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(Left) Proposed view of Swan Heights 
in context with neighbouring buildings; 
Clearwater Court, Reading Bridge 
House and 1 Forbury Place.

(Below) A computer generated view 
of new developments in Reading 
represented by the white outline 
buildings.  From the left; Chatham 
Place (under construction), Station Hill, 
Thames Tower and 29 Station Road (all 
approved), the three towers of Swan 
Heights (applied for) and the lower 
level blocks of 2 Forbury Place (under 
construction).

We are grateful to Lochailort Investments 
for allowing us to use these images.

Planning Update

Swan Heights

I went to the first consultation on 
the development of Swan Heights, a 
flatted residential development and 
was quite intrigued by the design 
concepts which were being offered.  
The three towers are tall, much taller 
than their near neighbours, but they 
are to be in an area which has been 
designated as a zone for tall buildings 
and the height is thus presumably 
acceptable within the Council’s 
scheme.

The proposed structure conforms to RBC’s Tall 
Building Strategy in that “the bulkier mass of buildings 
accommodating larger floor plate sizes should be placed 
in the base to define street edges and open space.  Upper, 
taller parts of buildings should be of a smaller floor plate 
that results in slender buildings…. At upper levels ... 
massing should reflect a slender and elegant form, able 
to contribute to an attractive skyline as well as present a 
more human scale at street level.”  

If there is to be tall building here, is this a good option?  

The design is a four storey podium containing garaging 
and storage space for residents and the services for the 
building, with active shop frontages on the ground floor.  
From this base grow three residential towers of 24, 22 and 
20 storeys respectively, gradually stepping down.  Each of 
the towers is topped by glazed penthouses which in turn 
are covered by differently-shaped caps.  The shape of these 
penthouses is essential to the overall design of the towers 
and they distinguish them from most towers which tend to 
be flattened off. 
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The architect, Robert Adam, maintains that the design is 
neo-classical rather than postmodern and he was keen to 
use neo-classicism in relation to high-rise buildings.  I must 
say that the image above was the one which greeted me at 
the consultation and my first reaction was to compare the 
towers to one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World 
as the shape reminded me of the Pharos at Alexandria.  

Hugh Pearman in an article in the RIBA Journal in 
January calls the design “defiantly unmodernist”.  It is 
different.  We noted features such as the lozenge-shaped 
floor plates of the towers, with chamfered corners (not 
squared-off boxes), terracotta cladding (not acres of glass), 
the complex masonry details (key pattern, egg and dart 
and a modern take on papyrus leaf decoration) to the top 
floors and penthouses, which draw the eye upwards.  The 
lozenge shape evolved to contain the balconies so that 
they were not projecting thus giving greater stability at 
higher levels.

The Design and Access Statement of the planning 
application compares the top floors to “capitals”, the 
towers to “columns” and the podium to the “base” and 
develops the idea that the use of the columnar form is 
reminiscent of early tall buildings in the US in the early- 
to mid-20C.  We have noted previously that the re-clad 
and extended Thames Tower will be similar to the 1896 
Guaranty Building in New York – perhaps we are heading 
for a period of “American-retro” in Reading.

This development would provide 352 units of 1- and 
2-bed apartments, and 1 with 3 bedrooms.  With the 
proximity to the railway station, they appear to be aimed 
at young commuters, who may well be the future users of 
the refurbished Lido on King’s Meadow with its treatment 
rooms, sauna and restaurant, as they will be such close 
neighbours.

With the removal of the old Metal Box/Energis Building, 
which had been a lineside landmark for many years, this 

new development may well become a landmark for those 
seeing Reading from the train, and add a bit of interest to 
the scene, which the two new blocks on the actual Metal 
Box site will fail to do.  

CABE have advised that they support the proposed height 
provided that the building is well designed.  I like many 
of the features and I am not opposed to a tall building per 
se, but I do wonder if the solid reality of so tall a building 
might be somewhat overwhelming.

What do you think?

You can see the full details of the application on the 
Council’s website under reference 150120.  Please send 
your comments to the Planning Department at the Civic 
Offices, Bridge Street, RG1 2LU.

King’s Point

Another attempt to do something with this site.  In 2006 
permission was granted for a block of flats, offering 108 
apartments, rising to 13 storeys with the main mass and 
height of the building facing the canal.  I thought it 
was an interesting design; it was white and topped off 
with sail or wing shapes.  Following this there has been 
another permitted application in 2010 to refurbish the 
building and turn it into an hotel, with re-cladding to 
bring it up to date.  However, this proposed treatment 
did not seem destined to add much aesthetically to a 
very visible corner.

The latest application, which you can see under reference 
150019 on the Council’s planning website, is for a tall 
building of 19 storeys at its highest point with a cluster 
of lower towers of seven, nine, eleven and twelve stories 
around the base.  The architectural drawings remind 
me of shoeboxes on end with the lower ones being for 
gents’, ladies’ and children’s sizes respectively.  The artist’s 
impression shows large areas of glass and reconstituted 
stone, with each flat defined by protruding light-
coloured stone which also provides the balconies.  With 
its height and massing, this would be a very dominant 
building on this site.
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Class J Notifications

Class J Notifications came about as a result of new 
permitted development rights which were granted 
by the Government in 2013.  This means that people 
wanting a change of use from Class B1(a) (offices) to C3 
(dwellinghouses) can give the Council a Prior Notification 
under Class J, Part 3 of Schedule 2 of the Town and 
Country Planning (General Permitted Development) 
Order 1995 (as amended).  If the Council is satisfied 
about transport and highways impacts, contamination 
risks and flooding risks, then Prior Approval is granted 
and a full planning application is not required.  

When I wrote in the Summer newsletter about 1 Castle 
Street being de-listed to enable a Prior Notification to be 
made, I noted that 16 Prior Notifications had been made.  
Since then the overall total of 50 notifications I have 
identified, which are either approved or pending, would 
create 710 dwelling units.  Individual notifications range 
from 1 unit up to 90 units.  I have just picked these up 
from the Planning website’s weekly list of applications 
received and decisions made, so I may have missed one 
or two.

There is growing opposition among Local Planning 
Authorities, including RBC, to these office-to-residential 
conversions.  Croydon, particularly, have complained 
that it could affect their regeneration plans, and that 
there is a risk of ending up with rather low quality private 
rented sector housing.  Richmond-on-Thames have said 
that small businesses and voluntary sector organisations 
are being displaced, with a detrimental effect on the local 
economy.  Richmond are considering extending Article 
4 Direction coverage so that full planning permission 
would need to be sought to make the change from offices 
to housing.  RBC have said that they are losing income 
because the relaxation of the change of use laws means 
Class J developers no longer pay Section 106 money or 
provide affordable housing contributions.

Class J notifications were originally brought in during 
2013 for a period of 3 years but they could possibly be 
extended after 2016. Time will tell.                        ABB

Around Town

After Jacksons, another old family firm closes – RIP 
Vicars the butcher.  But there are a few positive notes: 
trees have reappeared outside the station, the restored 
British School façade is looking splendid, and several 
pubs have been smartened up – Pavlov’s Dog, the Eldon 
Arms, the Fisherman’s Cottage, and now the Castle Tap, 
formerly the Horse and Jockey.
                                                                                     AS

Student Prize 2014

Richard Bennett presents the certificate to the 2014 prize winner 
Enya MacLiam Roberts                                   Photo:  CHRIS WIDDOWS

Enya Roberts’s winning project was undertaken as an 
undergraduate on the BSc Real Estate programme at 
the University of Reading.  Following on from this Enya 
is doing a one year postgraduate course, MSc in Town 
Planning.

The module for which we give the prize, which used to be 
called the “Good Place Project” has been given a bit of a 
revamp and is now called the “Sustainability and Urban 
Design ‘Place Project’”.  Work on the project is done in 
eight weeks, over a term, and involves several visits to the 
site.

This new title accompanies a change in the assessment 
techniques used by the students, more thoroughly 
employing academic theory and principles in an analytical 
framework for judging a place, which can then be applied 
to other places.

Enya studied “The Brunswick” in London, designed in 
the 1960s by Patrick Hodgkinson and given a makeover 
in 2006.  We had previously heard about The Brunswick, 
a few years ago, as the subjects of this project are now 
allocated rather than allowing the students to select their 
own “place”, and it was interesting to hear another view 
from a new perspective.                                       ABB

New School of Architecture
It has been announced that in 2016, with an intake of 40 
students, the University of Reading will have a School of 
Architecture which will enhance the University’s world-
class reputation for research and teaching relating to the 
built environment.

Professor Lorraine Farrelly will join the University, as the 
Foundation Professor of Architecture, from the University 
of Portsmouth where she has been Professor of Architecture 
and Design.  Food for thought!
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Visit to King’s Cross and St Pancras – 6 August 2014
As expected, our time with Diane Burstein was very 
enjoyable and informative.  We began in the stations, both 
of which have received revamps in recent years, and both 
now are full of good shops and eating places – the trains are 
almost incidental.  King’s Cross caters to Harry Potter fans 
with the entry to Platform 9¾, where much photography 
was going on.  This is next to the old parcels office and 
yard, now a two-storey pub and restaurant containing old 
station signage and memorabilia – it’s well done.  In St 
Pancras we paid homage to its saviour, Sir John Betjeman, 
at his statue and went on to see the “other” statue, The 
Meeting Place by Paul Day, which was not greeted with 
unalloyed joy at its unveiling.  A new high-relief frieze, 
which was added in 2008 around the base of The Meeting 
Place, is in my opinion of much greater quality and 
reflects the sculptor’s true capability.  The frieze features 
scenes and people from the history of the tube and trains, 
with, for example, people on platforms and in carriages, 
or soldiers departing for war and returning injured. 

Externally there is a real contrast between the Gothic 
Revival style of Sir George Gilbert Scott’s front building at 
St Pancras (1868), named after the old St Pancras Church, 
and the much plainer King’s Cross (1852) by Lewis Cubitt, 
built of yellow stock bricks of London clay, and named 
after the crossroads where a statue of King George IV once 
stood. 

The removal of the 1970s  canopies from the front of King’s 
Cross has created a new public square.

We walked north between the stations along a new road 
called King’s Boulevard, which took us into what had 
formerly been a no-go area.  The redevelopment has 
contributed to the eradication of the social problems. 

The area beyond the stations has been totally transformed 
with the replacement of the gas works, coal drops, goods 
yards and railway workers’ housing by offices and apartments.  
There are open spaces and some retained industrial buildings 
such as the 1850s coal and fish market, which will be used 
for restaurants and offices.  

Diane is indicating King’s Place, the new concert hall and 
exhibition space, and home to The Guardian, The Observer 
and Network Rail.  To the north, in Granary Square, is 
The Granary which has been occupied by the Central St 
Martin’s School of Art since 2008, next to the Art Fund 
H.Q.  Their arrival was a catalyst for other people to come 
to this location.  The interior of The Granary (below) still 
shows its industrial origins. 

Granary Square itself was looking lovely in the sun, 
with parents in deckchairs watching their small children 
running and paddling amongst the little fountains which 
bubbled up from the flagstones and subsided again.          
                                                                                 ABB   
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The abbey gateway, (above, left) is a substantial survival 
and is part of the Abbey School.

After lunch a number of us found our way to the Roman 
museum situated in Verulamium Park, which also 
contains playing fields and a sizeable lake.  The walkway 
alongside the lake is a very pleasant route, with the River 
Ver on the other side providing a habitat for a variety of 
waterfowl including coots and moorhens.  The museum, 
in a modern red brick building inspired by Roman 
buildings, with a circular entrance hall, contains some 
of the best mosaics in the country.  One particularly fine 
example, depicting a shell shape defined by graduated 
shading, would not be out of place as part of the décor 
of an Art Deco cinema.

There are many more things of interest in and around 
St Albans and I  hope to visit again soon.              ABB

Photographs on Pages 4 & 5 by Chris Widdows

Visit to St Albans – 3 September 2014
What a lovely place!  Even before we had met up with our 
kind hosts, and even before the coach driver had driven 
away from the high street, some of us had been seduced 
by the stunning market, which was in full swing, and had 
made purchases which were stashed on the coach for later.  
I haven’t seen a market like this in ages, it spread along the 
length of the main street and sold a huge variety of food 
and other items.

(Above) Eric Roberts and Marion Hammant of St Albans Civic 
Society, our excellent guides for the morning walkabout.

St Albans is a very attractive and interesting small city.  
While they are lucky to still have a good selection of 
independent boutiques, antique shops and restaurants, 
the Civic Society is called on from time to time to try to 
stem the onward march of the coffee chains.  One of their 
big problems (as everywhere) is traffic, as we saw ourselves 
in the congestion at tea time when we were departing.  
As in so many other towns St Albans suffered from some 
demolitions in the 60s, e.g. an accumulation of buildings 
of various ages in French Row were lost to the insertion of 
a typical 60s building with a bland concrete frontage. 

The Georgian Grade II* Town Hall is a great asset to the city.  
Although part of the ground floor is let to the Merchants 
Tea & Coffee Company café, the building contains the 
Tourist Information Centre, the old Courtroom and the 
Assembly Rooms.  Work on the Town Hall is planned so 
that it can also house the St Albans Museum which will 
relocate there.  

They have received £2.8m from the Heritage Lottery Fund 
and the Council will provide £2.25m, leaving £1.7m to 
be raised.  

At the same time the Abbey is to receive Heritage Lottery 
funding for some major improvements.  The original 
monastic church and the later building are of distinctly 
different styles both externally and internally. Outside 
one can see where large areas of Roman brickwork taken 
from the Roman settlement of Verulamium have been 
incorporated.  The Abbey contains the tomb of St Alban, 
the first English martyr.  
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Heritage Open Days
September 2014

How disappointing it was that there were no brochures 
for the last HODS.  We in Reading have been very lucky 
previously to have had some superb brochures which have 
been colourful, well-designed and informative – such a 
pleasure to carry around and refer to.  I liked them so 
much that I have collected them over the years.  (Not 
all of us have whizzy smart phones to access website 
information while on the hoof, anyway.)  If cost is the 
problem, I wouldn’t mind paying something towards my 
copy just for the convenience and enjoyment.

We know that they had brochures in Oxford for 2014 and 
a friend in Wokingham, who did have brochures, couldn’t 
believe that Reading didn’t have one.

We understand that this year many of the people who gave 
up their time to open buildings, or put on events, were 
disappointed by low attendances and believe that, without 
the brochure, people just did not have the information in 
a convenient form to allow them to make the most of the 
heritage days.

We know of one venue which had no visitors on the first 
day that they were open, and a grand total of 10 on the 
second day.  

Heritage Open Days celebrated its 20th anniversary in 
2014 and Lloyd Grossman, patron, said, ‘The record-
breaking success of this year’s event shows how passionately 
people feel about local history, and how essential it is that 
Heritage Open Days continues to flourish and prosper in 
the coming years.’   Quite so.

English Heritage: a house divided
I had been mulling over, for a couple of years or so, 
whether to write a piece about “English Heritage: a split 
personality?”  I had been feeling for some time that the 
organisation sometimes seemed at cross purposes with itself 
and not entirely focussed.  Then suddenly I read that EH, 
amoeba-like, was going to split itself into two.   

From 1 April 2015, English Heritage divides into two 
organisations: a new charity that will retain the name 
English Heritage and a non-departmental public body, 
Historic England.  The governing board will retain direct 
responsibility for the work of Historic England, providing 
expert advice to the Government, and will delegate to the 
English Heritage charity the responsibility for running the 
National Heritage Collection; the houses, castles, etc.

There had been some extraordinary behaviour recently 
which made one wonder if they knew what they were 
doing.  In the Smithfield Market imbroglio EH refused to 
list the buildings, which were obviously of architectural and 
historic interest, and tacitly supported proposals to retain 
three frontages and gut the rest, proposals which were 
damningly rejected by the Inspectorate and Eric Pickles.  
Another case in point is Apethorpe Hall, bought by EH for 
£3.5m and renovated at a cost of £8m of tax payers’ money 
and then sold off for £2.5m to a private buyer.

EH are statutory consultees where planning applications 
concern listed buildings, and they will duly submit an 
opinion to the LPA but if that opinion is challenged, or 
not acted upon, they appear to just melt away.  They often 
use their get-out clause and advise the LPA to “decide the 
application in accordance with national and local policy” 
– not interested.

I attended a conference, one of the last organised by the old 
Civic Trust, a few years ago, which was attended by a variety 
of heritage and amenity societies, and one of the complaints 
which emerged was that EH was more of a problem than a 
solution.  No-one could get them to put their foot down and 

When the Bel and the Dragon restaurant in Gas Works 
Road first opened there was a boat moored up alongside 
which was a quirky feature, but quite attractive, with 
a wheelhouse and a few tables on deck.  Now, after 
a makeover, there is an ugly great box plonked on the 
deck.  
There is a group of listed industrial buildings on this site; 
the main restaurant building, the screens house and the 
turbine house and, as you can see (left), two of them are 
now obliterated when viewed from the opposite bank, 
thus affecting the setting of the listed buildings.

Ship Ahoy!

assert themselves, or be of any useful, constructive help.  
EH have recently stated that they will not be involving 
themselves more in the future.                                ABB
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Conservation?

These are two houses in the same road in a Conservation Area.  The one on the left is in a run of what started out 
as identical terraced houses but is the only one to retain its original wooden sash windows, and a wooden front 
door, and its brickwork hasn’t been painted over.  The railings are the originals and they enhance the character of 
the house. 
The one on the right is a little further along the street.  The roof has been replaced with modern materials and roof 
lights inserted, the windows have been replaced by plastic, top-hung imitation sashes, the door has been replaced 
and the front of the building has been clad in imitation stone more in keeping with a moorland cottage than a 
Reading townhouse.  Cladding is a big “no-no” in conservation areas and one can see why.                           ABB

NEW PUBLICATION

Reading’s Abbey Quarter, An Illustrated History by John Mullaney
Published by Scallop Shell Press    £15

This is an abundantly illustrated and very comprehensive account of what has become 
known as the Abbey Quarter of Reading, comprising a defined area which has seen 
the history of Reading unfold in and around it.  The related history of the abbey 
itself concentrates on the dissolution and after, with accounts of “the ruins”.  The 
description of the “quarter” covers Forbury Gardens, Reading Gaol, the Assize Courts 
and Shire Hall, and many other buildings old and new, including the replacement 
of the 60s Prudential building by the new Forbury Square, right up to date with 
a postscript reporting the the imminent installation of the bronze statue depicting 
Trooper Fred Potts, VC.

EXHIBITIONS

Allen W Seaby: Art and Nature  If you weren’t able to see this exhibiton before 22 March, you can still buy 
the book which accompanied the exhibition: Allen W Seaby: Art and Nature by Martin Andrews and Robert 
Gillmor Published by Two Rivers Press  £12.99 (or £10 if purchased at the Museum).  It is a delight.

The next major exhibition in the Madejski Gallery at the Museum is Thames Stories which will run from 4 April 
2015 to 4 October 2015, with items from the art and archaeology collections.

In London – There is a new exhibition about Sir John Soane, revealing how he persuaded his clients to accept his 
neoclassical designs even though fashion was embracing the neo-gothic.
Building a Dialogue: the Architect and the Client will be on show at the Sir John Soane Museum, Lincoln’s Inn 
Fields until May 9.
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NEW MEMBERS
Mrs P M Brazil , Mrs K J Rowland, Mr T R Christie                   
Mrs J M Childs,  Mr I Warrick

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

OFFICERS AND COMMITTEE 2014/15
    

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

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

Ernest Just  
1932-2014

We are very sorry to 
report that Ernest 
Just died in October.  

He and his wife Ruth 
joined the Civic Society 
in 1990 with Ernest 
joining the Committee 
and serving as a very 
able and supportive 
Deputy Chairman 
from 2000 until 2012.  

Ernest was keen to find ways to engage with the wider community 
of the town and it was his suggestion that the Society should 
offer an annual prize to a student at the School of Real Estate 
and Planning at the University.

Always seeming to be the epitome of the English Squadron 
Leader, it is surprising to learn that he was born in Vienna into a 
family of printmakers who came to England when he was about 
6 years old.  He read chemistry at Imperial College, where he 
met Ruth, and served in the RAF for ten years in Cyprus and 
the UK before working at Aldermaston and as a civil servant at 
the Department of Health.

Forthcoming Events

Newbury Museum and town walk
June 2015  Date TBA

The museum will be opened especially for us for 
a  tour in the morning. This can be followed by a 
guided walk of Newbury, or members may choose 
to follow their own interests. Travel independently.  
Meet at Newbury Museum at 11am. 

The Student Prize
June/July 2015 details TBA

Gloucester 
Tuesday 18 August  2015

A mix of guided tour by the Gloucster Civic Trust  
and free time will be offered. 

Trooper Potts VC Memorial Trust
Saturday 12 September 2015, 2pm  

Watlington House Garden Hall
 

Richard Bennett, Chair of the Potts Trust,  Curators 
of the Berkshire Yeomanry Museum and members of 
the Potts and Andrews families will update members 
on the background to the memorial,  which will be 
unveiled on 4 October 2015.  

Churches Tour 
“Curious aspects of Reading” 

Sunday 27 September 2015 1.30pm-6pm

Flyers will be issued in due course.


