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Some 10,000 years of Northamptonshire’s 
heritage survive in the Chester Farm landscape, 
under the ground and in the buildings – in this 
one area we have not only a Roman walled town 
but also evidence from the Mesolithic, Iron Age 
and Medieval periods together with a complex 
of 17th to 20th century buildings. It is nationally 
important and invaluable for offering insights 
into all periods of this county’s past.

Chester Farm is undergoing a £12.7m restoration 
which by 2018 will transform the whole site and 
open up this heritage for everyone to enjoy. Whilst 
the buildings are being restored, unfortunately they 
will be inaccessible to the public. However, we are 
opening the grounds from May-October 2016 and have 
developed three inter-linked walks to give you a feel 
for this hidden heritage. This is work in progress and 
we very much welcome your constructive thoughts.

www.chesterfarm.co.uk features much more  
information on this exciting restoration project:  
opportunities to volunteer and updates on the building 
and archaeology progress. Sign up for our newsletter   
or look at the ‘Chester Farm Stories’, which are added 
to monthly and feature anything from the Romans to the 
history of the gardens; team profiles to old photographs.

Chester Farm is a Scheduled Monument 
The archaeological importance explains why it has the 
highest level of heritage protection. Our aim will always 
be to protect it for future generations. 

Chester Farm Opening Hours 
Every day  8am - 6pm (1 May - 31 October 2016)
The gates will be locked at 6pm
No over-night parking, motor homes or camping
Unfortunately the paths are not suitable for wheelchairs 
whilst we are still in the development phase
Dogs allowed
Pedestrian access only to the Chester Farm grounds
Chester Farm is near Wellingborough and the visitor car 
park can be accessed from the east bound carriageway  
of the A45 via Claudius Way, NN8 2DH

www.chesterfarm.co.uk
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Who knows what will be discovered  
during the Chester Farm project?   

Artist’s impression of the view to Chester Farm in 2018
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You have just parked in an area that was 
once the sub-urbs of the Roman town, 
stretching from this side of the site to the 
other end, some 800 metres away. In the 
fourth century the buildings had been 
abandoned and the area became one of a 
number of burial grounds.  

The raised bank down the centre of the 
wood is all that remains of the line of the 
west ramparts but by the time you get to 
the top of the wood you have only walked 
about two thirds of the length of the wall. 
As you walk up the slope, look out for the 
cutting through the ramparts which is where 
the ironstone railway ran - it was built in the 
early 20th century and ran right across the 
middle of the site to take ironstone to Little 
Irchester. Ironstone quarrying was a very 
important industry locally.   

Returning back down the slope, you have 
good views to your right of the field where 
the central walled area of the Roman town 
is located, with Chester House and the 

farm buildings dating from the 17th century in the distance. All 
the remains of this Roman settlement are now hidden below the 
ground but an aerial view shows quite clearly its plan. Its streets 
were laid out in a dendritic pattern (like a tree), rather than the 
more usual Roman grid; this would ensure that rain water would 
run off down the hillside instead of flooding roads and houses!  

Rejoin The Drift which follows the course of the north rampart 
of the town. From here the River Nene is just visible and it is 
worth reflecting on how important the river has been in the site’s 
development. The area now known as Chester Farm grew around 
what was an ideal, all year round, crossing point of the Nene, 
making it of strategic importance from earliest times up until the 
18th century, but especially to the Romans in their road network 
from London to Kettering, Leicester and the North.

This walk from the visitor car park across 
the middle of the site, gives views in all 
directions  and a chance to appreciate the 
sheer scale and variety of settlement from 
the earliest times. 

This is our shortest walk but offers a 
taste of the Roman walled town and  
good views across the wider site from 
this woodland setting.

This peaceful walk beside a river that has 
been key to the development of this part 
of the county for thousands of years.  

As you walk towards the West Wood, 
imagine not the trees but a 20 foot high 
stone wall, probably made of coursed 
limestone and ironstone, making a very 
dramatic statement. This small wood 
marks the line of the west ramparts of the 
Roman walled town. 

Holm Meadow Walk

Walk along The Drift until you get to the point where the main 
track sweeps round to the right. Pause to look at the view 
towards the railway viaduct, this amazing glacial valley has 
been the site of human activity since at least Mesolithic times. 
Recent excavations have uncovered hundreds of Mesolithic 
flints showing the use of the area for fishing, fowling, hunting 
and gathering. 

Take the path down the side of the slope towards the left. 
Continue through the gate and follow the meadow route. The 
river Nene forms the walk’s north boundary. The Nene was made 
navigable for boats only in the 1760s. Before that time, and at this 
point along the valley, it consisted of ten or more small tributaries 
meandering across the valley bottom; it was these shallow 
fordable channels that made it possible for people to cross. This 
was important to movement of people and goods between the 
network of Iron Age farmsteads dotted along the valley, two of 
which are under the grounds of Chester Farm. 

It was especially important in Roman times, when the Empire 
was establishing control of the county and needed to secure 
communication routes. In medieval times this crossing point was 
still being used but was accessed from the so-called Watery Lane 
that ran down to the valley to the east of the current buildings.

On the 1756 map of the estate, the area you are walking around was 
divided into Great Holm Meadow and Little Holm, and the backwater 
was known as Chester River. It must have been much faster, given 
there was a mill located on its banks.

Rough grass, flat apart from the sloping 
path down to the meadow from The Drift

For short period of time in the 19th century, this land contained 
the route of another railway line, running from Northampton 
to Peterborough. This London and North Western line actually 
ran under one of the arches of the current railway viaduct. This 
viaduct dates from the 1850’s and carries the Wellingborough 
to London trains, formerly the old Midland line. 

Part of the Chester Farm project is to restore this meadow to 
its former glory. It will become a healthier landscape, part of a 
network of habitats in the Nene valley where wildlife can thrive, 
as well as offering the chance to see a range of wildflowers. 
This project started in 2015 with the preparation of the ground 
before sowing the native wet meadow wildflower seed mix. Hay 
cuts will continue once or twice each summer to ensure the 
grasses and flowers can set seed but are not overwhelmed by 
less desirable plants. Restoration to a flower-rich meadow is a 
long term commitment and will take over five years to reach its 
full potential. 

The first part of the walk is along The Drift, as named in a 1756 
plan of Chester Farm. This route runs along what was the north 
rampart of the Roman walled town, with the sub-urbs stretching 
way beyond to east and west. The field on your right contains the 
remains below ground of what was once a thriving centre with an 
impact on the whole of the surrounding landscape. Geophysical 
mapping shows a range of roads and numerous buildings, the 
functions of which we are only just beginning to understand.

This is the only small Roman town in the area to be walled. As you 
reach the view point on the north-east corner, look across the Nene 
valley and imagine maybe ten or twelve small tributaries running 
across its width, rather than the one river and water-filled gravel 
pits we now see.  All year round this river would have been easily 
fordable here, probably used as a crossing point from as early as the 
Mesolithic period. When the Romans arrived, they would have wanted 
to guard it, securing safe passage for their armies. 

The first century wooden fort became the focus around which 
settlement developed so that by the second century it was important 
enough to be walled. Current thinking is that this town was a stopping 
point on the cursus publicus – the route of the imperial mail – where 
civil servants might rest, stay and change horses before moving 
onwards. Sadly, as yet we do not know the town’s Roman name.

It is worth noting that within the landscape there is also evidence of a 
medieval village in the field beyond the buildings, in certain light ridge 
and furrow marks are visible. Chester Farm was laid out as semi-formal 

parkland in the 18th century including a mock Chinese temple in the 
far south-west corner of the Roman town field. As you continue forward 
towards the buildings, you will see a raised bank that crosses the dry 
valley. This is the line of the former ironstone railway. Open quarrying 
was undertaken in the early 20th century and wagons of ore would 
have crossed the site.

The partially walled garden is shown on the 1756 plan as being divided 
into two –a fruit garden and kitchen garden. Some of the orchard 
trees can still be seen and we have recently had the trees analysed by 
Brogdale, the national fruit collection.

Walk back along the ironstone railway and up to the gate which 
overlooks the Roman town. We know that the town had an east gate in 
its defences and probably also a west gate, but there is no evidence for 
a north or south gate. Return to the view point and back the way you 
have come. 

West Gate to Walled Garden Walk

West Wood Walk Occasional rough terrain  
with moderate gradient  

minutes
Approximate Time20

minutes
Approximate Time25

Semi-hard terrain with  
moderate gradients

minutes
Approximate Time10
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