Roman Military Training and Evidence on the Cheshire Sandstone Ridge near Deva Victrix
The Roman legionary fortress of Deva Victrix (modern Chester) served as the base for the Twentieth Legion, Valeria Victrix, from the late first century AD. The fortress was strategically positioned on a prominent sandstone ridge overlooking the River Dee, a geographical feature that extends southwards and forms the distinctive Cheshire Sandstone Ridge [1] [2]. This landscape, characterized by rolling hills, steep escarpments, and difficult terrain, provided an ideal environment for the rigorous training exercises that were a hallmark of the Roman military [3].

The Cheshire Sandstone Ridge as Difficult Terrain
The Roman army placed a high value on training in varied and challenging environments to prepare soldiers for campaigning in diverse territories, particularly in the rugged frontier regions of Britannia. The Cheshire Sandstone Ridge, which runs north-south through the county, presents a significant contrast to the surrounding low-lying Cheshire Plain [4]. Its topography, including steep slopes and rocky outcrops, would have been utilized by the legionaries of Deva Victrix for exercises in marching, fortification, and combat under challenging conditions.

One of the most prominent features of this difficult terrain is Bickerton Hill, which contains the Iron Age hillfort known as Maiden Castle [5]. While the hillfort's defensive position and steep approaches would have made it an excellent location for Roman troops to practice siege warfare and assault tactics, current archaeological evidence does not definitively confirm its use as a Roman training ground [6]. The site is known to have been used for military training in the 20th century, which involved the digging of numerous slit trenches, but direct Roman-era training evidence remains elusive [7].

Archaeological Evidence: Roman Practice Camps
The most concrete archaeological evidence for Roman military training near Deva Victrix is the cluster of temporary or marching camps located in the immediate hinterland to the east of the fortress, a region that aligns with the western edge of the Sandstone Ridge. These camps are generally interpreted by archaeologists as practice camps (castra aestiva or castra hiberna) constructed by the legionaries as part of their field training and manoeuvres [8].

A notable example is the Manley Marching Camp (OS National Grid Reference: SJ5072), discovered through aerial photography in 1994 [9]. Located approximately 10 to 11 kilometers east of Deva Victrix, the camp's partial remains suggest dimensions of approximately 130 x 115 meters, covering an area of about 1.49 hectares [9]. The discovery of this camp, along with others in the vicinity such as those at Cinders Lane, Christleton, and Hoole, indicates a pattern of intensive field training exercises conducted by the garrison of Deva Victrix [10].

These practice camps, often built and dismantled quickly, served multiple training purposes:
1. Fortification Practice: Troops would practice the rapid construction of temporary defensive works, including the digging of ditches and the erection of ramparts, a fundamental skill for any Roman army on the march.
1. Manoeuvres: The camps mark the routes and stopping points of larger-scale military exercises, simulating campaign conditions across the varied terrain of the Sandstone Ridge.

The presence of these camps, particularly in a cluster to the east of the fortress, strongly supports the user's premise that Roman soldiers from Deva Victrix trained extensively in the local difficult terrain, utilizing the geographical features of the Sandstone Ridge for realistic and demanding military exercises.
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[bookmark: X65bf75ac87637997c9e1b52e3f4dcea2dae7f5d]The Countryside and Territorium of Deva Victrix
The Roman legionary fortress of Deva Victrix (modern Chester) was strategically positioned not only for military control but also to leverage the natural resources and geographical features of its surrounding landscape. The immediate countryside, known as the territorium, was essential for the fortress’s sustenance, providing food, building materials, and a secure defensive perimeter for the resident legion, initially Legio II Adiutrix and later Legio XX Valeria Victrix [1].
[bookmark: Xcaf5735df758bdb74cab48b8d77e9be6ad92cc3]Waterways: The Strategic Importance of the River Dee
The most critical geographical feature was the River Dee. The fortress was deliberately sited on a prominent sandstone bluff overlooking a natural bend in the river, which offered protection from the south and west [2]. This location was chosen because the river was navigable up to the sandstone ridge, making Deva Victrix a vital port and supply hub [2].
The river served as the primary artery for transporting heavy and bulky goods, such as stone, timber, and supplies, from the wider region and overseas. The area now occupied by the Chester Racecourse, known as the Roodee, is believed to have been the site of the natural harbour [2]. Archaeological debate exists regarding the exact nature of the Roman quay walls, with some suggesting the visible stonework was too high to serve as a direct quay, possibly indicating a defensive wall for the civilian settlement (canabae) or that a long pier was necessary to reach the deepwater channel across the mudflats [2]. Regardless of the exact infrastructure, the River Dee was indispensable for the logistical support of the legion.
[bookmark: escarpments-and-topography]Escarpments and Topography
The fortress’s defensive strength was rooted in its topography. It was built atop a sandstone bluff which provided a commanding, naturally defensible position [2]. This elevation offered a clear view of the surrounding area and the river crossing.
In the wider region, the Mid-Cheshire Ridge forms a significant escarpment running north-south. This elevated feature, which contained pre-Roman Iron Age hillforts, would have been a prominent landmark and a source of stone and other resources for the Roman military [3]. The Roman road network, crucial for military movement and supply, was laid out across this varied terrain, connecting Deva to other key settlements like Condate (Northwich) and Mediolanum (Whitchurch) [3].
[bookmark: woodland-and-natural-resources]Woodland and Natural Resources
The immediate area surrounding the fortress would have been subject to extensive deforestation to provide a clear field of fire for defense and to free up land for agriculture and the civilian settlement. However, the wider Cheshire landscape during the Roman period was significantly more wooded than it is today. This woodland was a vital source of timber for the massive construction needs of the fortress, including barracks, fortifications, and the fleet that may have been stationed there [4]. The clearance of this woodland was a major undertaking, transforming the landscape to meet the legion’s demands.
[bookmark: farms-and-the-territorium]Farms and the Territorium
The legion’s need for a constant and reliable food supply necessitated the establishment of a formal territorium—an agricultural zone dedicated to provisioning the troops. Direct archaeological evidence for this has been found at Saighton Camp, located approximately 3km south-east of the fortress [5].
Excavations at Saighton revealed: * Roman Field System: Evidence of a Roman field system, likely part of a planned land division (possibly centuriation), demonstrating organized agricultural production [5]. * Probable Villa: The discovery of a probable Roman villa or substantial building at Saighton suggests a high-status farmstead, likely managed by a veteran or a wealthy local, dedicated to supplying the legion with grain, meat, and other produce [5]. * Livestock: Palaeobotanical and faunal remains from the area confirm the presence of cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs, indicating a mixed farming economy focused on supplying the large military population [5].
These findings confirm that the countryside immediately surrounding Deva Victrix was a carefully managed, militarized agricultural landscape, directly integrated into the fortress’s economy and survival.
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