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Lancashire (see my blogs from December 
2015 and January 2016).

The recent debate on the future of Dee 
House in Chester, which lies above part 
of the Roman amphitheatre, has been 
another issue where the views of the 
group were called upon. This is not a 
new problem.  The current debate centres 
around the future of the listed Dee House. 
Should it be granted a 150 year lease and 
planning permission for redevelopment 
into a hotel and other venue, or could it be 
demolished in favour of excavating and 
displaying the rest of the amphitheatre?

Ever since the chance discovery of the 
amphitheatre in the late 1920s variations 
of this debate have come and gone, always 
ably fought by our colleagues at the 
Chester Archaeological Society. The last 
was in the late 1990s, when the argument 
for a Jorvik Centre-style visitor attraction 
was made and rejected (as recorded in our 
journal Archaeology North West). The 
most recent debate has been led by those 
wanting to demolish Dee House rather 
than see it conserved in order to excavate 
the amphitheatre remains beneath. The 
catalyst was the prospect of the Council, 
who own the building, granting a 150 year 
lease to a potential developer in order to 
kick-start renovation of the building. As 
our leading Roman historian Prof Mary 
Beard noted in her column in the Times 
Literary Supplement on 26 August 2016  
‘it raises all kinds of issues about how 
best to incorporate the ancient heritage 
into the modern city-scape.’

(http://timesonline.typepad.com/dons_
life/2016/08/the-chester-amphitheatre.
html)

CBA North West’s position has not 
changed since the last time the issue was 

raised. The costs of excavating the rest 
of the amphitheatre are huge, the results 
uncertain, excavation destructive, and 
the loss of one form of heritage in favour 
of another, unacceptable. In August 2016 
the group was invited to join the panel at 
the ‘Great DEEbate’ on the future of Dee 
House and the Chester Amphitheatre. 
Held in Chester Town Hall on 30 August 
and called by the city’s MP, Chris 
Matheson, it was an opportunity for all 
sides to air their views. A summary of the 
debate can be found here:
http://www.chesterchronicle.co.uk/
news/chester-cheshire-news/chester-
amphitheatre-debate-pits-romans-
11824046

Much passion was evident in the hall 
on both sides. I would suggest that we 
need to harness the passion shown for 
the exploration of the archaeology and 
heritage of the Roman amphitheatre and 
the 18th and 19th century Dee House for 
the WHOLE of the city’s heritage. The 
story of Chester is bigger than that of its 
Roman amphitheatre.

CBA North West has since written to 
Cheshire West and Chester Council 
restating the position of the group on 
the future of Dee House and the Chester 
Amphitheatre. This is the text of that 
letter.

The Council for British Archaeology 
North West has been watching with 
interest the debate over the future of 
Dee House and any impact this might 
have on the Roman amphitheatre. On 
behalf of our members I am writing to 
urge the Council to look for a sustainable 
future for Dee House that conserves the 
listed building without compromising 
the archaeology beneath and around 
the structure. CBA North West does 
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CBA North West Autumn Conference

Our Autumn meeting entitled ‘From Clay 
to Pot: New Light on Pottery Manufacture 
in the North West’  will be held at The 
Salvation Army Hall, Macclesfield on 12th 
November. The programme and a booking 
form are enclosed with this newsletter. You 
can also book on-line through Eventbrite.

CBA North West Advises Government

The long-awaited 2014 report on ‘The 
Future of Local Government Archaeology 
Services Report’, to which CBA North 
West contributed, has been published by 
the All Party Parliamentary Archaeology 
Group  and includes recommendations to  
help financially secure local authority HER 
services. 

The Future of Dee House and the Chester 
Amphitheatre

During the four years that I have been Chair 
of the Council for British Archaeology 
North West group, we have had to face 
some challenging threats and issues to 
the archaeology of the region. Amongst 
the most severe has been the impact of 
local government cuts on the provision of 
archaeological planning services. These 
affected all services across the region, 
but especially those in Merseyside and 

Chester Amphitheatre



not support the demolition of Dee House 
in favour of excavating the remains of the 
amphitheatre. Excavation is an expensive and 
destructive process that is only undertaken 
where absolutely necessary. 

The archaeology of any period is a finite 
resource that is irreplaceable. We cannot 
support the further investigation of the 
amphitheatre, a large proportion of which 
is already on display, at the expense of Dee 
House. There is, though, an opportunity in 
conserving Dee House to tell the whole story 
of this part of Chester on one site, which we 
would urge the Council to consider.

Cheshire West and Chester Council has 
now (September 2016) agreed a deal with a 
developer to renovate Dee House and turn it 
into a hotel, restaurant and cafe with some 
sort of visitor centre. This is welcomed by 
CBA North West, but we will keep an eye on 
how this proceeeds, so as to make sure that 
the development is sympathetic to both Dee 
House and the amphitheatre.

Mike Nevell

Developments in Calderstones Park, 
Liverpool

Redrow Housing has submitted a Planning 
Application to Liverpool City Council to build 
a new estate at Harthill Gardens, which is a 
part of Calderstones Park, in South Liverpool. 
Prehistorians will be aware that the Park takes 
its name from The Calderstones which are 
the surviving remains of a Neolithic Passage 
Grave. The 6 decorated stones are not on their 
original site or directly threatened by this 
development although their current location 
in a somewhat dilapidated ‘greenhouse’ 
continues to give cause for concern.

However, research by Merseyside 
Archaeological Society and others has shown 
that the wider area of Calderstones Park, and 
Harthill Gardens is almost certainly part of 
a former prehistoric landscape. An estate 
plan dated to 1568 shows a second ‘tumulus’ 
like structure with outlying stones, Pikeloo 
Hill, and a further standing stone, The 
Rodger Stone, located within the area now 
called Harthill Gardens, although their exact 
location is unknown. Redrow has submitted 
an Archaeological Assessment which clearly 
identifies this possibility and it is expected 
that archaeological conditions will be applied 
should their Application be successful.

As to the future of The Calderstones, in a 
recent talk to Merseyside Archaeological 
Society, Richard MacDonald from The 
Reader Organisation, which is based 
in Calderstones Park, revealed plans to 
remove the stones to a more accessible, 
safer environment in the court yard at the 
rear of The Mansion House as part of an 
HLF funded Project. Although the Project 
will present considerable challenges it will 
secure the future of The Calderstones and 
present opportunities for further research 
into their artwork.

Diana Goodier and Dave Roberts 

Supporting the North West heritage 
sector

Some challenges facing industrial heritage 
organisations are the same across all 
heritage sites, industrial, archaeological, 
fine art or social history, some are more 
particular to industrial sites. At their heart 
is a dichotomy – we live in a constantly 
changing world; yet for all heritage sites 
one of our key reasons for our existence is 
to preserve. And for that reason, sometimes 
it’s difficult for us to prove our relevance 
to the here and now. 

Heritage sites are used to working with 
small budgets, but recent major funding 
cuts, particularly to local authorities and 
national bodies have had huge impacts. 
Funding is available, the key is finding a 
funder where what you want to do aligns 
with what they want to achieve.

Retaining skills and knowledge is a key 
issue for industrial heritage. Contributing 
to this general trend is staff being asked to 
absorb more responsibilities and becoming 
more general in their roles. Specialisms 
are being lost.

Advocacy is crucial, it’s recognition from 
other people that can be really influential. 
Lion Salt Works has won the UK’s Best 
Heritage project; the prize money is 
welcome but more influential in the long 
term is the publicity which has been 
generated not by them, but by an external 
body in the National Lottery and the public 
who voted for it. 

Partnerships can enable you to increase 
your capacity. The Heritage Open Days 
are an established fixture and organisations 
can use the high profile and marketing of 
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the branding to promote themselves and 
activities which they may have already been 
planning on doing, but by including them 
under the umbrella of HOD can open them 
up to new audiences who might not have 
considered visiting you before. 

Lynsey Jones
Museum Development Officer (South),
Manchester Museum, Oxford Road, 
Manchester M13 9PL

“The Forgotten Frontier”

While studying Pele Towers and Tower 
Houses it is very easy to think that there 
was only one frontier as far as the English 
were concerned but this is far from the truth. 
Throughout the period covered by the 13th 
to 15th centuries the English were fighting 
wars on up to 4 fronts;  the Scots, the Irish, 
the French and finally the Welsh until their 
conquest by Edward 1st.

It is therefore worth looking at how the 
defence of the realm evolved in England 
from the construction of castles during 
the 12th and 13th centuries through to the 
fortified Tower Houses of the border reevers 
in the 15th century and see whether there are 
any other areas under English influence that 
exhibit a similar pattern of development. 
We already recognise that the area from 
the Mersey through to the Scottish borders 
saw the development of Pele Towers in the 
early 1300s, while they were absent from 
the Welsh borders. This would suggest that 
their presence was no longer a necessity as 
the Welsh problem had been resolved. 

On a recent visit to Trim and during a 
conversation with an Irish Archaeologist the 
subject of Tower Houses arose, as they are a 
feature in the parts of Ireland that comprise 
the Pale. The Pale is an area around Dublin 
that by the end of the15th Century included 
Dublin, Wicklow, Kildare, Meath and 
Louth and was under English influence. The 

 Arnside Pele Tower



Anglo-Norman occupation of Ireland seems 
to mirror that of the Norman invasion of 
England with the construction of motte and 
bailey castles in the first instance. They are 
replaced at a later period with stone castles 
which bears a striking resemblance to the 
situation in mainland Britain. The similarities 
are further enforced by the appearance of 
both first floor hall houses and then the Tower 
House during the14th Century. When it 
came to dealing with porous borders such as 
Scotland and Ireland this would suggest that 
the idea of building large castles which could 
be occupied by an army or by-passed where 
a quick campaign was the aim, changed over 
time to a more zonal defence where there 
were a large number of defended or fortified 
strongholds which were more difficult to 
avoid or ignore.

So why isn’t more known about the 
development of the Irish Tower type houses? 
Some Irish Archaeologists have suggested a 
date in the 1200s for the first floor hall houses, 
so are they in fact the predecessors of the Pele 
Tower?  Unfortunately, the evidence for this 
dating is sketchy and has to be questioned. 
Historically, part of this problem must stem 
from the fact that archaeology in Ireland was 
predominantly based in academic institutions 
and there was no provision for the unpaid 
volunteer archaeologist as occurred in the 
U.K. Although there was some excellent 
work and reporting in existence its area 
of influence was somewhat limited as the 
information only reached a small number of 
individuals. This is not the case where there 
is an active voluntary sector carrying out 
research projects and adding openly to the 
wealth of knowledge. Secondly, for a long 
period of time the Castles were perceived as 
the mark of a hated occupier so more effort 
was dedicated to history and archaeology 
that was pertinent to Irish history and culture. 
Luckily, this has now changed and the 
importance and influence of the English upon 
the archaeology of Ireland is now starting to 
be understood.

David Stanley, PeToR

Norton Priory Museum

Norton Priory was founded by The Baron of 
Halton in 1134 and upgraded to an abbey in 
1391, thriving until its Dissolution in 1536. 
The land was subsequently acquired by Sir 
Richard Brooke in 1545 and a Tudor house 
was built on the site. In 1750 the 5th Sir 
Richard Brooke built a Georgian mansion 

incorporating the medieval Undercroft. 
Much of the house was demolished in 1928 
although the Undercroft still survives. 

Norton Priory has many claims to fame. It 
is Europe’s most excavated monastery. It 
has the greatest variety of monastic tiles 
found in Britain. It has the most elaborate 
cloister of 13th century date.  Its statue of 
St. Christopher is one of the most important 
surviving examples of medieval sculpture in 
the country. The site also has 900 years of 
history. Does the new Museum do justice to 
Norton Priory’s historical importance? 

The £4.5 million Museum opened its doors 
in August.  There are 3 public spaces on 2 
floors. On the Ground Floor the impressive 
Atrium covers the Undercroft entrance and 
houses the ‘giant’ statue of St. Christopher 
together with a small number of display 
cases.  The Exhibition Room holds the 
majority of the collection which tells the 
story of Norton Priory. On the First Floor 
there is a second Exhibition Room and 
spacious Viewing gallery from which the 
visitor can observe the ‘Ruins’ of much of 
the monastic site.   

The main Exhibition Room showcases 
a small fraction of the 70,000 artefacts 
discovered at Norton Priory. A collection 
of stonework includes several coffins from 
the monastic site and sculpture from the 
later houses, in open display cabinets. The 
lower part of the rebuilt medieval pottery 
kiln and reconstructed arches of the cloister 
are among the larger exhibits on show. A 
medieval wooden coffin is of particular 
interest.  Of the smaller objects to be viewed, 
the exhibitions of original and replica pottery 
and tiles are most impressive and include a 
replica tile effigy of a medieval knight.

The human remains of the 130 plus 
individuals recovered during excavations 
at Norton Priory are well represented. 

Osteoarchaeology has shown that Paget’s 
disease was prevalent on the site. A 
skeleton, tentatively identified as that of 
Geoffrey Dutton, a knight, who died in 
1248 is sympathetically displayed. The 
facial reconstructions of important figures 
throughout Norton Priory’s history bring 
life to this section of the exhibition. A 
short video explains the importance of 
DNA testing in discovering more about 
our ancestors and one of the many ‘touch’ 
screens describes herbs prescribed for 
various illnesses.

The exhibition continues on the first floor. 
A series of models shows the evolution of 
the buildings ‘from priory to family house 
and mansion to museum’. There are further 
displays of human remains and ceramics. 
There is also plenty of information 
regarding the post-medieval and modern 
estate at Norton Priory and the wildlife 
that can be found on the site today. A very 
interesting display of material recovered 
from Halton Castle, which had a close 
relationship with the priory, is situated at 
the far end of the room. 

So, does the new Museum live up to 
expectations? Yes, it does. Overall, 
the objects on show are presented to 
their advantage with a good mixture of 
artefacts in closed cabinets and on open 
display. There is a nice balance of original 
and replica material. Large information 
boards and interactive displays describe 
the main themes of the exhibition. The 
lighting in the main Exhibition Room 
is subdued giving the space an intimate 
feeling. The visitor is not overwhelmed 
with lengthy descriptions although there 
is sufficient information to follow the 
story of the site.  By way of contrast, the 
upstairs Exhibition Room and Viewing 
Gallery is more open and its large 
windows from which the visitor has a 
magnificent ‘aerial’ view of the monastic 
remains below provide the natural light 
for this space. There is something here 
for visitors of all ages, from the interested 
observer to the hardened historian.

Justifiably, the new Museum is proving to 
be a huge success with over 10,000 visitors 
in its first few weeks of opening. As ‘a  
site that can act, as few can, as a model 
for inter-disciplinary research, covering 
several hundred years of history’ and 
with 70,000 objects to choose from it will 
be interesting to see how the exhibition 
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 Norton Priory - Main Exhibition Room



develops over the coming years. 

Dave Roberts

YAC news

We have had a varied programme this Spring 
and Summer. We have been following 
a Viking theme this year, though with 
diversions to consider other matters and to 
take advantage of events.

Inspired by the YAC leaders weekend (Food 
and Archaeology) and the Neanderthal 
exhibition at the Manchester Museum, in 
April we thought about Neanderthal diet and 
sampled some food they could have eaten 
(stewed nettles etc.) and we continued with 
the food theme in May, looking at Viking 
diet and how it might leave evidence behind 
in their bones, for example modelling 
ricketty bones . 

After such an unhealthy time, we thought 
it a good idea to get out and about in June 
and July. In June we had a walk on Werneth 
Low, looking at the evidence as to how 
people have used this landscape with its 
spectacular views over Manchester and up 
into the hills. We also thought about why 
the people of Hyde decided to site their war 
memorial on the Low, and how golf courses 
iron out the landscape.

In July, we had two meetings. Early in the 
month, despite a soaking, a group enjoyed a 
visit to the Open Day at Pendleton Old Hall; 
their experience of Dig Greater Manchester 
meant that they asked searching questions of 
the Archaeologists. A throwaway comment 
that they were welcome to investigate the 
spoil heap led to much excited discovery of 
pottery sherds which they were able to take 
away!  Thanks to Tameside Archaeology 
Society, during the Festival of British 
Archaeology a fortnight later we got 

digging at Cheetham Park in Tameside and 
also worked at Geo-Phizz. It was the first 
outing for our digging equipment, which 
explains the clean buckets!

Then in September, it was back in the 
Manchester Museum for more Vikings; 
this time exploring Viking symbols, so 
that they could make their own standards 
and personal badges. We shall continue 
with the Vikings for the rest of the year.

Clare Pye

An Early Medieval Silver Penny

A rare silver penny of Eadberth Praen 
of Kent (769-798) has been found by a 
metal detectorist in the parish of Tiverton, 
Cheshire West. The coin which is in great 
condition was minted in Canterbury by 
Æthelnoth. The obverse reads AMD//
BEARHE//REX divided by beaded lines. 
The reverse reads E[ ]/[ ]l/NOD and 
depicts a voided tribrach surrounded by a 
beaded border. 

This is the only such coin currently 
recorded on the PAS database, which 
contains over a million finds. The only 
other coin of this type published (Naismith 
C9A) is fragmentary with c.2/3 surviving. 
It appears to share an obverse die link with 
this coin. It is also interesting to note that 
the coin was probably deliberately folded. 
The lack of visible abrasion suggests that it 
did not move much within the plough soil 
and if folded by the plough more damage 
would be likely. 

Currently only 84 Early Medieval coins 
have been recorded from the North West 
many of which are cut half-pennies. 
This includes 71 from Cumbria, 5 from 
Cheshire East, 5 from Lancashire and 3 
from Cheshire West and Chester. The coin 
has been recorded on www.finds.org.uk/
database as LVPL-C15BC5. 
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CBA North West publishes two newsletters 
each year, in the spring and autumn. 
Contributions are invited from Cheshire, 
Greater Manchester, Lancashire and 
Merseyside on all aspects of archaeology 
in the North West.  If you wish to 
contribute information that you feel would 
be of interest to members of CBANW, 
please contact the Newsletter Editor: 

Dave Roberts
Tel: 0151 427 2980.
e-mail: drandpr@blueyonder.co.uk

Please note that contributions may have to 
be edited.

Disclaimer: Any views or opinions expressed 
by contributors to this Newsletter are solely 
those of the author and do not necessarily 
represent those of CBANW.

Members may be interested to hear that 
following the publication of ‘50 Finds 
from Cheshire – objects from the Portable 
Antiquities Scheme’ by Amberley Books, a 
series has now developed with many of the 
PAS Finds Liaison Officers writing about 
their counties.

The latest addition to the series, 50 Finds 
from Cumbria, was very well received and 
was on the no 1 spot for 2 weeks in the local 
North Lancashire bookshop. The Dock 
Museum is arranging a book signing event 
in October where many of the 50 Finds from 
Cumbria are on display. Both books are 
available from the publishers, local museums 
and bookshops and online on Amazon. 50 
Finds from Merseyside and Manchester is 
due in mid-November.

Vanessa Oakden
PAS Finds Liaison Officer (Cheshire, Greater 
Manchester & Merseyside)

Digging and Resistivity work at Cheetham 
Park

 Early Medieval Silver Penny


