
The first documentary evidence of 
Redforde is found in the Domesday Book 
(1086). This probably refers to West 
Retford; East Retford lies on the other side 
of the River Idle, and was established by 
Henry I in about 1105 in order to collect 
tolls from travellers crossing the bridge. 

THE HUB VISITOR  
INFORMATION CENTRE
11 Churchgate • Tel: 01777 860414
www.retfordhub.org
Open: Mon-Sat 10am-4pm (Tues closed from 1pm)

For places to stay, eat and other general 
information, contact/visit The Hub.

HERITAGE EVENTS
Charter Day – first Monday in May
Heritage Day – second Saturday in September

Suggested in this leaflet is one short walk 
of approx. 1 hour 15 minutes, and another, 
longer walk of approx. 1 hour 40 minutes.

It is advisable to check opening times  
to avoid disappointment.

Details are subject to change.
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Retford
Heritage Trail

Tradition maintains that in 1246 (though 1259 is 
more likely), Henry III granted a Royal Charter, 
with the privilege of an annual fair, to East Retford.

Despite plague, storms and other setbacks – 
including a great fire, which destroyed much of 
the town in 1528 – East Retford grew steadily, 
becoming bigger and more important than West 
Retford. 

In the late Elizabethan period it was one of a 
number of local towns and villages to be affected 
by the views and practices of Puritan non-
conformists. In 1607 such a group was forced to 
flee from North Nottinghamshire to Holland to 
escape persecution by James I. In 1620 some sailed 
from Southampton via Plymouth to America on 
board the Mayflower. 

The Mayflower Pilgrims created the first 
confederation of colonies in the New World, 
leading eventually to the union of the United 
States. 

During the 18th and 19th centuries East and West 
Retford prospered with the coming of the Great 
North Road (1766) the Chesterfield Canal (1777) 
and the railways (1849). The town’s fine Georgian 
and Victorian frontages and large number of 
former coaching inns are evidence of this. In 1878 
East and West Retford became a single borough.

Today part of the North Nottinghamshire District 
of Bassetlaw, Retford has its own Mayor and 
Charter Trustees safeguarding the rights of their 
ancient market town.

Map illustration courtesy of  
Juicy Design

in partnership with
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MARKETS 
General: Thursdays and Saturdays 
Antiques & Collectables: Fridays 
Farmers’ Market on the 3rd Saturday of each month

TOILETS  
MOBILITY CENTRE and  
CHANGING PLACES FACILITY 
See map

Bassetlaw Shopmobility 
Chancery Lane Car Park • Tel: 01777 705432 
www.bassetlaw.gov.uk/shopmobility-in-bassetlaw 
Open: Mon-Sat 9am-4pm

Bassetlaw Museum 
Grove Street • Tel: 01777 713749 
www.bassetlawmuseum.org.uk 
Open: Mon-Sat 10am-4.45pm,  
last admission 4.30pm

Denman Public Library 
Churchgate • Tel: 01777 708724 
www.retford.library@inspireculture.org.uk 
Open: Mon-Fri 9.30am-6pm, Sat 9.30am-4pm

Kings’ Park 
Chancery Lane • Tel: 01909 534525 
www.bassetlaw.gov.uk/kings-park-in-retford 
Open: Daily – dawn till dusk, 365 days a year. 
Children’s play area and splash-park, tennis courts, 
Performance Area, recreational gardens.

Majestic Theatre 
Coronation Street • Tel: 01777 706866 
www.majesticretford.com

Retford Little Theatre 
Wharf Road • Tel: 01777 702002 
www.rlt.org.uk
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A century ago there would have been cheese, agricultural 
produce and livestock for sale; cattle were auctioned in 
front of what is now the NatWest Bank, horses lined Grove 
Street and at fairs farm labourers would stand waiting to 
be hired. It still has three weekly markets.

Resembling a French chateau, the Town Hall, with corn, 
butter and meat markets, was built in 1868 at a cost of 
£9,000 to replace a Georgian town hall on the other side of 
the Square. The ballroom is impressive, as is the council 
chamber with its grand fireplace with Delft tiles, portraits 
and candelabra 
from the old 
building. 
Outside the 
Town Hall, the 
Broadstone, 
probably the 
base of an 
old parish 
boundary 
cross, the 
Dominie Cross, 
was moved 
here from 
nearby in the 
early 1800s. 

Passing the 
Old Bank next door, notice the fine 1888 terracotta frontage 
and old town coat of arms above the porch corner, on an 
original Georgian building. There are more fine Georgian 
buildings on the west side, most of which began as private 
residences; Nos 18/18a, either side of the archway, are late 
18th century. The premises next door (1820s) originally 
had a row of wooden pillars in  front. To the right of this 
is where Henry Spencer’s offices (1908, Auctioneers and 
Estate Agents) were situated. The NatWest Bank is in a 
building of about 1840; the manager used to live above.

Market Square
The trail begins in the Market Square, laid out 
in the late 18th century following the rerouting 
of the Great North Road through the town. 



On the archway in the North West corner you will see 
‘I P Esq 1841’: in Latin, there is no J, so I is used. John 
Parker lived in the adjacent building, and through the 
archway were his gardens, running down to the River 
Idle. The middle windows may have been bricked up to 
avoid payment of window tax.

Walk through the nearby opening to the right that 
leads into the White Hart Yard. 

The White Hart is an old coaching inn said to date from 
1730. At the height of its prosperity 19 stagecoaches a 
day clattered over its cobbles, including the Royal Mail 
on its way between Edinburgh and London. Look for the 
coachman’s mounting block alongside the former stables 
in the yard. Note the yard bell high up on the inn wall.

Walk on and turn right onto 
Bridgegate, which 

was the Great North 
Road. Look up to see 
the restored London/
York sign on the inn 
wall.

Turn right into the 
Square and cross to 
the War Memorial in 
the centre, marked 
with the distances 
to the World War 1 
battle sites.  



The District Council closes this passageway every 
Christmas Day to prevent its becoming a public 
right of way.

Continue left onto Exchange Street, named after 
the Corn Exchange, which would have stood ahead 
of you. The former 1930s courthouse was built to 
take courts previously held in the Town Hall.

Turn left. The Shambles stood on the right-hand 
corner; over a dozen butchers had their stalls here. 
Before turning right into Carolgate, look across 
to see the pawnbroker’s sign high on the alley wall 
opposite. Pawnbroking played an important part in 
everyday economics in the last century.

Exchange Street 
and Carolgate
Leave the Square through the archway to the 
left of the Town Hall and walk through Town 
Hall Yard, past the old Butter Market on the 
right, now used as an indoor Saturday market.



Continue along Carolgate (Carr Hill Gate), once 
part of the Great North Road; at the height of its 
importance there were no fewer than eleven inns along 
this short stretch. Buildings were tall and narrow to fit 
in the maximum number in the nineteenth century.

Stop on the right at the corner of Coronation Street 
and look up above the shops. These shops have been 
added on to elegant Georgian houses, which once 
had front gardens. Take a short detour down this 
street to see the popular Art Deco Majestic Theatre, 
restored by volunteers in the 1990s. This Grade II listed 
building was constructed in 1925 to designs by Alfred 
Thraves of Nottingham, and is the only surviving 
theatre he designed still used for its original purpose.

Back on Carolgate, Bacon’s shop was for many years 
William Loseby’s, Gents’ Outfitters; high on its frontage 
are his initials. 

Retrace your steps back along Carolgate  
towards the Market Square; then turn right  
along Grove Street.



Also notice the group of attractive Georgian terraced 
houses with their original wrought iron balconies and 
bow windows. The bricks are shaped to make each bow 
an integral part of the house, not added afterwards. 
Note the cast-iron boot scrapers to remove ‘mud and 
muck’ from footwear. Old photographs show the horse 
fair being held here. Further along the street, on your 
left, there is a ‘Laundry’ mosaic at first floor level of the 
premises occupied for over 50 years by Clark’s Dyers.

Go through the Dyers Court passageway, with  
its trompe l’oeil sweetshop window and  
Little Theatre mural, to view the Clarks  
of Retford Heritage mural.  

Grove Street
Now look left: on the gable of the corner 
building is an interesting feature borrowed 
from the Dutch: bricks laid to form triangular 
patterns in a technique known as tumbling. 

Return to 
Grove Street, 
turn left and 
walk on to 
Poplar House, 
25 Grove Street, 
which is one 
of the oldest 
domestic houses 
in Retford, and still 
has its front garden. Its 
twin-gabled rear wing dates from the 17th century when 
the building would probably have been of stone and 
whitewashed – hence its earlier name, White House. 
The imposing brick front block was added in the mid 
18th century. On the first floor were the drawing room 
and main bedrooms; the second floor was probably for 
children and maids. 

From here look across at Beardsalls’ Row, an inexpensive 
residential area in Georgian times, but by the mid 19th 
century a slum full of tall narrow, terraced houses. The 
Beardsalls were a family of local carpenters with a shop, 
sawpit and woodyard here on the corner.



A daughter married into the Amcott family and it seems 
likely that Retford M.P. Wharton Amcott rebuilt the 
house in about 1780 as his town residence. It was like 
a country villa, with spacious gardens. Inside there are 
fine ornamental plasterwork ceilings and an attractive 
wrought-iron staircase. 
From the 1870s it was the home of the Pegler family, 
founders of the Northern Rubber Works. Alan Pegler 
was at one time the owner of the Flying Scotsman steam 
locomotive, and was responsible for its restoration.

If you have time, go on to cross the ring road and walk 
past the old Victorian National School (now St Swithun’s 
Primary School) to one of the bridges over the Chesterfield 
Canal, Gashouse Bridge. A bomb from a Zeppelin 
destroyed the 1831 gas works in World War I. On the right 
is the Packet Inn (a packet was a type of boat) and on the 
left Grove Mills, used as a malt kiln and a flour mill. It 
curves with the canal; the heavy stone blocks and mooring 
ring of its wharf are still visible. Canal boats mostly carried 
freight, but also passengers going to Gainsborough market, 
and later there were Sunday School narrowboat trips. 

Now retrace your steps to the ring road.

Walk on to the Turk’s Head, a traditional town pub with 
mock Jacobean frontage, behind which was once a notorious 
slum area with an open sewer and 9 or 10 cesspits.
Cross the road to Amcott House, one of Retford’s finest 
houses, now the Bassetlaw Museum, well worth a visit. 
Amcott House stands on the site of a 17th century house 
which belonged to the Wharton family, woollen drapers.



From Grove Street 
to Churchgate
On the corner of Union Street stands The 
Grove. This massive chapel was built in 1880 
for Retford’s Wesleyan Methodists. 
The architects of the Town Hall were commissioned 
to design something very grand, in keeping with the 
Wesleyans’ social and economic status. Notice how its 
false front gable is much taller than the roof behind. The 
front steps are there because the church is built on an 
artificial platform to make a slope towards the pulpit.

Methodist teaching was brought to Retford by John 
Mackfarland, a Scottish navvy digging out the canal, 

who tried to protect 
Wesley, when he 

visited the town, 
from a 
mob in the 
Square.

As you walk along Union Street you will pass a row 
of early 19th century buildings on your right. Further 
along on the opposite side are the renovated Corporation 
Almshouses (1825), originally for women only. The 
warehouse on the corner with Chapelgate was built 12 
years earlier as an elementary school by the National 
Society (Church of England); 160 boys were taught in 
one room by monitors. J.S.Piercy wrote his History of 
Retford whilst headmaster here. In 1850 it became the 
Church Temperance Hall, later providing newspapers 
and penny cups of coffee for working men.



Before the coming of the Great North Road, Chapelgate 
was one of the main roads into town. Chapelgate House 
(built 1758 according to a plaque on the front) became 
Retford’s first public dispensary in 1865, offering 
treatment and medicines to the poor. Later, the house 
next door was converted into a cottage hospital with 
three beds and a cot.

Look across the road. The Grammar School, dating  
from the reign of Edward VI and founded with money 
from the church, used to be here, where there are now 
modern buildings.

A little further down on the left is The Cloisters, a large 
house of 1876, once the home of George Marshall, later 
Mayor of Retford, and disgraced solicitor to the Duke of 
Newcastle. His brother Charles, an illustrator for Punch 
magazine, also lived here.

Now cross the road, entering the churchyard through 
the side gate. The church’s former chantry chapels 
probably gave the street its name. Notice the restored 
wall and railings. St. Swithun’s Church, East Retford, was 
founded in the 12th century. In 1651 the tower collapsed 
and demolished much of the building. Most of what can 
be seen today is Victorian restoration; there is fine stained 
glass by Clayton and Bell, O’Connor and Kempe. If the 
church is open, do go in to see more treasures.



Cut diagonally through the churchyard into 
Churchgate. Opposite is Sloswicke’s Hospital, Mease de 
Dieu (House of God). Richard Sloswicke’s will of 1657 left 
money to found almshouses “for the maintenance of  
six poore old men of good carriage and behaviour to the 
end of the world” – though his relatives had first claim 
and only three could be supported! Later, the trustees 
erected the present Georgian Gothic building. Today, 
women also live here.

Walk to the end of the road. Nos 6-10, from their low 
elevation, may have been timber-framed. Opposite, 
notice Burton’s Butchers; this is the town’s oldest 
butcher’s shop (est. 1876), still in the same family. Behind 
the shop are the remains of the old slaughterhouse.

Retrace your steps past the Almshouses. Look up to 
the central window above the building next door to your 
left; on each side are two firemarks (difficult to spot!) of 
the Sun Insurance Company.  Next to that is the Public 
Library, once the home of the Denmans, one of Retford’s 
oldest families. Like Sloswicke’s, it originally had gardens 
and railings in front. T.Hercy Denman, once Mayor of 
Retford, gave his house to the town in 1926 “for use 
as a Public Library and Museum, and possibly Picture 
Gallery”. The Local Studies library on the first floor 
contains many books and documents about Retford and 
the surrounding area. It also has a fine collection of old 
photographs.  

Nearby, the Vine Inn, once popular with carriers, has 
a timber-framed rear wing. Some bricks on the front 
are stamped ‘G. Ogle, Retford’; George Ogle had a 
brickworks in Moorgate.



Cannon Square  
and Bridgegate
Let’s now examine one of the more striking 
features of this area – the Russian cannon.

The cannon was captured at Sebastopol in 1855. It is 
a two-ton, twenty-four-pounder, dating from 1831. 
It was brought to Retford to celebrate the winning of 
the Crimean War at J.S. Piercy’s suggestion, following 
graphic letters home from his soldier son. The nearby 
Information Board will tell you more about what 
happened after that. Cannon Square was the site of 
East Retford’s early mediaeval market. 

Dating from the 16th century, Ye Olde Sun Inn has 
a central chimney, narrow upper storey, windows 



against the eaves, steeply sloping roof and lath-and-
plaster walls – all evidence of its being timber-framed 
and once thatched. Originally a private residence, in 
1750 it became an inn.

Towards the Square, on the same side, at no. 4, 
was the Crown Inn, which was the town’s premier 
hotel and the first posting house (1754) to be built in 
Retford. It replaced an earlier Crown Inn on the same 
site. Only a few years later the Great North Road 
was diverted through the town to the benefit of rival 
hotels. 

The Crown was the meeting place of the gentry, the 
Whigs, and was the scene of great mob violence 
during the elections of 1774 and 1826 when its 
windows were stoned before troops were brought in.

Cut through from the cannon towards the town 
centre, and you soon find yourself on the line of the 
Great North Road. Left of The Herbalist (formerly The 
White Hart) is the site of what once was the oldest 
chemist’s shop in the country, founded in 1779. It 
belonged first to Francis Clater, a local vet, whose DIY 
animal doctor books were best-sellers for more than 

100 years.

Bear right into Bridgegate, noticing the 
carved wooden porch over a former entrance 

to the White Hart. Off Bridgegate were 
many old alleyways; the one near No. 3 

still has its old cobbles. 

Walking along, you soon come 
to the bridge, formerly the 
boundary between East and 
West Retford. From the 
bridge look right along the 
River Idle. Just beyond the 
building on the left was 
the original river crossing 
(where the weir now is), the 

ford over red rock, which 
probably gave the town its 

name.

In the past this building served as 
an ink factory and ropemakers. 



When the Idle was dredged in 1988, remains of 
mediaeval timber piles were found; there was a 
succession of mills here, grinding corn, and making 
paper and sailcloth, but after severe floods in 1880 
they were gradually demolished. The area behind the 
mills was known as Tenter Flat Back Lane, the place 
where cloth was stretched on tenter hooks.

If you are doing the short walk you should 
cross over to the left of the road and take the 
path along the right of the riverbank, where 
once was situated the ‘ducking stool’, and 
carry on into Kings’ Park.

The park was opened on 29 June 1938, to 
commemorate not only the reign of King George V, 
but also the Coronation year of King George VI in the 
previous year. The land was given by Mrs. Huntsman 
of West Retford Hall and the park was landscaped; it 
cost around £7,500, £2,000 of which was raised by the 
public. The grounds provided a bowling green, tennis 
courts, a pavilion, lawns, rock gardens, a rustic bridge 
and a fountain. Children had an open-air gymnasium; 
they now have a playground, a splash park and a 
skate park. Further along is a modern performance 
area.

Turning left over the park bridge continue to the 
main gates, through the gardens. Bear left and follow 
the road round to cut through into the Market Square, 
very close to your starting point.

The longer walk continues along Bridgegate, 
where you will notice the letters TH entwined on 
almost every building. You are now on land which 
belongs to Trinity Hospital, a foundation which owned 
most of West Retford.



West Retford and the 
Chesterfield Canal
Further along, behind the locked gateway 
beside No.29 Bridgegate, is a plaque saying 
that John Wesley preached here. 

A more visible slab on a wall opposite states “This 
wall is the property of the Rector: June 1858”, 
erected after a dispute between Trinity Hospital and 
West Retford Church. No 35 has an entertaining 
Edwardian Advertisement for “Rowlands Band, 
patronized by the Nobility”; beyond is the former 
Newcastle Arms, another of the Great North Road’s 
Georgian coaching inns.

Opposite, notice the eccentric towers on one or two 
interesting Victorian buildings in the style of Watson 
Fothergill, who was a notable Nottingham architect.

Make your way to the Galway Arms. This was 
formerly the Mermaid Inn, and in the 1840s the 
yard behind had some of the worst slums the 
Public Health commissioner had ever seen. Look 
through into the car park and imagine the sight of 
21 tenements with an open cesspool, privies and a 
piggery. Traces of the tenement are still visible.

Beyond the Galway Arms is a sober Victorian 
terrace of almshouses, now adapted to more modern 



Cross the road and visit West Retford Church. The 
beautiful mediaeval church of St. Michael is the mother 
church of the old Retford Deanery. The elegant spire is 
rare in North Nottinghamshire and has been described 
as “a poem in stone”. The ornamental crockets (stone 
protrusions) and curved flying buttresses are unusual; 
like the large three-ribbed porch, it dates from the 14th 
century. Look, too, for an ancient gargoyle, known as 
“the brother who looks over West Retford”, and the 
base of a mediaeval wayside cross on the corner. 

Walk along Rectory Road, past the new Rectory: 
the old one was demolished when its miserly rector, 
Dickonson, died of starvation! Pass Ghyll Hall on the 

requirements; this is 
Scholarship Yard, so called 
because the rents continue 
to support a student from 
the area, at Exeter College, 
Oxford. Over the central 
doorway you can read “Ex.
Dono.Iohannis.Darrel. 
M.D.scholastici.usui:Anno 
Domini.mddxxii” – John 
Darrel left money for the 
maintenance of a scholar. 



left, with its little dovecote and the entrance to West 
Retford Hall (private property). 

West Retford Hall is an elegant, late 17th century house, 
once owned by the Huntsman family, Sheffield steel 
magnates. The Hall grounds are now part of Kings’ 
Park.

Reaching Hospital Road look right to see the new 
Baptist Church, The Well. Then turn left and pause to 
look at Trinity Hospital.

In 1665 Dr John Darrel left money to found a hospital 
for 16 Christian men in his home at West Retford 
Manor. With the rise in land values the hospital  
became very wealthy. In 1832/3 the manor was 
replaced by a new structure designed by Edward Blore, 
architect of Lambeth Palace, who had married a local 
vicar’s daughter. It is his building you see today.

The central block, which includes the Audit Room, 
was remodelled in 1872; its great perpendicular-style 
window dominates the first floor. 

When the accounts are audited, a great feast is held 
here. In the past, feasts have been known to last for 
three days!

Pass the park gates (formerly the entrance to West 
Retford Hall) to reach the bridge over the Chesterfield 
Canal. From here there is an attractive view of the  
locks. All the bridges over the canal have names and 
this is Woodcock’s Bridge. Woodcock owned the Boat 



Inn, now gone, and the wharf from where boating was 
a popular Victorian pastime.

Join the towpath on the left, and follow it past the 
lock to Inkerman Bridge, named after a battle in the 
Crimean War. Cannon balls were among the items 
transported on the canal, and a number have been 
dredged up.

View the converted warehouses on the opposite bank; 
you will see that the canal widens here to form a basin 
where goods could be loaded and unloaded. This  
whole stretch is a series of basins.

At this point the canal is much higher than ground 
level and crosses the river on an aqueduct. The locks 
at Corporation Wharf and the marina mark the end of 
today’s towpath walk, though many miles lie ahead 
before the canal reaches the Trent at West Stockwith. 
This canal carried the Anston stone used for building 
the Houses of Parliament. 

Here, at the Bay Tree, you can enjoy refreshments and 
views of the canal, or, on leaving the car-park, notice 
to the left The Ship Inn and the Idle Tap (formerly The 
Anchor) – you may feel you deserve a drink! 

Cross Wharf Road with care and walk down 
Carolgate, returning to your starting point and 
enjoying the shops along the way.


