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Behind the imitation seventeenth century facades of Nos. 38, 40 and 42 Watergate 
Street, within the Rows of Chester, are the substantial remains of a much earlier town 
house. It is made primarily of dressed red sandstone blocks with ashlar dressings and 
some very large timbers in the undercrofts.

The building stands at the east side of the corner of Watergate Street and Crook 
Street, both streets inherited from the Roman street plan. The whole building has 
a street frontage of 18 m. and is built on the combination of three adjacent burgage 
plots, which seem to have been laid out in Chester in Norman times (Ward, 1985). 
The building has original fabric on all its three storeys, with the most surviving at 
undercroft or street level; considerable portions at Row level, particularly of the hall; 
and two major walls carry through to first floor. The description of the building will 
follow this sequence (see Fig. 1).

Undercroft or Street Level Plan
There appears to be no original fabric surviving on the street frontage, but three 

of the four walls running perpendicular to the street and the rear wall are substan
tially of original stonework. Nos. 38 and 40 must have been almost identical under
crofts of about 5.5 m. width internally. The example at No. 40 has a marked splay, 
presumably to make maximum use of the ground, while the undercroft of No. 42 
is narrower at 4 m. and most of its structural detail seems to have been replaced. 
The best preserved undercroft is No. 38 and this is described in detail. Most signifi
cantly, the transverse walls exist to within 0.4 m. of the modern street frontage, pro
ving that the Row system of a raised walkway in front of a line of shops must have 
existed for this building from its date of construction. The undercroft contains two 
massive timber trusses and a depressed three centred stone arch (Fig. 2). Both trusses 
have a beam 0.4 m. square with arch braces of similar proportions rising from stone 
springers. The joint is a simple mortise and tenon fixed with two pegs and the lower 
arrises of the beam and braces are chamfered. The forward truss carries the Row 
level shop fronts and the rear truss is under the centre of the hall. Between these 
two trusses is the chamfered stone arch, 0.75 m. broad, which carries a major stone 
wall, which runs up through the house. Between the arch and the rear truss are a 
line of massive timber joists, c. 0.22 m. square, some still resting on stone corbels,
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above the stone arch. This floor and some of the supports have been subject to later 
reconstruction. Also within the undercroft is some later masonry, inserted to carry 
the new fireplace above and in the rear wall, a cupboard or safe has been cut in, 
suggesting this may have been a counting house. The size and coursing of the masonry 
of the east wall is different and it may be the end wall of an earlier building on the 
site of No. 36. The undercroft in No. 40 must have been very similar, but only the 
rear timber truss and the depressed stone arch survive.

Row Level Plan
The core of the Row level plan is the great hall and the screens passage of the original 

house. The screens passage opens from the Row gallery through a studded oak board 
door, with iron strap hinges, dating from the sixteenth or seventeenth century. The 
door into the hall has been altered and widened and now has a segmental head, above 
which the apex of the original two centred arch can be seen. To the left of the screens 
passage is a line of three, two centred arched doorways, all now blocked, which opened 
into a line of service rooms. The opposite side of these doorways shows them as rebated 
and splayed, but unmoulded.

The screens passage ends at the rear door, again of studded oak boards with iron 
strap hinges and probably of the same date as the front door. This door opens at 
ground level, here 2.7 m. above the level of Watergate Street. This difference in level 
between the front and back of Row buildings is common throughout Chester and 
may relate to the Roman levels underneath (Strickland, 1985). No trace of the screen 
remains; it could either have been a fixed wooden partition with doorways or a 
moveable wooden spere. No parallels survive from town houses of this period. The 
great hall is 9.6 m. long and 7.2 m. wide (c. 32 ft. by 24 ft.). The floor will almost 
certainly have been of stone flags, because of the size of the trusses and joists beneath. 
In Booth Mansion and the recently demolished No. 12 Watergate Street, up to 60 
cm. of rubble survived between the joists and the stone flagged floor. It would be 
most likely to have had a central hearth, where the later pair of fireplaces now stand, 
with the dais or lord’s end opposite to the screens passage. There is a crudely cut 
scoop running up the centre of one of the walls which may have been a flue of a 
lateral fireplace of which no trace survives. The hall would have been open to the 
roof, but none of the original roof structure remains.

In the hall and close to the screens passage, there is a rebated, two centred arched 
door which opens outwards into what was one of a line of shops. This must have 
been the shop run by the house owner. Medieval shops were small and the size of 
the space in front of the service rooms (3.75 by 2.7 m.) is typical. This would leave 
room for the screens passage and two or three further shops in front of the great 
hall. Little fabric of the original shops survives except for a line of stone corbels to 
carry the joists for an upper floor. This upper floor may have had a line of gabled 
solars in which the shops’ tenants lived, or the upper floor may have provided storage 
under a lean to roof. By analogy with other buildings surviving in Chester (Booth 
Mansion and Nos. 48 and 50 Bridge Street), it is almost certain that the Row gallery 
was roofed and probably arcaded, with the roof line being created by the projecting
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line of solars or storage rooms. In medieval times, shopping was carried out over 
a counter, like a modern market stall, rather than the customers entering the shop. 
The shop window would have been closed at night by wooden shutters or an iron grille.

First Floor Plan
With the hall open to the roof, the first floor plan is simpler. There could not be 

and is no connection between the rooms above the shops and the hall. There would 
have been a chamber for the master of the house, above the service rooms, again 
open to the roof and probably with a squint window overlooking the hall. No original 
features seem to survive in this portion, except the plan of a single room. Nothing 
of the original staircase survives, but the position of the existing staircase in No. 42 
at the rear of the original block may suggest its form. Fig. 3 is a cutaway isometric 
reconstruction of the whole building as it may have appeared in c. 1325. Much of 
the interior of the building is based on surviving evidence, while the facade is 
reconstructed from other similar buildings in Chester and elsewhere.

Later development o f  the house
Like all houses, this building has undergone a whole series of alterations. Of these, 

the most important belong to the late sixteenth/early seventeenth century. By this 
date, a large central pair of fireplaces had been inserted into the hall, dividing it into 
two rooms with the help of a crude planked partition (unfortunately recently removed). 
These fireplaces are of inglenook type with oak bressumers. At this time a crossbeam 
ceiling was inserted at first floor level, so creating four rooms in all out of the hall. 
One of the new rooms created at first floor contains a fine plaster overmantel, with 
Renaissance classical columns and elliptical raised panels. There are also plaster 
mouldings on the ceiling beams and a good oak staircase with pierced splat balusters. 
Loose within the building is some wainscotting and part of a Jacobean staircase whose 
original sites are unknown.

Also in the early seventeenth century, the Row and its shops and the rooms above 
were all rebuilt. Sufficient survives to reconstruct the whole of this arrangement in 
No. 40. The Row gallery was carried on three massive posts with angle braces which 
may stand at street level. The main studded doorway in the house is of this date and 
has a finely moulded wooden doorcase. The shop, the room above and the attic room 
were all reconstructed in regular small framing which jetties forward at each storey. 
All the early roof trusses are of this period throughout the house. In the mid nine
teenth century paintings of Louise Rayner, No. 42 has a later seventeenth century 
brick facade with a shaped pediment. This would suggest that at this time the property 
had been redivided into three separate tenements. The brick wall along Crook Street 
would also seem to be of this date. The present facades of the building all represent 
late nineteenth and twentieth century pastiche.

For a time in the nineteenth century, maps show the screens passage as a right of 
way. There were a considerable number of lesser buildings occupying the rear of the 
burgage plots at this date, some of which must have been inherited from
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earlier periods. There may have been medieval structures, like the kitchen, bakehouse, 
stables etc. which would have added considerably to the plan of the house which 
survives. A second cutaway isometric (Fig. 4) has been drawn to show how the building 
had changed up to c. 1700. Note the number of smaller rooms created and the ap
pearance of fireplaces.

DENDROCHRONOLOGY
by M.K. Hughes and P.A. Leggett (Liverpool Polytechnic)

In an attempt to date the original building, nine samples were taken in the under
croft of No. 38 Watergate Street. They were prepared, measured and crossdated 
according to methods described by Leggett et al., 1978 and used in other investiga
tions in the region (Hughes and Leggett, 1983). An accessible account of these tech
niques is given in a recent publication in the European Science Foundation’s series 
‘Handbooks for Archaeologists’ (Eckstein et al., 1984). The table gives detail of the 
timbers sampled and includes the exact calendar year in which the last ring present 
on the sample grew, in those cases where it was possible to date the timber.

Table 1

N u m b er L o c a t io n D e sc r ip tio n
N o .  o f  
R in g s S a p w o o d

D a te  o f  
L ast R in g

LP1355 U’croft, truss 1 Angle brace 19 ___ ___

LP1356 U’croft, truss 1 Angle brace 23 — —

LP1357 U ’croft, truss 1 Tiebeam 40 — —

LP1358 U’croft, truss 2 Angle brace 46 — —

LP1359 U'croft, truss 2 Tiebeam 37 — —

LP1360 U’croft, bay 2 Joist A 187 — 1293
LP1361 U’croft, bay 2 Joist B 288 — 1286
LP1362 U’croft, bay 2 Joist C 114 — 1229
LP1364 U’croft, bay 2 Joist D 28 — —

It was possible to date only three of the nine timbers sampled and these had the 
greatest number of rings. LP1360 and LP1362 matched one another strongly (‘t ’ = 
7.27, 114 years of overlap) and so were merged to form series IND4. This was then 
compared with independent series (Table 2), as was LP1361, to give firm dates for 
the last rings present (Table 1). It is not possible to estimate felling dates as sapwood 
was absent. It is possible to say that it is unlikely that the timbers used for these three 
joists were felled much before 1323, 1316 and 1259, since the mean number of sap- 
wood rings in a sample of living oaks in this region was thirty (Hughes et al., 1981).



150 A.N. BROWN, B. HOWES and R.C. TURNER

Fig. 4



A MEDIEVAL STONE TOWN HOUSE IN CHESTER 151

Table 2
Dating of Series from Indesign (No. 38 Watergate Street)

L a st year T Y e a rs  o f
D a te d  c h r o n o lo g y o f  In d e sig n v a lu e o v e r la p

IND4 (LP1360 + LP1362)
British Isles (Baillie pers. comm) 1293 5.16 187
Baguley Hall (Leggett, 1980) 1293 4.07 184
Farington Hall (unpublished) 
LP1361

1293 4.46 187

British Isles 1286 7.33 288
Nantwich (Hughes and Leggett, 1983) 1286 4.50 288
Baguley Hall 1286 5.40 250

(Student’s ‘t ’ is used here as by Baillie and Pilcher, 1973, Tree-ring Bulletin, 33, 7-14)

Conclusions and parallels
This building represents a very complete survival of a substantial, merchant’s stone 

town house of the early fourteenth century. It parallels contemporary manor houses 
of the countryside in the plan of the core of the house, that of hall, screens passage 
and service rooms with chamber above (for a good contemporary local example see 
Chorley Old Hall, Alderley Edge; Cordingley and Wood-Jones, 1959). However, it 
also makes the greatest use of the commercial opportunities of the frontage of one 
of Chester’s principal streets. The street level plan of three undercrofts could have 
been fronted by shops or a line of temporary stalls, the undercrofts being used for 
the storage of goods or as workshops. At Row level there w j s  a line of three or four 
shops, one almost certainly operated by the houseowner, with access from his hall.

The builder of this house must have been a man of considerable status. To have 
had the power to purchase three adjacent burgage plots is impressive. To have built 
a large house in stone which gave him the rent of at least six shops confirms this. 
Lawson suggests that it may have been the ‘mansion place’ at the corner of Gerrards 
Lane, now Crook Street, temp. Edward III (Lawson and Smith, 1958). The builder 
must have been a rich merchant or manufacturer, or possibly this was the town 
property of one of Cheshire’s gentry families. The complex probably remained in 
one ownership until the seventeenth century, so that its documentary history may 
have much more to tell, particularly if any traditional trade is associated with it.

W.A. Pantin has classified the plans of medieval town houses based primarily on 
his work in Oxford and then throughout England (Pantin, 1947, 1963). This house 
is of the ‘Double-range’ plan in which the long axis of the Great Hall is parallel to 
the street and has a line of shops fronting it. The type example of this plan is Tackley’s 
Inn, Oxford (Pantin, 1942). Built in stone c. 1291-1300, it was used as an academic 
hall for the accommodation of students. The hall and chamber was fronted with a 
line of shops with solars above, let to tenants. The shops had the screens passage 
running through and they all stood above a very fine crypt, this time below ground 
and running parallel to the street. The hall was very similar in size to this Chester 
example at 33 by 20 feet. Faulkner (1966), however, reconstructs Tackley’s Inn with
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the crypt partly free standing and compares the result with the Chester Rows. 
Later work on this building by Munby (Munby, 1978) states that it was built shortly 
before 1324 and shows that there were considerable ancillary buildings running down 
the burgage plot to the rear. All traces of these lesser buildings are now lost in Chester.

Pantin lists ten examples of this plan surviving in England, to which the example 
described here and Nos. 48 and 50 Bridge Street (The Three Old Arches) must also 
be added, (whose plan is suggested in Lawson and Smith, 1958). Dendrochronological 
evidence suggests the building was constructed in the early to mid fourteenth century 
and so it is almost contemporary with Tackley’s Inn. It is however significantly later 
than the fire of Chester of 1278 recorded in the Annates Cestrienses, which led J.T. 
Smith to suggest that the Rows and the earliest buildings which survive within them, 
were a conscious act of planning of the late thirteenth century. Buildings with similar 
depressed arches and braced timber trusses in their undercrofts (e.g. No. 36 and Nos. 
48 and 50 Bridge Street and the Leche House, Watergate Street) may form a group, 
later than those containing the groined stone vaults. In all, Nos. 38, 40 and 42 
Watergate Street form a truly remarkable building and the most complete example 
of the ‘Double-range’ type. It has survived very much intact the ravages of the past 
six and a half centuries and suggests that others lie hidden behind the street fron
tages of the Row buildings.
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