World Wars of
the twentieth century have had on the village. National subjects include the Staffordshire Hoard, the fifteenth-century Newport
Ship, Florence Nightingale and the SS Great
Britain. Particularly memorable lectures include the highly entertaining talk given by the
late Professor Mick Aston in February 2001
4

A Wealth of History and Cultural Heritage
• Built on nationally important red Triassicage sandstone, Ice Age and River Terrace
deposits
Holt
• Bronze Age burials
• An Iron Age and Romano-British farming
settlement on the edge of the River Dee
• The Roman legionary tile- and pottery works
• The medieval planned town of John de
Warenne, including the castle, church,
bridge and fishponds
• The Civil War siege of the castle,
• The evidence for Welsh cattle drovers and
Nantwich salt traders travelling through the
area
• The more recent influx of Irish and
Liverpudlians to pick soft fruit at the
Strawberry Fields
• The development along both sides of the
River Dee of now almost unique riverbank
chalets for the working classes from Liverpool and other major cities
• The literary heritage of Holt resident
H G Wells and Holt’s position as a centre
of Victorian learning.
Farndon
• The potential site of an Anglo-Saxon
minster
• The death here of King Edward the Elder in
924 with his palace supposedly lying nearby
• The birthplace of the cartographer John
Speed (1542–1629)
• Supposedly the hosting of the first ever
British competitive horse race

on making the Time Team programmes and
our 25th Anniversary meeting, when archaeologist and TV personality Julian Richard gave
a fascinating run through ‘Recent activities
at Stonehenge’. We were delighted when
Dr Rachel Swallow, recently elected as Chair
of the Chester Archaeological Society, attracted the largest audience so far for a Zoom
lecture with her talk on Aldford Castle in
January 2021. For this wealth of wonderful
presentations we need to thank initially Nick
and Eva Moore and, for the last twenty years,
Ann Main, for their sterling service as Lecture
Secretaries.
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The excavations in Croxton’s Field have revealed
features and high-status pottery suggesting that
the site was in use well after the heyday of the
legionary tile works in the earlier second century

Field) and conduct a Holt Community
Garden Dig, during which numerous artifacts were uncovered. One of more interesting finds was a gold medieval ring
which was declared Treasure Trove and
led to a coroner’s inquiry in the village.
• Hold a village event to celebrate and
Julian Richards cutting the 25th Anniversary cake
The society also normally organises two or

three outings in the summer months to historic sites around the region; these are generally popular and some have even needed
to be rerun when attendance numbers have
become unmanageable. In particular, we
should mention the ten popular geological
and historical walks conducted by Professor
Cynthia Burek through the towns and villages
from Nantwich to Flint.
The society now has an ad hoc Research
Group, which meets every few months and
through which we encourage all members to
take part in furthering understanding of the
area. In 2012 it initiated a research programme entitled ‘Crossing the River Dee –
A Holt Community Project’, fully funded by
Northern Marches Cymru under their Heritage and Culture Grant Scheme. Over the
next eighteen months we were able to:
• Research Holt’s historic river crossings.
• Interrogate historic and cartographic evi-

dence and identify features from LIDAR,
fieldwalking and non-invasive magnetometry and resistivity survey.

• In 2013 excavate three sites identified

from LIDAR (one of which was Croxton

inform the village of the project finds and
interpretations.

• Produce an informative publication which

was distributed free to every household in
Holt and as well as to all members of the
society.

The excavations in Croxton’s Field, led by
Phil Cox since 2012, have revealed features
and high-status pottery suggesting that the
site was in use well after the heyday of the
legionary tile works in the earlier second
century.
In 2018 the group organised a geophysical
investigation of the Roman tile- and pottery
works that was funded by society members
and outside organisations, including the
Chester Archaeological Society. Under Chris
Matthews of Archaeological Survey West,
the hard-working team of volunteers surveyed twenty-one hectares of fields using
magnetometry and resistivity during particularly wet and windy weather. The results
were presented in an exhibition at Kenyon
Hall in Holt and at the Chester Archaeological Society Conference in 2018.
The group is currently actively involved in
investigating the road and communication
system developed by the Romans and, in
association with Chester’s diving club, studying the nature and contents of the River Dee
between Holt and Farndon. Of particular
5

THE CHESTER ANTIQUARY 2021 ISSUE 2

interest has been the discovery of the remains of a number of vessels that may have
been used by the Grosvenors to transport
stone to Eaton Hall from Holt Castle after the
latter was slighted following the Civil War.
Every few years the group puts on a presentation and display of their recent activities.
As a result of the research carried out by its
members over the years, the society has
been able to publish a number of books,
articles, leaflets and a DVD on the history of
the village and to organise a variety of exhibitions and events. These include:
•

A Pictorial History of Holt (1999); Holt’s
Hidden History (2013); Holt’s History on
the Borders (2011), a DVD produced for
Wrexham Museum.

•

A report on the 2018 geophysical survey
of the Roman tile– and pottery works in
the Journal of the Chester Archaeological
Society vol 89 for 2019.

•

A waymarked village trail leaflet, now
available from village shops.

•

A series of information boards around
Holt highlighting key sites such as the
castle, church, cross and Strawberry
Fields.

•

An oral history project, recording the
stories of senior men and women of the
community in their own words.

•

Co-sponsorship of Walking though the
Past, the first geodiversity village trail
through Holt and Farndon.

•

Exhibitions such as ‘Holt – A Journey
though Time’ (1994), ‘Memories of the

Twentieth Century’ (2002) and archive
evenings.
•

Linking regularly with Holt Primary School
to provide children’s competitions associated with Holt’s Village Days.

•

A timeline of important events in Holt’s
history, currently displayed in the local
Holt Primary School.

Re-enactment events supported by the
society have become a regular part of our
village life, such as the arrival of the Romans
in Holt with an inspection by the society’s
first Chair, Harry Jones, and the Mayoress
of Wrexham. The society has also regularly
supported external events such as the
Wrexham History Fair, Heritage Week and
‘Carnival of Words’ and the Holt Pageant.
We participated in the exhibition of ‘100
Historic Objects from North-East Wales’
displayed at the Wrexham Museum in 2018
and are currently working with the museum
to put on a display related to the Roman tileand pottery works.
On a lighter note, various Chairs have hosted a summer garden party, and we have put
on quizzes, Christmas gatherings and other
social events.
The long-term aims of the society have not
changed over the years, even though perhaps our methods of communication are
much different from the early nineties. We
continue to emphasise our desire to learn
more about the history and culture of our
area through education, publication and
research. We are socially inclusive and
encourage all members of our community,
independent of their age or background,
to actively participate in the society. More
recently, we have looked to collaborate with
other like-minded societies in our region.
Over the last few years, we have had a
successful collaboration with the Chester
Archaeological Society in the form of talks,
support for our Roman pottery and tilery
research and professional publication of our
technical article. Let us hope that this is just
the start of a period of mutually beneficial
support and collaboration.
John Cubitt, Lecture Secretary & Immediate
Past Chairman, Holt Local History Society
Brian Payne, Membership Secretary, Holt
Local History Society
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Chester One City Plan
Revision

T

he One City Plan was an early Cheshire
West and Chester document (published
in 2012) and aimed to draw together various
existing policies for Chester. The Council
are now consulting on its revision and we
expect the Society’s views to sought later
in February. However, we encourage members to submit their own views through the
online survey at The One City Plan: Revisited - listening to the people of Chester Survey (surveymonkey.co.uk) .
You can download the existing plan at
http://chester.westcheshiregrowth.co.uk/wpcontent/uploads/sites/2/2015/12/ChesterOne-City-Plan-2012-20127-PDF-8.1MB.pdf
and view a dashboard showing progress
at http://chester.westcheshiregrowth.co.uk/
chester-dashboard/.
If you have any views that you would like to
have taken into account for the Society’s
‘corporate’ response, please email
p.carrington@tiscali.co.uk.

Blood is Thicker than Baptismal
Water: A Late Medieval Perinatal
Burial in a Small Household Chest
The skeleton of a baby buried within a small
household box has revealed a heart-breaking
story of parental grief in a time of pandemic
and premature death. The discovery was
made during archaeological investigations of
the later medieval rural graveyard at Poulton,
Analysis revealed the baby was premature,
and likely stillborn. The tiny corpse had been
placed within the sleeping position and
interred in a wooden box with metal lock,
unique in graveyard studies of the period.
As unbaptised infants were excluded from
consecrated ground, this individual has
been interpreted as a clandestine burial.
Cootes, K, Thomas, M, Jordan, D, Axworthy, J &
Carlin, R. Blood is thicker than baptismal water:
A late medieval perinatal burial in a small household chest. Int J Osteoarchaeol 2021. The article
can be downloaded at https://doi.org/10.1002/
oa.2955 or obtained from the principal author.

Dee House: Stabilisation – The First Step towards Restoration

F

rom the autumn of 2018 Society representatives have sat on a Chester Growth
Partnership Working Group of stakeholders
to find a way forward on the future of Dee
House; this subject has been debated in the
city for decades, while the condition of the
building progressively deteriorated, for the
last quarter century in council ownership.
Ultimately the Group accepted the case put
forward by Historic England for the importance of the building and its significance
within the group of monuments that also
includes the Roman amphitheatre and St
John’s Church; this was essentially a
refined version of the arguments put forward
by this Society in 2015 in its comments on
the proposed lease of Dee House. Historic
England made it clear that, in any case, they
would oppose any applications for delisting
and demolition. In Spring 2020 the Group
endorsed a plan drawn up by the Cheshire
Historic Buildings Preservation Trust for the
stabilisation of the building, to permit a developer to invest with confidence in its restoration. This plan has now been accepted by
Cheshire West and Chester Council, who
will fund the work.

We continues to be represented on a SubGroup to oversee the stabilisation work and
the future marketing and use of the building.
The Society‘s Council has endorsed the
following position:
• The oldest, central part of the building and

the chapel should be restored, without
obtrusive additions to the exterior, and so
far as possible significant original internal
features should also be restored.

• The stabilisation should be monitored to

record traces of modification to the building during its history.

• The grounds of the building should be

enhanced.

• There should be public access to the

exterior of the building and preferably to
the interior.

• There should be unified and updated

interpretation of the whole site.

Peter Carrington
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Lectures Spring 2021
Please note that the programme has changed since it was advertised in the last newsletter.
Weds 3 March at 7.30 pm: A Regal Restoration: The Osmington White Horse
Hon Prof Stewart Ainsworth (University of Chester)
The Osmington White Horse overlooking Weymouth Bay was first cut in 1808 but had suffered
extensive erosion. The project aimed to establish the history of the figure and work out the most
appropriate outline to reinstate ahead of events in Weymouth Bay during the 2012 Olympic Games .

Wednesday 7 April 2021 at 7:30pm: Bamburgh Bowl Hole Cemetery: Life and Death
in an Early Medieval Palace
Graeme Young (Co-Director Bamburgh Research Project)
A rare example of a burial ground associated with an early medieval royal residence, giving us an
extraordinary insight into the diverse regional and national backgrounds of the palace population
during what is often referred to as Northumbria’s Golden Age.

Wednesday 5 May 2021 at 7:30pm: ‘Lost Linears’: Recent investigations into Offa’s
Dyke and Wat’s Dyke (2018-2020)
Ian Grant (Senior Archaeologist, Clwyd-Powys Archaeological Trust)
Recent excavations on three local sites on Wat’s Dyke and Offa’s Dyke have shown that these ‘lost’
sections are still a valuable archaeological resource permitting scientific dating.

For more information, see https://chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk/lectures/. We are now
recording talks (subject to copyright) and making them available on our website, initially in
the Members’ Area and then two weeks later open access on the Lectures page.

Grants and Awards

Contacts

We shall be making the following grants
and awards in 2021:

Chair Rachel Swallow
chair@chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk

Undergraduate Dissertation Prize
Our annual prize of £100 for the best Final
Year dissertation in the Dept of History and
Archaeology at the University of Chester.

Secretary Joanne Kirton
secretary@chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk

St John’s House Fund
Grants totalling up to £500 pa for archaeological work in Cheshire. Applications may
be made at any time of year.
PAS Finds Study Grant
A grant of up to £700 for the study of finds
from the pre-1974 county of Cheshire reported to the Portable Antiquities Scheme,
the results to be published in our jourmal.
For more information on all these grants
and awards, see https:/chesterarchaeolsoc.
org.uk/grants-and-awards/.
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Membership Secretary Hugh Bray
membership@chesterarchaeolosc.org.uk
Journal Editor Rachel Swallow
editor@chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk
Excursions Co-ordinator Hilary Lidbury
excursions@chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk
Webmaster Hugh Bray
webmaster@chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk
General enquiries
chesterarchaeologicalsociety@gmail.com
Find us on Facebook and follow us on
Twitter @ChesterArchSoc

