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Join the CONVERSATION
about CONSERVATION Areas
Do you live in a conservation area?
Do you have concerns about it?
Have you been concerned about changes or
neglect in a CA, even if you don’t live in it?
Would you like to take part in a
consultation?
Richard and Alison Bennett, as representatives of the
Civic Society, were recently invited to attend an initial
meeting at the Civic Centre to discuss problems which
have arisen in some of the 15 conservation areas in
Reading and to identify ways in which we can “preserve
and enhance” conservation areas in the future.
This meeting was chaired by Cllr Tony Page and was
attended by Cllr Mohammed Ayub, Kiaran Roughan,
the Planning Manager, and David Moore, the Head of
Transportation and Streetcare on behalf of the Council.
Representatives of community groups came from the
Civic Society, the Baker Street Area Neighbourhood
Association (BSANA) (which covers almost all of the
Russell Street/Castle Hill CA) and Caversham and
District Residents Association (CADRA) along with
individuals from the Redlands CA. Of these 10
representatives, 7 are members of the Civic Society.

When a conservation areas is created an appraisal is
carried out which tries to define its particular character,
what makes each area special and what is worth
preserving within it. Listed buildings are recorded and
appraisers also look at “buildings of townscape merit”,
undesignated heritage assets, which are then identified
and recorded. These areas can be quite diverse ranging
from the inner city to the very edges of the town.

Because, in some cases, reappraisals have not been
carried out for up to 10 years, changes have been
gradually happening which have not been logged or
checked. It costs RBC time and money to carry out
appraisals, whether they are in-house or outsourced.
This new initiative to look at our conservation areas,
identify problems and find ways to improve their
appearance, was driven by BSANA due to their concern
that the Russell Street/Castle Hill CA was “at risk” and
their campaign to have a second Article 4 Direction
applied to the houses in Jesse Terrace relating to the
encroachment of Houses in Multiple Occupation
(HMOs).
There are many things which can degrade and dilute the
character and appearance of a conservation area: taking
out original windows and doors and replacing them with
plastic; removing garden walls and railings and using the
front garden for parking; satellite dishes; cladding; the
proliferation of conversions to continued on back page
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PLANNING UPDATE
Swan Heights
The application for the three residential towers of 28, 26
and 24 storeys, which we featured in the last newsletter,
has been refused by the Planning Applications
Committee.
Council policy had designated the area where this new
building was proposed as a zone for tall buildings.
However, when faced with the actuality of “tall” buildings,
they backed off a.s.a.p. Is this a case of “be careful what
you wish for”?
One of the objections was that the project would
dominate the nearby Forbury Gardens and Abbey Ruins.
Well, why designate that area for tall buildings?
It will be interesting to see what the Station Hill area
throws up when applications go in for details of the
individual buildings on that site, also designated for “tall”
buildings.
29-35 Station Road
A few years ago an application for a 22-storey residential
building on this site was permitted but never built. A new
proposal is being prepared by Titan Property
Developments and WCEC, for an equally tall residential
block, with a planning application to be submitted later
this year.
160 Castle Hill
Disaster has struck this Grade II* building which was part
of the old Kings Arms on Castle Hill, and which was
“one of the most important heritage assets in Reading”
according to the Planning Enforcement Officers’ report.
Following its sale at auction in summer 2014, a
subsequent damp survey was acted upon to eradicate
damp problems but the works carried out for wet and dry
rot led to “extensive and irreversible damage to the asset”.
We had noticed the scaffolding outside the building for a
prolonged period and queried this with the Enforcement
Team as we had not seen a Listed Building Consent
application for any works to this property. They were
aware of this and had ordered all work to cease once they
had visited the site and found it to be in an even worse
state than they had anticipated.
According to the
website(25.6.15) many
unauthorised actions had taken place including: removal
of the ground floor including tiles, screed floor,
suspended wooden floors, floorboards and joists leaving

bare earth exposed; removal of large areas of plaster,
doors, cornicing, skirting boards, dado rails and
fireplaces; and one window in the front bow had been
removed.
A planning application (150179) was made for remedial
work including the removal of all external cement render
and pointing and its replacement with lime mortar. The
Civic Society commented on the application, noting that
everything henceforth is damage limitation and urging
close supervision of future works by Planning Officers
and the Conservation Officer with regular site visits.
According to the
report, when the planning
application was discussed, further enforcement action
leading to prosecution was considered during a
confidential session. The planning committee decided to
take further legal advice and to make a site visit.
The application for remedial work has now been passed.
The Decision Notice is detailed and prescriptive and the
conditions are focused on securing a ‘suitable completed
state of works in the interests of the special architectural
and historic interest of the Listed Building’.
Nos. 16-40 London Road (Portland Place)
The applications (150730/150731) are for the
refurbishment and conversion to student apartments of
the two University buildings known as Portland Place
and the neighbouring smaller stucco building. The
stucco building and the large red brick building are both
Grade II listed and the large Bath stone fronted building
is Grade II*. The University has submitted a joint
application with Thomas Homes who are heritage
restoration specialists. This cannot come soon enough
as these buildings have been unused and looking very
run-down for some years now.
The application contains detailed Conservation Appraisal
and Heritage Impact Assessments, with photographs
showing appalling damp and dry rot damage and general
neglect. It is proposed to reinstate some of the larger
rooms, which have been subdivided, in order to restore
their proportions. There are a number of original
features in situ such as fireplaces, staircases and cornices
but some are in better condition than others.
Yates Wine Lodge, Friar Street
This was the old main post office. The applicants want
to remove the wooden fascia boards, cornices and
corbels and to do some other minor, mainly cosmetic,
works to the front of the building. This was pointed out
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to me by a Society member who was concerned that
some original features were being removed but, having
consulted a 1930s photograph on the Library’s website,
it is clear that these works would be restoring the
building to its earlier appearance. However, I am not
sure about the proposed awnings to the ground floor
windows. These windows are of an attractive shape,
although blind within the curved area at the top, and the
awnings have the effect of appearing to cut them in
half.

While Taylor Wimpey’s previous application for the whole
site included use of the heritage buildings as apartments,
the school’s plan appears to be to demolish them if they
can. This would be unfortunate as both Oakland Hall and
Rotherfield Grange are on the Council’s List of Locally
Important Buildings (i.e. Local Listing). On the Council
website, where they mention Locally Listed buildings, they
say that in the event of a planning application these are
buildings “which we would be unlikely to let you alter”. So
how would that sit with demolishing them? In fact, they
are 2 of the 4 buildings on the list, so to lose 50% of the
local list in one fell swoop doesn’t say much for heritage
protection, does it?

Elvian School Site

The future use and development of this site has been a
long-running saga. To recap slightly, the Elvian School
themselves applied to replace their existing building
with a new school but this application was refused. The
owners, the Licensed Trade Charity (LTC) made an
agreement with Taylor Wimpey to sell them the land for
housing and Taylor Wimpey put in an application for
what we thought was a good scheme, partly because it
made use of the two heritage buildings on the site,
Oakland Hall and Rotherfield Grange, as apartments.

DEFRA, Coley Park Site
The Elvian site application is linked to this one (151173)
and is to be considered and determined simultaneously.
The delivery of the new school is reliant on the positive
determination of this linked application by Taylor Wimpey
for 71 dwellings on the DEFRA site.
The Education Funding Agency, on behalf of the DfE,
acquired the Coley Park site for the WREN School but
WREN, not slow to look a gift horse in the mouth,
rejected it as they preferred the Elvian School site. Taylor
Wimpey, in order to be able to build the number of
dwellings they originally envisaged in their 2012 application
for the whole Elvian site, obviously saw the potential of
being able to develop the DEFRA site, along with their,
now, 40% of the Elvian site, giving them 189 dwellings
across the two sites.

Taylor Wimpey’s application was refused and they also
lost their appeal against that decision.
Whereupon the West Reading Education Network
(WREN), who had been offered a site for a Free School
on the old DEFRA site at Coley Park, decided that they
preferred the Elvian site and began a campaign to build
their school there.
LTC’s reaction was that, if they could not build their
own new school on the site, they would not sell the land
for educational purposes and, if Taylor Wimpey was
unsuccessful, they would wait to get the best value from
another residential development. The Commercial
Property Manager at LTC was quoted in The Reading
Chronicle of 19 September 2013, saying that LTC had a
number of options available and could bank the land for
the future.

The relatively narrow entrance to this site is flanked by the
two GII listed lodges, originally either side of the driveway
leading to Coley Park House. It is to be hoped that they
are not damaged during the initial demolition of the
buildings currently on the DEFRA site or while the area is
then a site for new building.
Yell Building, Queen’s Walk
An application (150752) has been approved to convert the
empty offices of what was once Yellow Pages to student
accommodation, providing 344 bed spaces and ancillary
communal facilities in the existing six-storey building and a
further 66 bed spaces in a two-storey extension to the
building. There will be alterations to the building’s façade
and piazza, with varying tones of metal and brick cladding
“to break up the elevation and add visual interest to the
building”. I don’t know if they have used particularly
unfortunate illustrations in the application documents but it
all looks a bit dull and grim to me.

Events moved on and a further appeal to the High
Court resulted in a ruling that the use of the site should
be split 60/40, with the larger area for educational use
and the smaller area for residential development. LTC,
having seen the writing on the wall, agreed to dispose of
the land to the WREN School and Taylor Wimpey.
A new hybrid application for outline planning
permission for the school and detailed planning
permission for the Taylor Wimpey housing has been
submitted (151175). Taylor Wimpey would be putting
118 dwellings on the south part of the site facing
Southcote Lane and the school would be on the north
side facing Bath Road.

It was noted that there had been a lack of market interest in
the property for office use, with a significant level of
available office supply elsewhere in Reading.
ABB
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Churches Tour – 28 September 2014
This time I selected churches in the Reading Deanery, a
group of parishes presided over by a Dean who, under the
Bishop, has the special care and inspection of the Anglican
clergy. The Reading Deanery stretches from Caversham
down to Swallowfield and from Tilehurst across to
Woodley. The profile of the Deanery lists 35 churches.
Indeed, practically every religious denomination is
represented in Reading and many of the congregations
(such as the Orthodox Church and other foreign language
worshippers) borrow other churches.
Our first call was at St Matthew’s in Southcote, where we
were welcomed by Mary Day and the vicar, Reverend
Paddy Dolphin. The building of the church arose from the
regeneration of Reading after WWII by the expansion of
social housing to Southcote. The Parochial Council of St
Mary’s in the Butts approached Sir Basil Spence to design
the church as the existing dual-purpose hall was much too
small for the congregation. His first design was rejected as
being too expensive; his second was simpler (at a cost of
£40,000) and was intended for a congregation of 300.

The church was founded in 1069 and the Norman north
doorway still exists. The chancel dates from the early 14th
century and the nave from the late 14th to early 15th with
its original tie beams and crown posts; the 1590 has
queen posts. In 1855 George Gilbert Scott oversaw the
rebuilding of the chancel, including the arch, in a
conventional Middle Pointed style. He also added the
north porch. There are many monuments around the
church and we were fortunate that Dr Brian Kemp (see
below), a member of the Society and author of ‘English
Church Monuments’, was with us to describe the 1627
monument to Henry Beke whose family owned the
Whiteknights estate. It is an elaborate alabaster tablet in
Baroque style. It depicts angels holding curtains open to
reveal three amply-draped figures kneeling under a curved
entablature. Above, there is an aedicule flanked by
obelisks with a coat of arms under a broken pediment.

The church was built in 1967 of brick and painted white
internally with some later paintings thereon. It is diamondshaped and has an aluminium-framed roof, which meant
that there was no need to construct any supporting pillars
which could have blocked the view to the altar. To large
diamond-shaped windows were designed by John Piper and
are filled with richly-coloured glass. In front of the church
is a small ornamental pool from which a giant concrete
crucifix rises almost to the height of the church.
Unfortunately, during the winter of 1985, the flat roof of
the church collapsed. Money was raised to rebuild the roof
and it was heightened and given a pitched form to ensure
that the acoustics were maintained. When I first met the
vicar, I showed him the quote from Pevsner that the church
‘was not one to add much to the reputation of Sir Basil
Spence’ and he was quite amused.

The crenellated tower of 1664 replaced an earlier one
that was damaged by cannon fire during the Civil War.
It has been repaired several times and strengthened by
iron tie rods.

We then had a short drive to St Mary’s in Shinfield, where
we were welcomed by Chris Young, the churchwarden.
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We then travelled to All Saints in Swallowfield where

we were welcomed by the churchwarden Terri Pitt. In 1256
Sir John le Despencer obtained permission from the Pope
to rebuild the church, and his tomb is in the west wall of
the timber-framed tower, which has scissor-brace supports.

The church is Norman in form, although the chancel
appears to be 13th century and was remodelled in the 19th.
Of particular interest is the mortuary chapel-cum-squire’s
pew on the north side, built by the Backhouse family. The
church contains some significant monuments to this
family, including funeral helms, and two other local
worthies. Unfortunately, during last winter’s storms a tree
fell on the roof, fracturing it, and it was not in a condition
for us to view it. In the churchyard, next to the gate to the
Swallowfield estate, lies the tomb of Mary Russell Mitford,
the authoress of ‘Our Village’, who died in 1851.

construction, but unfortunately the ground beneath the
south end of the chancel has recently shifted for the
second time; the first occurrence, around 1996, was noted
when the Society last visited. It cost nearly £200,000 to
repair the damage.
Our last visit was to St John the Evangelist in Woodley.
We were welcomed by the verger, Tony Frisby. The
church was completed in 1873, the architect being Henry
Woodyer (who also built Christchurch, Reading) at a cost
of £5,000. As a daughter church to St Andrew’s in
Sonning it was paid for by Robert Palmer of Holme Park.

We then travelled to St Mary the Virgin in Beech Hill,
where our guide was Iris Waite, the local historian. The
church’s architect was William Butterfield and it was
consecrated in October 1867 by the Bishop of Winchester.
The church is built of local brick, flint and timber.

The church is early English in style with nave, chancel and
north aisle under a barn-like roof. The two-tier bellcote
unusually faces north to south. The south aisle was added
in 1986/7. There are Minton tiles in the chancel and a
plaque inside commemorating the Diamond Jubilee of
Queen Victoria. Of note are the stained glass windows by
Hardman (1873) and in the chancel by Kemp (1903),
using their respective signatures of a wheatsheaf and wild
strawberry, and by Comper (1920). In the west wall is a
Golden Jubilee window from 2002 by Leadcraft of
Reading.

We entered the splendid colourful interior which has
exposed brickwork, stone dressings, and patterns of
exuberant richness in the chancel, where there is a corona
with fifty candles; these are lit on special occasions such as
weddings. On weekdays the church serves as the local
shop; on Sundays all is boarded up, giving the impression
that the church has many hymn books and quantities of
religious literature. The church has changed little since its

We then retired next door to the Old School House to
enjoy a well-deserved tea served by Judith Oliver, who
was duly thanked. A surplus of £60 was donated to the
Royal County of Berkshire Churches Trust, as was the
money raised on Ride and Stride Day during my
reconnoitring by cycle for this Tour. Rodney Oliver .
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Photos by Chris Widdows
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involved in creating the buildings within the Abbey
Quarter: Pugin, with St James Church being his first
church design; Gilbert Scott restoring the Abbey
Gateway; Gilbert Scott and Moffat designed the prison;
and Waterhouse and Lainson both contributed to the
Town Hall.

The Garden Room at Watlington House was once again
the venue for this meeting, proving to be accessible for
most members.
As in the previous year, the Chairman’s Report had
earlier been circulated by email, with hard copies
available at the meeting for those members without
email. This seems to be a good approach, allowing the
meeting to progress more quickly. The report covered
Society events which had taken place over the past year
including the Annual Luncheon, visits to King’s Cross/
St Pancras and St Albans, and the Churches Tour and
highlighted forthcoming outings to Newbury and
Gloucester.

He contrasted the building which has gone on in this
area with the destruction of the Abbey itself during the
dissolution. This was mostly driven by Edward VI and
most of the demolition was carried out at that time but
the re-cycling of the stone has gone on for some time,
with some stone going to Windsor Castle and a large
amount being distributed throughout the town as it was
integrated into new buildings while the town expanded.
Mr Mullaney raised the question of why such a large and
once-powerful abbey was destroyed when most others of
comparable size were kept as cathedrals. It is said that
Reading refused to buy it as the town was quite happy
with St Laurence’s.

The Chairman’s Report also covered an overview of
planning applications of interest within the town,
especially outlining the larger applications for Thames
Tower, Swan Heights and King’s Point where members
had attended consultations. Also included were reports
on Membership and the Hon. Treasurer’s Statement of
Accounts. It was confirmed that the Society would
continue its membership of Civic Voice.

He hoped that Heritage Lottery Funding would help to
save what is left of the ruins and bring the Abbey back
into the common consciousness of the town. Heritage
England’s contribution would focus on conservation and
the investigation of burials, which should include a
survey of the chapterhouse, one of the greatest in the
country, where they would expect to find the graves of
abbots. Leading on to the Hidden Abbey Project, Mr
Mullaney whetted our appetites for further investigations
and radar surveys. Philippa Langley, who instigated the
discovery of the body of Richard III in Leicester, is keen
to find the burial place, within the abbey, of Henry I.
Heritage England have a new ground penetrating radar
and it is hoped this could be used. Various authorities
and landowners are involved and, while the Diocese of
Portsmouth, Reading Borough Council and Berkshire
Archaeology are in agreement, they await a positive
response from the Ministry of Justice.
ABB

After thanking the committee members for their work
during the past year, the Chairman, Richard Bennett,
again asked for more volunteers to consider joining the
committee. Also a new Hon. Treasurer would be needed
imminently. The current committee members were
willing to stand again and were elected en bloc and
Richard Bennett was re-elected as Chairman.
Paul Welch, FCA, was appointed, with the agreement of
the meeting, as the Examiner of Accounts.
Under Any Other Business there was a discussion about
the lack of brochures for Heritage Open Days in 2014
and it was agreed that they were much missed. Richard
Bennett had been in touch with Reading UK CIC, who
produce the brochures, and it appeared that the lady who
was usually responsible had left and there had not been
enough time for her replacement to prepare a 2014
edition. It was hoped that there would be a brochure in
2015.

Annual Luncheon Party
28 February 2015
Again, a very enjoyable event at Pepe Sale and we
thank Clare Platts and Brenda Tait for planning and
organising it on our behalf. Jill Tait and Philippa
Woodward were in charge of the raffle and drummed
up support while greeting us on arrival.

After the official business of the meeting, John Mullaney
gave an illustrated talk about the history of Reading’s
Abbey Quarter, which is Reading’s most historic site
with the three main churches and the street layout
deriving from that. He was inspired by a walk around
the Abbey site and a marvellous archive of old drawings,
paintings and photographs at the Library to write his
recent book “Reading’s Abbey Quarter”. Mr Mullaney
referred to the range of architects who have been

The quiz this year was set by Chris Widdows, who led
us a merry dance around the town. Not only did we
have to identify photographs of buildings, and isolated
features of buildings and statues, but we had to answer
questions about them as well. Tricky – and good fun.
Thank you, Chris.
ABB
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Now you see it ………..… now you don’t

Well, that was a sudden transformation! And all without the necessary planning permission. While we knew that a
new company was taking over the premises, we anticipated being able to look at the planning application relating
to Advertising and Shop Fronts which would be forthcoming in accordance with the Council’s Policy DM23 of
the Sites and Detailed Policies Document..
According to the wording of Policy DM23 “Features that positively contribute to the character of the building and
street will be retained and, where possible restored”. This requirement has clearly not been complied with. This
shop front was as much of a local landmark as Jacksons, which has luckily been retained, both being examples of
the retail tradition in Reading, and should at the very least have been regarded as an undesignated heritage asset.
This may have emerged during the consideration of a planning application – if there had been one.
When this was pointed out to the Planning Department their response was that, yes, a clear breach of planning
control had taken place, but they wouldn’t take enforcement action because they would probably have allowed it
anyway. The message I was getting was “we don’t care”.
Too late now, it’s gone – without the full public consultation which should have taken place.

ABB

NEW PUBLICATION

HERITAGE OPEN DAYS
2015

The Timms Family of
Reading and London
Artists, Photographers,
Designers and Craftsmen.

It was good to see that Reading once again
had a good guide to exploring the town
during the four Heritage Open Days. It
was such a miss last year.

By Katie Amos
Published by Scallop
Shell Press
Paperback, £15

This time we had a folding leaflet which
was easy to carry, was well illustrated with
photographs of all the venues, and, very
importantly, had a good large clear map so
that visits could be efficiently planned.

19th

In the early
century two artistic dynasties were
active in Reading: the Havells are well-known, the
Timmses much less so. In the course of research into
her family history Katie Amos discovered that her
ancestor William Henry Timms (1791-1858) had drawn
and engraved a set of twelve views of Reading in 1823.
This book reproduces them; they are full of detail and
appear to be accurate, making a valuable resource for
architectural and other historians.
AS

Thank you to all concerned in its
production.
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continued from front page

HMOs, bedsits and flats with their concomitant
multiplicity of bins; crown lifting and removal of trees;
and even the loss of original features from listed buildings
in conservation areas.
Some of these things may be allowed within a CA but
only after planning permission has been sought and
proper consideration is given to achieving changes in the
least detrimental way, using the most appropriate
materials.
Many contentious changes are carried out unwittingly
because residents/owners are unaware that they live in a
conservation area and what it means. This seems to be
especially true where houses have been divided up in
various ways for letting. The residents tend to be
transitory and so the preservation and improvement of an
area is not one of their priorities, and landlords are equally
focussed on other things. This is why it is so important to
increase awareness among owners. If we can appeal only
to their finances rather than their community spirit, then
so be it. An attractive building with kerb appeal, with
original features and tidy front garden in a clean and
pleasant area may attract higher rents.
We would like to see more active enforcement measures
taken when breaches of planning law occur in CAs.
Sometimes these individual breaches refer to relatively
small items and we are told it is “not expedient” for the
Enforcement Team of the Planning Department to

pursue them but, as we are trying to make clear in our
discussions, when there are a large number of these
small items they have a cumulative negative effect.
Different conservation areas have different problems
due to types of housing and demographics. For
instance the representatives from Redlands CA were
concerned about traffic and parking and damage to
kerbside trees arising from cars.
You can see the appraisal of all conservation areas
online at :
http://beta.reading.gov.uk/media/2584/
Conservation-Areas-Maps/pdf/Conservation-AreasMerged.pdf

Open the “read” view of the pdf and then scroll
through the appraisals. Each area’s appraisal is also
accompanied by a “Townscape Appraisal Map” which
shows the limits of the area, listed buildings and
buildings of townscape merit.

Please let us know if you believe there are
problems in your conservation area, which can
and should be addressed and which are not
already under consideration. Caversham,
Redlands and Russell St/Castle Hill are already
well represented.
Do contact Richard Bennett (contact details
below) if you would like to take an active part
with this working party.
ABB

NEW MEMBERS

Contributions to the Newsletter

Miss B McKean, Mr I Lowry, Mr & Mrs P Jordan

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

OFFICERS AND COMMITTEE 2015/16
Chairman:
Secretary:

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

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