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Chapter 1

Introduction

Summary

The archaeological investigations and excavations
reported on in this volume were all situated to the
north or east of the Roman legionary fortress at
Chester (Deva). Those to the north mostly along
modern Upper Northgate Street or within the area
between Gorse Stacks and St. Oswald’s Way, whilst
those to the east lay along either side of Foregate Street
and The Bars, and along the route of the A51 Boughton
road. The excavations were carried out by a number
of archaeological contractors in response to planning
proposals.

Those excavations located to the north of the
legionary fortress were largely undertaken during
the considerable urban redevelopment of this area of
Chester during the first two decades of the current
millennium. Development here was mostly in the form
of residential apartments, student accommodation,

a hotel, and, in one instance, a new bus interchange.
Those excavations to the east of the city centre began
during the early 1990s and continued until recently
in response to the more piecemeal manner in which
redevelopment occurred in this area. Along Foregate
Street, this took the form of the refurbishment of
existing retail units, whereas, further east, residential
and retail development took place. Fortunately, owing
to the implementation of certain planning regulations,
an outcome of this widespread urban redevelopment
has been the completion of numerous developer-
funded archaeological interventions, from watching
briefs to field evaluation and, in certain instances,
open-area excavations. These varied interventions
form the subject of this volume and comprise fifteen
separate sites. Taken together, the results from these
sites form a substantial archaeological transect, aligned
approximately northwest-southeast, through the
zones of the extramural settlement, or canabae, located
to the north and east of the Roman fortress (Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1 Map of Roman Chester showing the general extent of the canabae and location of the sites investigated



EXCAVATIONS AT CHESTER. THE NORTHERN AND EASTERN ROMAN EXTRAMURAL SETTLEMENTS

The projects

To the north of the legionary fortress the six sites
investigated (Figure 1.2, Table 1.1) were located at
51-57 Upper Northgate Street (2015), Liverpool Road
(2018), Delamere Street (2009), George Street School
(2013), and two sites at Gorse Stacks (2009 and 2015-
16), the latter of which would form the location for
Chester’s new bus interchange. Much of this area
contained little of surviving historical or architectural
value, consisting mostly of modern retail units, whilst
the area between Gorse Stacks and St. Oswald’s Way
was dominated by car parks. Furthermore, during
the post-medieval period, the area had also been
extensively quarried for the local red sandstone.
Consequently, for the most part, the conditions here
could be considered suitable for large-scale open-area

archaeological excavations, where feasible, ahead of
development. Such excavations began during 2005
with the site of Chester’s former bus terminus located
on the south side of Delamere Street. Following
archaeological evaluation, large-scale excavation
ahead of redevelopment demonstrated that the
stratigraphy in this area was generally quite slight and
that the natural sandstone geology was located at a
shallow depth below current ground level. Although
the central area of the site had been extensively
quarried for stone during the post-medieval period,
evidence for activity during the Roman period was
encountered in the form of a number of irregularly-
shaped quarry pits and ditches, all cut directly into
the bedrock, and from which large assemblages of
finds were recovered. The results of this site were
published in detail (Cutler et al. 2012) and hinted at the

Figure 1.2 Location of the six sites investigated to the north of the fortress
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character of the Roman archaeology
that may be encountered during
any future developments within the
extramural settlement zone to the
north of the legionary fortress. Indeed,
these results were generally replicated
during the subsequent excavation of a
number of sites during the following
years.

The nine sites to the east of the
legionary fortress (Figure 1.3; Table
1.1) were located at 54-60 Foregate
Street (2009), 83-89 Foregate Street
(2017), 105-109 Foregate Street
(1992-93), Grosvenor Park Road
(2000-19), The Bars (south) (1990
and 1998), The Bars (south) (2002),
The Bars (north) (2002), Dee Hills
Park (2002-03), and Boughton Retail
Centre (2012-13). In contrast to the
zone north of the fortress, the area
along Foregate Street consisted
mostly of densely-packed retail units,
public houses and restaurants, and
consequently had seen little in the
way of large-scale redevelopment.
This, together with the mitigation
strategies often adopted to minimise
the potential impact upon the
archaeology resource within this
zone, has meant that interventions
have often been limited in both scale
and scope. Where permitted, most
such archaeological interventions
have consisted of targeted excavation
within specific, often confined, areas
and to minimal depths of proposed
intrusion wherever possible.
Consequently, although the nature
of the Roman occupation in this area
has been previously characterised
to some degree - the area contained
buildings of probable commercial and
industrial nature flanking the main
route leading east from the fortress
- the chronology of occupation and
the plans of any buildings remain
uncertain (Carrington 2008: 9; Mason
2012: 112). Heading east from the
fortress, the sites investigated at
The Bars and onwards along the A51
Boughton road were not subject to
the same constraints as those along
Foregate Street and, consequently,
the areas of excavation were greater
and the results somewhat clearer.
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Figure 1.3 Location of the nine sites investigated to the east of the fortress
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Table 1.1 Gazetteer of sites investigated

Site number | Site location Year/s Type of investigation/s

1 51-57 Upper Northgate Street 2015 Evaluation trenches and watching brief

2 Liverpool Road 2018 Evaluation trenches and watching brief

3 Delamere Street 2009 Evaluation trenches and area excavation

4 Gorse Stacks 2009 Evaluation trenches and area excavation

5 George Street School 2013 Evaluation trenches and limited area excavation
6 Gorse Stacks bus interchange 2015-16 Evaluation trenches and limited area excavation
7 54-60 Foregate Street 2009 Evaluation trenches

8 83-89 Foregate Street 2017 Evaluation trenches

9 105-109 Foregate Street 1992-93 Evaluation trenches and limited area excavation
10 Grosvenor Park Road 2000-19 Evaluation trenches and watching brief

11 The Bars (south) 1990 & 1998 Evaluation trenches and limited area excavation
12 The Bars (south) 2002 Evaluation trenches and limited area excavation
13 The Bars (north) 2002 Evaluation trenches

14 Dee Hills Park 2002-03 Evaluation trenches and watching brief

15 Boughton Retail Centre 2012-13 Evaluation trenches and area excavation

History of Research and Publication

Whereas, following many years of delay, the detailed
results of specific sites excavated within extramural
zones to the west and south of the Roman legionary
fortress between the 1960s and 1980s have been
recently published in detail (Ward 2012), summary
publications only have appeared for sites within the
northern and eastern zones (see Carrington 2008; Mason
2012 for example). A gazetteer listing discoveries made
in these zones up to the end of 2009 was included in
Ward’s 2012 volume but, not being the focus of that
work, the information remained minimal. Where
developer-funded projects have taken place since the
1990s, the resulting information has often remained
confined to the pages of various unpublished ‘client’
or ‘grey-literature’ reports. Furthermore, it is often the
case that more than one archaeological contracting
unit may be involved with a single development site
as the economic climate changes and the site passes
through the ownership of several potential developers
and the information generated can often become
disparate, confused or inaccessible. Indeed, several
of the sites herein prove no exception, and issues of
funding and other unpredicted circumstances can
dictate the priority and level of reporting adopted,
this can often be particularly so with the analysis of
ecofacts and artefacts. Ultimately such issues can force
a project to stall during the post-excavation reporting
stage or, indeed, fail to reach completion entirely. The
present volume attempts to go some way in rectifying
these issues and presents, where possible, detailed
accounts of selected sites investigated between 1990

and 2019 within the northern and eastern Roman
extramural settlement zones. Furthermore, it is hoped
that this volume will form a companion to Ward’s
2012 publication covering the western and southern
extramural settlement zones and add detail to several
of the sites summarised in Ward’s 2012 gazetteer, along
with the details of further sites excavated up to 2019.

The results obtained from the excavation of the sites
within the northern extramural settlement zone
(sites 1-6) are described first, followed by those in the
eastern zone (sites 7-15). The sites are described in
the northern zone running from north to east along
modern Upper Northgate Street and Liverpool Road
before heading eastwards along Delamere Street and
Gorse Stacks. Those in the eastern zone are described
from west to east. This approach was considered
spatially and geographically logical and in preference
to ordering the descriptive accounts by year, or years,
of excavation.

An attempt has been made throughout the present
volume to standardise, where possible, the terminology
and conventions adopted by the various archaeological
contractors and used within the individual reports that
form the basis of the following site descriptions. Roman
pottery fabric codes used throughout this volume
relate, wherever possible, to those published in the
National Roman Fabric Reference Collection (Tomber
and Dore 1998), supplemented by common descriptive
fabric or ware names local to the Chester area and the
North West in general (see Ward 2012: 5-12).



