
Registered Charity no.   263959 Website: Readingcivicsociety.org.uk

reading civic society

WINTER 2013

NEWSLETTER

1

Left  View across Central Square
This area is at the heart of the development, linking 
the walkway through from Friar Street to the station 
itself.

Below  Vision for the site
This view from the south shows the extent of the 
proposed development – all the buildings shown in 
colour are included, with Friar Street at the foot of 
the drawing.

We are very grateful to Stanhope plc and Allies 
and Morrison, Architects, for kindly allowing us to 
use these images which form part of the planning 
application for this site.

Station Hill
More than a year after the initial proposals for the 
Station Hill site were seen at a public exhibition, the 
application for the redevelopment was submitted by 
Sackville Developments (Reading) Ltd. in the spring of 
2013.  They were approved by the Planning Applications 
Committee in mid-December and the demolition of the 
1960s parade of shops, the first stage of the works, will 
commence early in 2014.  Ultimately this development 
will provide retail and office space, residential and leisure 
uses, a new walkway from Friar’s Walk direct to the 
station, a covered arcade of shops and the transformation 
of the Garrard Street car park.

Such a large undertaking will necessarily take place in 
stages and we will be living with the on-going construction 
for many years to come.  Well, we’ve had a bit of practice 
with the new station.  

The first objective, once the old buildings on Station Hill 
have gone, is to create an open public space to link with 
the new station, which will be a temporary precursor 
to the final Station Square.  It has been suggested that 
this temporary space will be available for markets, open-
air concerts, leisure events, fairground, ice rink and 
marketing events, such as product launches.

Planning Update - Changing Reading
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as successful in this as they have been with the GII* 163-
year-old Clifton Lido then it will be well worth doing, so 
long as they can make it economically viable and a year-
round business as in Bristol.  They propose repairing the 
pool, opening a restaurant and café-bar in the old building, 
demolishing a modern annexe and building new changing 
rooms.  We look forward to seeing their detailed plans and 
application.

The tallest buildings in the development will be those closest 
to the station as this is an area which has been designated by 
the Council as being suitable for tall structures.  Heights will 
reduce further south going towards Friar Street.  

In response to consultation, CABE commended the 
strategy for organising the site and applauded the mix and 
distribution of uses.  They felt that the initial illustrations 
suggested “a calm, civic architecture and an exciting landscape 
design”.  As CABE questioned the width of the bus and 
taxi interchange on Station Hill this has now been widened.  
English Heritage confined their observations to the effects 
on listed buildings such as the Town Hall and the setting of 
the Market Place/London Street and St Mary’s Butts/Castle 
Street conservation areas and concluded that these proposals 
were better and more positive, for being lower in height, 
than the previous scheme.

Thames Tower

Plans to replace the existing Thames Tower (old Foster 
Wheeler building) opposite the station with a new building, 
at least twice as tall, were welcomed by the Council as it 
was hoped that this new building would complement the 
Station Hill development.  However, following a public 
consultation in 2012, the developers, La Salle, announced 
in July 2013 that they would not be going ahead with the 
skyscraper replacement for Thames Tower.  They anticipated 
that the economic risks would be too high and they would 
not expect to fill so much space at the rents required to cover 
the costs of such a large and expensive building.  They had, 
instead, decided to re-clad the existing building.  

King’s Meadow Baths

The Council have given preference to Clifton Lido Ltd as 
the bidder to bring the baths back into use.  If they are 

Station Hill - View from the station

Much credit goes to the King’s Meadow Campaign whose 
dogged determination succeeded in having the building 
listed and kept the building standing in spite of decay and 
vandalism.  We hope that the experience and financial 
wherewithal behind the new plans for the baths will fulfil 
KMC’s vision.

Reading Prison

It was suddenly announced in early September that the 
prison was to close by Christmas.  It is Grade II listed and, as 
such, a new use needs to be found for the building.  Oxford 
prison set an interesting precedent with its conversion to an 
hotel and it has been suggested that Reading could serve as 
a multi-purpose community resource.  With the removal of 
the modern perimeter wall and the modern buildings within 
the site, there would be scope for improving the site with 
good landscaping, and possibly creating an open access to 
Chestnut Walk and the river.  The proximity to the Abbey 
Ruins could lead to its inclusion in a new bid for Heritage 
Lottery funding for the Abbey Quarter improvements.
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Royal Berkshire Hospital

A sudden announcement in the local papers that the RBH 
would be prepared to sell off the North Block, facing 
London Road, the original grand frontage and most 
recognisable “face” of the hospital, took us all by surprise.  
It seemed as though the RBH Trust had suddenly become 
aware that they have a Grade II* building which requires 
maintenance and specialist upkeep.  

Accompanying this bombshell was a suggestion that one 
alternative use for the building would be as a free school but 
many objections have been put forward as to the suitability 
of the building and the site for this purpose, especially as 
an alternative site has been offered in Crescent Road for a 
Maiden Erlegh Free School.  

Among the objections is the question of the loss of parking 
spaces for the hospital, the constraints of what alterations 
can be made internally because of the starred listing, drop-
off areas for parents driving children to school and the 
already heavy traffic on London Road, and the lack of 
open spaces for recreation.  There is also the question of 
public access to the Chapel and the museum in the former 
laundry (1881) which have become a feature of Heritage 
Open Days.  If the hospital is finding the cost of repairs 
prohibitive then surely a school would too.  

Elvian School Site
Taylor Wimpey’s appeal against planning refusal for  
their proposals to build houses on this site, between 
Southcote Lane and Bath Road, was turned down.  This 
has encouraged the West Reading Education Network to 
push for a new free school on this land which is still owned 
by the Licensed Trade Charity.  Since the LTC’s own 
application to build a new school here was refused they 
have said that they will not sell the land for a school but 
will wait to get “best value” from another developer.  The 
Education Funding Agency has already agreed to acquire 
the old Defra site off Berkeley Avenue for a new secondary 
school in this area.

Kenavon Drive
Plans have been passed for Bellway Homes to build 61 houses 
and 131 flats.  This is the 4th application in 10 years for new 
housing on this site.                                   ABB

“Good Place” Prize 2013

Ellen Kendrick is the sixth winner of our annual prize for the 
“Good Place” assignment, part of the Urban Design module on 
the BSc Land Management and MSc Development Planning 
programmes at the University of Reading.  Ellen’s first degree 
was in Architecture which she read at Nottingham University 
and then she took her MSc in Development Planning at 
Reading on a part-time basis while working as a planning 
consultant at Boyer Planning in Wokingham.  

The “Good Place” which Ellen assessed was “More London 
and surrounding area” on the South Bank.  It is a business 
community between London Bridge and Tower Bridge, which 
includes Foster’s City Hall, and is a further development in 
the regeneration of the South Bank, following the creation 
of destinations such as the Design Museum, among old 
warehouses, and Tate Modern, which would draw people to 
cross the river.  The area is defined by the river and the railway 
line.  No residential development is included and there is room 
to appreciate the views and vistas from the open spaces.  At the 
end of one street is the Shard and at the opposite end is Tower 
Bridge.  The landmark City Hall itself is a relatively low-rise 
building, with the surrounding space adding to the impression 
that it is an important building.

We very much enjoyed Ellen’s presentation and wish her success 
in the future.                                                               ABB

Left to right   Kathy Pain, ALDAR Professor of Real Estate Development; 
Joe Doak, Snr Lecturer in Urban Design and Development; Alison 
Bennett; Richard Bennett; Ellen Kendrick, prizewinner; Richard 
Nunes, Lecturer in Real Estate and Planning; Chris Lloyd, Teaching 
Fellow; Sidney Gold; Sean Duggan and Christabel Winny.     
                                                                          PHOTO:  CHRIS WIDDOWS



Visit to The Royal Hospital Chelsea – 25 July 2013
Our visit took place on a hot and sunny day and we were 
able to enjoy both the guided tour and our own exploration 
of the site in lovely weather.  Our tour guide, Michael 
Allen, was one of the In-Pensioners and he imparted lots of 
information leavened with humorous asides.

Founded  in 1682 by Charles II, The Royal Hospital is a 
retirement home for about 400 old soldiers, mainly over 
65.  It caters for those who are still quite independent right 
through to those who need nursing care in the Infirmary.  
How amazing to live in buildings by Wren and Soane, to 
dine in a Great Hall surrounded by royal portraits and to 
worship in a Wren Chapel.  Life in the Royal Hospital is 
still organised along military lines, with six retired officers, 
or Captains of Invalids, commanding the six companies of 
In-Pensioners.  The pensioners’ scarlet coats and ceremonial 
tricorn hats are a version of the service dress of Marlborough’s 
time.

It was particularly interesting to hear about the ongoing re-
organisation of the pensioners’ own living quarters in the 
Long Wards contained in the four-storey buildings on either 
side of the central courtyard.  On each floor is a pair of wards 
200 ft long with cubicles back to back along their length.  At 
the moment each pensioner has a cubicle measuring 9 ft by 
9 ft, which is mainly a bedroom, but work is underway to 
extend the cubicles to provide a sitting area at the front with 
a bedroom behind it and an en suite bathroom.  

The museum is packed with interesting items including 
the Jubilee Mace presented by the Queen in 2002 in lieu 
of Colours because pensioners are drawn from a variety 
of regiments, and a collection of 2100 medals awarded to 
pensioners.  The museum is reached through the Wellington 
Hall, dedicated to the Great Duke, which contains a variety 
of objects associated with him.                           ABB

Charles II
by Grinling Gibbons

The Millennium Statue
by Philip Jackson

Photographs by Chris Widdows
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Visit to Stratfield Saye House – 3 September 2013

A not-to-be-missed spectacle is the enormous funeral 
carriage which bore the Great Duke’s coffin to St Paul’s 
Cathedral on 18 November 1852.  With design in-put 
from Prince Albert, the base was made of bronze from 
the French cannons captured at Waterloo.  Measuring 
21ft long and 10½ft wide and weighing 18 tons, the 
carriage was drawn by 12 black dray horses. 

Near the house is the parish church for Stratfield Saye, the Grade 
I Church of St Mary, which was built in 1758 on the Greek 
Cross plan. It replaced the medieval church, on a new site, and 
contains monuments to the Pitt family which were brought from 
the original church along with a number of box pews.

Part of the charm of a group visit to Stratfield Saye is that you 
have exclusive access for the day, so there are no queues for the 
tea room at lunch time, etc.  Our group of about 30 was divided 
amongst 3 excellent guides; Society member Michael Aris, Jenny 
and John, so that we could comfortably get into all the rooms, 
some of which are relatively small for a “stately home”, and hear 
and see everything clearly.                                    ABB 

Photographs by Chris Widdows

The house at Stratfield Saye was built in 1630 by the 
Pitt family and the original is mainly unchanged apart 
from some additions, although the interior has been 
re-arranged at various times.  The house was given to 
the first Duke of Wellington by the nation in gratitude 
following the Battle of Waterloo.  A country house with 
an estate was sought and, having turned down many 
larger houses, the Duke settled on Stratfield Saye, but 
initially with a view to replacing the house with a grander 
building for which many plans rivalling Blenheim were 
produced.  Eventually these plans were found to be too 
expensive for the £600,000 voted by Parliament, and the 
Duke’s own resources and taste, so the house survived 
and over the years the Duke added the conservatory and 
the two outer wings.

Apart from the expected family portraits and the many 
fascinating items associated with the Great Duke, there 
are some surprises such as the two Roman mosaic 
pavements set into the floor of the entrance hall.  These 
were excavated by the second Duke in 1866 at Silchester.  
In both the bedrooms we visited was a decorative wooden 
corner cupboard with a mirrored door, to all intents and 
purposes a wardrobe but which turned out to contain 
blue-patterned china water closets, veritable en suites.  
These and the early central heating radiators, and the 
colza-oil lamps throughout the house, reveal the first 
Duke to have been a man ahead of his time, concerned 
with comfort and convenience.
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How to go about Conservation Area Applications
Evelyn Williams recently represented the Civic Society on a training day organised by 
English Heritage designed to help provide some practical tools for conservation area 
applications.

Shaw House, Newbury

The venue for the day was Shaw House, an Elizabethan 
mansion owned by West Berkshire Council. It is in a 
conservation area and set the heritage scene for the day very 
well.

The agenda was designed for both conservation professionals 
and community representatives who might be involved 
in applications for conservation area status.  Many useful 
resources were suggested, in particular the Oxford Character 
Assessment Toolkit developed by Oxford City Council.  
This was used in the afternoon practical session just down 
the road from Shaw House in the Shaw Road and Crescent 
Conservation Area.

Key points from the day:

1.  What is the special character of the area and how is that 
represented in the buildings to be included?  All guidance 
and legislation stress the need for JUSTIFICATION of the 
conservation area.

2.  To involve the local community, an initial workshop 
event should be held somewhere like a record office where 
maps and other documents are available for people to 
discuss.

3. The toolkit includes schedules for completion on the 
various aspects of the characterisation of an area but these are 
only raw material for writing up the appraisal.

4.  Dealing with negative features and being critical about 
buildings in an area can be difficult, these should be included 
as well as the positive and unique features.

5.  It is important to have a photographic record of the area 
as part of the research for the appraisal.                        

A photographic record of the area is also indispensable 
for future management.

6.  If conservation area status is granted the job of 
managing the area and monitoring change begins, 
drawing up a management plan may be a good idea..

Shaw Road Conservation Area

Speakers:
The speakers were Councillor Hilary Cole, West 
Berkshire Council Heritage Champion; Eddie Booth 
from the Conservation Studio and Robert Lloyd-Sweet 
of Oxford City Council

Resources:
Oxford Character Assessment Toolkit.  This can be 
downloaded from:
www.oxford.gov.uk/PageRender/decP/CharacterAp
praisalToolkit.htm

English Heritage resources including, “Understanding 
Place: Conservation Area Designation, Appraisal and 
Management”.  This can be downloaded from: 
www.english-heritage.org.uk/publications/
understanding-place-conservation-area

  __________________________

NOTE:
The special character of these areas does not come from 
the quality of their buildings alone.  The historic layout of 
roads, paths, and boundaries; characteristic building and 
paving materials; a particular mix of building uses; public 
and private spaces, such as gardens, parks and greens; and 
trees and street furniture – all these and more make up the 
familiar local scene.
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Mystery shrub identified

Those of us who went to Stratfield Saye were 
bowled over by the lovely scent from a very large 
shrub which none of us could identify and nor 
could our guide.  We pledged to find out and 
report back in the newsletter.

According to the RHS Plant Encyclopaedia this 
is a clerodendron trichotomum*.  “Deciduous, 
upright, bushy-headed, tree-like shrub.  Clusters of 
deep pink and greenish-white buds open to fragrant, 
white flowers above large leaves, from late summer to 
mid-autumn, followed by decorative blue berries.”

* Harlequin Glory Bower.  Yes, of course.  We 
knew that really, didn’t we?                          ABB

NEW PUBLICATION FROM TWO RIVERS 
PRESS

All Change at Reading
The railway and the station 1840-2013

by Adam Sowan

Adam takes us on a journey 
through time, tracking the 
development of Reading Station 
from a single platform to the 
current 15-platform interchange 
in four incarnations.  We are 
shown Reading’s part in the Great 
Western Railway and the rapidly 
expanding rail network, through 
to the present day demands on 
Reading station as a rail transport 
hub.  An excellent read whether 
you are a rail buff or not.

The book is interestingly 
illustrated with black and white 
photographs, both from the 
archives and up-to-date images of the new station.  The dramatic 
cover design is by Sally Castle.

Available from Waterstones, RISC and other outlets.  Price: £10

“Southern Comfort” in Guildford – 9 November 2013
Sadly there was not much comfort to be had.  The latest 
Southern Comfort meeting of Civic Societies in the South 
East was held in St Mary’s Church, the oldest building in 
Guildford.  Once initial problems with the central heating, 
on a freezing cold day, had been overcome, we could see 
that there was not much support for the event this year.  
In the past this annual get-together has attracted large 
numbers of participants in various locations including 
Portsmouth, Chichester, Isle of Wight, and Winchester 
but, of the 90 civic societies in the catchment area, who 
would usually send two or three delegates each, only ten 
societies participated, sending 21 members to join the 
Guildford contingent.  

The previous year the Guildford Society had done a huge 
amount of preparation for a 2012 Southern Comfort 
meeting, which had to be cancelled due to lack of response, 
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EXHIBITION
Making Faces: Tudor to Modern

An exhibition of over 30 oil paintings from the Museum’s art collection ranging from Tudor and Stuart panel paintings 
to more informal twentieth century images.  Many of the portraits have local connections and are stunning paintings in 
their own right, showing the development of portrait painting over four centuries.

At the Sir John Madejski Art Gallery, Reading Museum, until 16 March 2014

despite an excellent agenda and speakers.

We hope that this is not symptomatic of a decline in interest 
in the civic movement but we were all agreed that there 
is a need to attract younger members if Civic Societies 
are to flourish.  Succession planning to reinvigorate the 
committees who run Civic Societies seems to be a difficulty.  
This was one of the topics which we discussed at the 
meeting and it was generally agreed that the use of “social 
media”, such as Facebook links to a properly maintained 
website, had become central to sharing civic concerns and 
targeting underrepresented groups.  The other main topics 
were the impact of local plans and NPPF and mitigation 
of the pressure to accommodate new housing, and the 
protection of historic character in the face of pressure for 
growth, with Societies encouraging neighbourhood groups 
to resist unwanted development.                          ABB
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NEW MEMBERS
Mr P Barnfather,  Mr A E Maher,  
Ms M Beardmore, Mrs H Dewey

Contributions to the Newsletter
Please send contributions to the newsletter and Letters to 
the Editor to Adam Sowan, contact details below.

OFFICERS AND COMMITTEE 2013/14
    

   Chairman:   Richard Bennett, 69 Baker Street, Reading, RG1 7XY
    Tel 0118 959 8350 Email: Bennettbaker@msn.com

   Vice Chairman:  Gill Hunter, 68 St Peter’s Avenue, Caversham, RG4 7DH
    Tel 0118 947 1861 Email gill.m.hunter@btinternet.com

   Secretary:   Fiona Rycraft,  0787 942 7038 (mobile)

   Hon Treasurer:  Brenda Tait, 35 Church End Lane, Reading,  RG30 4UP

   Membership:  Alison Bennett, 69 Baker Street, Reading, RG1 7XY
    Tel 0118 959 8350 Email: Bennettbaker2@msn.com

   Committee :  Sidney Gold, Amanda Martin, Clare Platts.  
    Co-opted:  Sean Duggan, Lynette Edwell. 

   Newsletter Editor:  Adam Sowan, 24 New Road, Reading, RG1 5JD
    Tel 0118 987 1452 Email: Sowmor@waitrose.com

Luncheon Party
Saturday, 8 March 2014 

at Pepe Sale, Queen’s Walk

We will meet again at Pepe Sale and there will be time 
before the lunch for drinks and a chat and the chance to 
buy raffle tickets.  

Booking forms and menus have been sent out for return 
by 21 February.  If you have any queries you can contact 
Brenda Tait on 0118 9428097.

AGM
Saturday, 29 March 2014 at 2.00 p.m.

at The Garden Hall, Watlington House, 
44 Watlington Street

Formal notice of the AGM has been sent out  giving details 
of access and parking at Watlington House while the works 
to the garden are being undertaken.

This year, after the official business of the meeting, Dr Peter 
Durrant, the County Archivist at the Berkshire Records 
Office, in a talk entitled “Berkshire Record Office;  
where, what, when, how?”  will explain the functions of 
the Records Office, the diversity of the records held there 
and how to access information.

Presentation of the “Good Place” Award
 at Reading University 

June 2014

We do not have a date yet, other than towards the end of 
June.  We will be notified of the date at short notice, in the 
usual way, and we will contact everyone we can by email.

We understand that it is sometimes difficult for members to 
attend without much notice at this time of year, when the 
weather is usually fine and people start to take their summer 
holidays, but it would be nice see more members coming 
along to congratulate our prizewinners, who have put a lot 
of time and effort into their course work.  

London Visit - Kings Cross / St Pancras
Wednesday, 6 August 2014

It is always popular to visit London by coach and we will 
meet up with Diane Burstein, a Blue Badge guide, for this 
walking tour looking at the latest developments in this 
formerly run-down area.

Visit to another Civic Society
late August or early September 2014

We are exploring the possibility of a visit to St Albans

 Forthcoming Events


