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1.  Introduction Summary of Findings & Key  Recommendations   
 

 

Purpose and Structure of Report  

1.1 This is a rapid historic area assessment (HAA), purposed to 

identify the significance of Readingõs historic environment, 

its character and heritage assets, and to signpost issues and 

opportunities that have the potential to change its  character.  

The projec t is co-funded by Historic England grant and Reading 

Borough Council match funding. The HAA forms part of the 

Reading High Street Heritage Action Zone (HSHAZ) programme. 

1.2 The assessment of character within the report is evidenced 

through a fieldwork survey of historic buildings and streets, 

recording the significance and approximate condition of 

Readingõs historic townscape. The Study Area incorporates  the 

centre of Reading within the Inner Distribution Road (IDR), 

including two of the conservation areas that form the  focus 

of the HSHAZ programme: St. Maryõs Butts/Castle Street; and 

Market Place/London Street Conservation Areas. It was decided 

relevant to extend the survey area beyond the IDR along key 

historic routes. The survey records were integrated into a 

Geographical Information System (GIS) system to aid spatial  

analysis. 

 

1.3 Alongside this report the GIS records of the HAA survey will be 

made available to integrate into Reading Borough Councilõs GIS 

and The Berkshire Archaeology Historic Environment Record 

(HER) to inform when the design of new development  or 

decisions need to be guided by the character and location of  

the site. 

1.4 The structure of the report is divided into three  parts.  

The first part, Part A, assesses the physical form, historic 

development, current built environment, communications and 

the historic environment of the Study Area. The second part, 

Part B, describes the historic development of each character 

area together with an assessment of overall importance, a 

boundary review, significance and detracting elements. A 

table at the end of eac h character area assessment provides a 

bulleted summary of each sub -area for ease of reference. The 

third part, Part C, provides key recommendations including 

recommendations for buildings to be considered for statutory 

listing, recommendations for buildin gs of townscape merit/ 

locally listed buildings, proposed conservation areas revisions 

and recommendations for new conservation areas, as well as  

recommendations for potential regeneration and refurbishment 

sites. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.5  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.6  

Summary and Key Findings  

Conservation  Areas and Identification  of  Other  Additional 

Heritage  Assets 

Having undertaken a review of existing conservation area 

boundaries within the Study Area, we considered whether 

existing conservation areas should be extended or reduced and 

whether there were other parts of the study area which should 

be considered for additional conservation area designation, the 

following is recommended:  

Å St. Maryõs Butts/Castle Street Conservation Area extended 

eastwards to take in the Heelas extension to John Lewis and 

Minster Street including the former Telephone Exchange, and 

to be extended in the north -west to include Hosier Street  and 

some more buildings on St. Maryõs Butts.  

Å A new Reading Abbey/Gaol Conservation Area designated to 

take in Reading Abbey, Reading Gaol, Market Place, Blagrave 

Street and Forbury Road. 

Å A new Reading Central Conservation Area be designated 

taking in much of Friar Street, Broad Street, Cross Street, 

Queen Victoria Street, Station Road, West Street, as well as 

Duke Street and King Street and the east end of Kingõs Road. 

Å The Market Place/London Street Conservation Area should be 

revised with:  

Å the London Street part, south of north bank of the  Kennet 

including High Bridge, expanded to the west of London 

Street to include more of the area to and around 

Southampton Street.  

Å the Market Place put into the proposed Reading  Abbey/ 

Gaol Conservation Area. 

Å the area north of High Bridge and the Kennet including 

King Street, Jacksonõs Corner on Kingõs Road, Duke Street, 

Highbridge Wharf and Yield Hall Place/Thorn Lane to be 

added to the new Reading Central Conservation Area. 

ÅThese proposals are set out in Figures 100 and 101 and should be 

read with Section 18.  

1.7 Within the study area a number of buildings and structures 

were identified that the project team, with information from 

the Reading CAAC and Reading Civic Society, believe should be 

considered for at least local listing. The council already have a 

list of locally listed buildings (LLBs) that lie outside conservation 

areas and identifies buildings of townscape merit (BTMs) within 

conservation areas. Additionally , this HAA study (see Part C) sets 

out in three table s additional buildings and structures to 

potentially be added as BTMs and LLBs entries. See Section 21 of 

Part C of this HAA and Figure 102. The HAA study concludes that 

there are some buildings that meet the criteria for national 

statutory listing but no additional sites that meet the criteria for 

scheduling. 
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Managing Change in Conservation Areas  

External Joinery: Shopfron ts, Windows, Doors  

1.8 The HAA report survey identified that there was a growing 

replacement of original timber windows and doors with uPVC 

windows and doors. The loss of original joinery and the different 

appearance of uPVC is cumulatively eroding the character and 

appearance of conservation areas, and there have even been cases 

where uPVC windows have been inappropriately installed into 

listed buildings. The aim, through the HSHAZ should be educating 

owners and contractors to be in favour of retaining and repairing 

and/or redecorating surviving examples of historic joinery, and 

where new windows are required, that timber is more sustainable 

when sourced from sustainable forests than uPVC. Repaired or 

retained timber -framed windows can often be upgraded to help 

with thermal/acoustic considerations or measures installed (e.g. 

secondary glazing). In conservation areas Article 4 Directions can 

assist with the management of this issue ò, Article 4 can be linked 

to Local Development Orders (LDOs) as set out in the Reading Local 

Plan. Where occupiers/owners  are assessed as not having sufficient 

resources to install suitable sympathetic replacement doors and 

windows, the HSHAZ grant scheme might be used to fund a deficit if 

it is a significant historic building.  

1.9 Likewise, it is recommended that all historic shopfronts are 

protected so that they are retained, repaired and/or redecorated. 

Even where only partial elements of a historic shopfront survive, 

care should be taken to avoid its total loss in favour of generic, 

modern replacements. Where historic examples have been lost 

these could be replaced with timber replacements when there is 

evidence of the original design or where the subject building is 

listed. On non-listed buildings where there is no evidence of the 

original, consider a more honest and cost effective powder -coated 

aluminium replacements based on a traditional  pattern.  

1.10 In historic streets, to maintain the character and appearance 

non-traditional internally lit fascias should be resisted in favour 

of traditional shop signage subtly spot lit with the shop owner 

encouraged to display branding so it fits with existing historic 

frontages. In areas where historic shopfronts survive, it may be 

better  to display the shop name on hanging signs affixed  to the wall 

by brackets. Such an approach might be appropriate where there is 

no space for a fascia signage or where there is historic evidence for 

hanging signs in the subject street. These recommendations have 

already been taken on board by the Council with the adopt ion in 

January 2022 of a Shopfronts SPD1.  

 
1 Reading Borough Council - Design Guide to Shopfronts SPD adopted January 
2022  

Walls and Roofs 

1.11 Reading has an amazing variety of brick colours and patterns on 

its buildings and its vernacular of polychrome bricks is a 

distinctive characteristic of the town. The survey found that 

historic brickwork is being damaged by repointing in 

cementitious mortar. Owners and contractors need to be 

encouraged to use historic brickwork lime mortar repointing 

instead, and, where possible, to replace cementitious mortar, 

to foster good practice standards at every opportunity.  

1.12 The survey noted a tendency to overpaint historic brickwork, 

in particular using modern non -breathable paints.  Overpainting 

removes the ability to see the different patterns and characterful 

surface patina of the bricks and also gives rise to a need for 

regular repainting to maintain appearance, and a corresponding 

loss of attractiveness if this is not done. Owners and contractors 

need to be helped to understand the disbenefits of overpainting 

brickwork. Where occupiers and/or owners are assessed not to 

have sufficient resources to carry out brickwork repair, it may be 

that the HSHAZ grant could fill the deficit if it is a significant 

historic building.  
 

1.13 The HAA study found that there has been a loss of natural 

slate roofs with concrete tile replacements. The study also 

found that traditional lead on roofs has often been replaced 

with asphalt and roofi ng felt. These changes have resulted in 

the erosion of some of the character and appearance of 

conservation areas. Educating owners and contractors in the 

first instance to retain and reuse existing historic or  modern 

traditional roof coverings. Where inappropriate modern roof 

coverings exist these should ideally be replaced using a 

material to more closely match the traditional roof covering 

historically present on the building. With felt replacement roofs 

the case should be made to replace it with a better material. In 

both this case and with lead roofs that need replacing, there 

are acceptable alternatives that could be used.  

Other Changes under Permitted Development (PD) Rights 

that Erode Character and Affect Appea rance  

1.14 The HAA survey identified  numerous examples of satellite  dishes 

and air conditioning condenser units affixed to highly visible 

elevations. These should instead be on flat roofs, less visible 

elevations and if in a prominent position then shielded from 

view (in the case of condenser  units).  

 

1.15 To avoid uncontrolled conversion of retail to residential, 

consider using an Article  4 direction  (linked  to an LDO) to 

protect  the key historic shopping streets including (but not 

exclusive to) Broad Street, Friar Street, Queen Victoria Street, 

Oxford Road and so on.2
 

 

Conservation and Enhancement of Conservation Areas  

1.16 With the grant funds available and using them together with 

S106 and CIL funds, the Reading HSHAZ offers the opportunity 

to make noticeable improvements to the conservation  areas. 
 

1.17 Consider promoting targeted investment in groups of buildings, 

particularly  those where there are opportunities to conserve 

historic shopfronts and improve partially surviving shopfronts 

that would form part of wider public realm improvements . 

Visual representations of how each shopfront could look are 

helpful.     

1.18 Targeting can be achieved by compiling a list of buildings (both 

designated and non-designated locally important) in poor 

condition or with missing features or poor  alterations.  

1.19 Encourage the sympathetic conversion of under -utilised upper 

floors, to be re-occupied as separate residential units.  Consider 

the production of a Design Guide to encourage approaches 

conserving and adapting underused buildings that identifies 

character and features to be  maintained.  

 
2 Reading Borough Council confirmed Article 4 as of 15 November 2022  
https://my.reading.gov.uk/custom/article_4_direction.html .   

https://my.reading.gov.uk/custom/article_4_direction.html
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Public Realm  

1.20 Research undertaken by Urban Place Lab demonstrates that the 

town centre is a highly walkable area. However, to encourage 

more people to walk around the town the public realm is likely 

to require improvements. One could con sider the public realm 

in a holistic way as a room, with the buildings forming walls, 

horizontal surfaces forming the floors, and various items of 

furniture placed appropriately throughout. Each ôroomõ (street, 

or group of streets) could be designed in a way appropriate  

to its particular distinctiveness, using a palette of modern 

materials as well as historic ones that originate from within 

the Thames Valley area, to reinforce the identity of different 

historic areas within the centre. If any  one of these elements 

is deteriorating it can be off -putting to pedestrians, whereas 

a visually coherent streetscape is instinctively viewed as  much 

more attractive. Historic Englandõs Streets for All and the CIHTõs 

Manual for Streets 2 offer useful  advice. 

1.21 Consider concentrating targeted investment in particular areas 

where improvements would enhance the historic  environment  to 

greatest effect. For example, St. Maryõs Butts and its southern 

junction, Oxford Road and Duke Street and Jacksonõs Corner. 

1.22 Consider preserving surviving parts of historic public realm 

with old surfaces surviving in places like Thorn Lane and  Castle 

Street, to be repaired and reinstated where possible if some 

elements have been lost.  

1.23 Consider creating more areas of green space, where possible, 

across the town and/or avenues of trees in existing streets, to 

contribute to Readingõs target of Net Zero by 2030. Consider 

green corridors along the IDR on both its north -south branch and 

its east-west branch, delivered through a coheren t vision for 

improving Readingõs green spaces. 

1.24 Additional areas of hard and soft landscaped public open space 

would be beneficial. These are often used by residents, tourists 

and office workers for moments of repose during the day. 

Consider choosing high quality street and pavement surfaces, 

benches and lighting, utilising high grade materials that will  last 

indefinitely with appropriate  upkeep. 

 

1.25 The surfaces to pavements and pedestrianised streets are also 

an important  consideration,  to maintain  the distinction  between 

vehicle carriageways and pedestrian footways through  the  

use of different coloured kerbs and changes in level, perhaps 

also identifying pedestrian priority crossings. Red brick has 

been successfully used in some parts of Reading. Other local 

vernacular colours to consider might be the use of grey, buff or 

gault bricks. To some of the central areas of the town another 

option to consider are granite setts whilst in other areas 

(including suburban) reconstituted stone is an option.  

1.26 Consider undertaking a street audit to inform the decluttering 

of the public realm and to identify for retention historic street 

furniture (e.g. lampposts, manhole covers, benches, bollards 

etc.) followed by a programme of improvements in selected 

areas. Redundant elements of street furniture could be  removed 

as appropriate.  

Utilising the Townõs Existing Strengths 

More Effectively  

1.27 Consider boosting promotion of Readingõs existing watercourses 

(rivers, canals, former leats and so on) to encourage repose, 

walks and exercise through improved wayfinding, by 

installation of kiosks and use of canal boats to cater for the 

passing public.  

1.28 Reading Abbeyõs history as an important surviving abbey 

complex given its association with Henry I  may benefit by the 

expansion of the successful wayfinding boards for the Abbey 

Quarter project into the St. Maryõs Butts area. St. Maryõs Butts 

has great potential as a visi tor attraction once recommended 

improvements have been implemented.  

1.29 Promoting Readingõs industrial heritage, for instance Huntley 

& Palmer siteõs history. While many of their buildings were 

demolished in the mid -late 20th century some remain at the 

back of London Street, on Gas Works Road and the Biscuit 

Tunnel. 2022 marked the 200 years since Joseph Huntley 

started his biscuit enterprise on London Street and given the 

impact of the company nationally further promotion of the 

companyõs history and that of its associated company Huntley, 

Boone & Stevens would make this historical association  better  

known.  

1.30 The town could make better use of existing alleys, yards and 

courts, to create artisan/independent retailer quarters, e.g. 

Union Street, Wiston Terrace, Fife Court, Merchantõs Place etc.  

Making all New Development Sustainable 

and Contextual  

1.31 Encourage developers to consider conversion of existing 

buildings instead of demolition to act more responsibly towards 

conserving embedded carbon and bearing in mind Readingõs Net 

Zero target by 2030 and the national 2050 carbon neutral  target.  

1.32 Consider partially reflecting the historic street pattern when 

regeneration schemes are proposed. This could help bring 

permeability to an area but also consid er reusing historic street 

names themselves. 

1.33 Consider a pallet of materials that includes better quality 

brickwork in future developments given Readingõs vernacular is 

brickwork, often polychromatic. Continue the tradition of brick 

as the predominant mater ial. Resist lifeless, bland bricks, as 

well as inappropriate alternatives such as powder coated metal 

and ceramic cladding systems. 

Reducing the Impact of Roads and Traffic  

1.34 Traffic  levels also affect  the quality  of the historic  environment, 

directly and indirectly and reductions in traffic supports 

Readingõs 2030 Net Zero target and the national 2050 carbon 

neutral  target.  

1.35 Though the review of roads and traffic is outside the scope of 

this report and will be covered by the Readin g Town Centre 

Strategy, there are some projects that have been undertaken in 

other  historic  town centres that  might  be considered in Reading. 

1.36 Consider improving pedestrian crossings under the IDR at 

Southampton Street to link to Bridge Street and the town 

centre. Likewise improve pedestrian at grade crossings across 

the IDR at London Street  

1.37 Look at ways to improve the pedestrian experience crossing the 

IDR at Castle Street and Oxford Road. 

1.38 Consider how to reduce the impact of traffic on the gyratory 

system around Crown Street, London Street and Southampton 

Street which negatively impacts on this historic  suburb. 
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Regeneration Schemes  

1.39 The reuse of under-utilised or vacant historic buildings adheres 

to national and local planning policy and, if done sensitively, 

preserves embedded carbon, bearing in mind Readingõs Net Zero 

2030 target and the national 2050 carbon neutral  target.  

1.40 Refurbishment is often a better choice than demolition  because 

it requires less resources in terms of utilising embedded carbon 

within the built environment and supports Readingõs target  

of Net Zero by 2030. In cases where refurbishment of office 

blocks is proposed, encourage design options that reflect the 

local historic context, suitable cladding as recommended under 

ôPromoting good design and sustainability - New Developmentõ. 

1.41 There are a number of  locations that could be targeted for 

delivering new homes and supporting other forms of sustainable 

development, including those identified under Policies CR11, 

CR12, CR13 and CR14 of the Local Plan. A proactive approach 

would be to provide planning brief s recommending heights, 

massing and scale for those sites.  

1.42 The Local Plan identifies several sites in the Study Area that it 

would like to see brought forward for redevelopment. This HAA 

also identifies  a number of other  sites in the Study Area that  will 

be redeveloped and a number of other sites potentially capable 

of being redeveloped to enhance the conservation areas in 

Reading: 

Å Reading Gaol represents a key cultural site in Reading and 

has the potential for sensitive conversion to a new use. The 

south-western corner of the boundary walls has been rebuilt, 

which might provide a useful place to locate a new entrance 

if needed in fabric of less significance. Such a new entrance 

could be designed to be legible as a modern insertion to 

maintain legibility of historic and later fabric, as well as 

designed not to compete in prominence with the prisonõs 

original entrance. The site is located within a scheduled 

monument and preservation in -situ by design of buried 

archaeology is the recommended approach. 

 

Å Minster Quarter redevelopment with the Broad Street 

Mall including the car parks offers the largest site,  which 

includes the Hexagon (recommended as a locally listed  

building), Police station Headquarters, Magistratesõ Courts 

and Lavender Place Community Gardens along with Queens 

Walk, Dusseldorf Way, Hosier Street and surrounding paths 

and pavements. There is an opportunity to introduce here a 

new quarter with permeability through the site from Castle 

Street north and the creation of green space within the 

masterplanned design for this new quarter. 3 

Å Connected with the above potentially, although it could be 

undertaken independently, is improving the informal market 

off St. Maryõs Butts, and the streetscene  and public realm 

around Hosier Street. This HAA has also identified potential 

regeneration/opportunity sites on and close to Hosier  Street.  

Å Revitalisation of St. Maryõs Butts needs to be sensitively  done 

without damaging the historic character of the area  and 

heritage assets. This area could become an enhanced retail/ 

café/restaurant offering as proposed in the Minster  Quarter.  

Å Refurbishing the exterior of the McIlroy Building is an 

important regenerative step. If this can be accomplished  and 

the Broad Street Mall revitalised it would give renewed pull 

to Broad Streetõs western end. 

Å In the centre of the block between Friar and Broad  Streets 

there used to be historic passages and spaces that could 

be recreated in redevelopment of the large  floorplat e 

buildings for which there may be less demand in the future. 

As regeneration opportunities come forward, consideration 

could be given to redevelopment of the modern built form 

in this location and reinstatement of lost historic streets and 

spaces. 

Å As part of the survey the existence of the former  cinema 

auditorium to the rear of 47 -48 Broad Street (Boots) 

was revealed. With agreement, more could be made of 

the former auditorium by perhaps converting back to an 

entertainment venue.  

Å Merchantõs Place also represents a little known street of 

some antiquity that could be regenerated. It also is a rare 

example of the survival of historic street surfaces . Any 

surviving historic buildings (e.g. No. 8 Merchantõs Place) 

and historic elements of the street  scene should be 

retained and/or repaired as  needed.  

 
3 Minster Quarter Area Development Framework  December 2018 
https://images.reading.gov.uk/2019/12/Minster_Quarter_Area_Developm
ent_Framework_Part_1.pdf  

 

Å Smelly Alley/Union Street - many of these buildings date to 

the 18th century but almost universally have been altered 

beyond recognition. A scheme to improve the frontages 

perhaps by encouraging more in keeping wall finishes, new 

timber sash windows and sympathetic shopfronts, along with 

a re-laid street surface, could much improve this location. 

The use of brick slips should be discouraged. The former 

public house at Nos. 12, 12a and 12b Union Street could help 

ôanchorõ the scheme. 

Å Surviving historic buildings and historic features give these 

town centre streets  their unique character and should be 

retained and/or repaired as  needed. 

Å Bringing the Jacksonõs Corner buildings back into use  and 

the regeneration of Nos. 14 -23 King Street including the 

Kings Walk Shopping Centre (excluding the positive 

contributors to the streetscene at Nos. 17 -19 King Street) 

is another opportunity to lift  the profile of this area.  

Å The dilapidated former Lower Ship Hotel, Duke Street, an 

existing BTM, could be brought back into use. Such a scheme 

could be used to regenerate Thorn Lane and the buildings 

that surround it and improving the appeal of Yield Hall Lane. 

Any surviving historic buildings and historic elements of the 

streetscene should be retained and/or repaired as  needed. 

Å An area in need of improvement is the mid -late 20th century 

residential housing on St. Giles Close and Letcombe Street 

(Policy CR14g in the New Local Plan noted) as well as 6-18 

Crown Street.  

Å Several potential sites lie adjacent to the IDR e.g. the 

Salvation Army site off Castle Street, Mundesley Street, John 

Lewis Customer Collections Depot (Crossland Road), and the 

Oracle Car Park and Vue cinema fronting the IDR. A triangular 

land parcel close to the junction of Yield Hall Place/  

London Street and Queen's Road could be developed and the 

development used to reconfigure the junction of the IDR and 

London Street to improve the pedest rian crossing to get from 

the centre to London Street.  
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Use of Existing Reports and 

Documentation  

1.43 Secondary research of the substantial body of reports and 

documents, including area assessments. Key documents referred 

to are as follows:  

 
 

 

Castle Hill/Russell Street/Oxford Road Conservation Area: Conservation Area 

Appraisal  

March 2020 RBC 

3128 Reading Town Centre Walkability Report Draft03 Summary 

21001 TCS Officer Meeting Presentation 21.07.21  

September 2020 Urban Place Lab 

Reading: A History  2019 Joan Dils 

Reading Borough Local Plan: Adopted November 2019  November 2019 RBC 

Reading Tall Buildings Strategy SPD 

Reading Tall Buildings Strategy Update Note  

2008 

2018 

RBC 

Assessment of significant Views with Heritage interest  January 2018 CAAC for RBC 

Design Guide for Shopfronts  January 2022 RBC 

Minster Quarter area outline development framework: Reconnecting with 

Readingõs historic town centre 

December 2018 RBC 

Outline Development Framework: The Site of Reading Prison  March 2015 RBC 

HMP Reading: Historic building assessment  September 2015 PURCELL 

Reading prison Reading County of Berkshire: Report on an archaeological 

evaluation  

September 2018 MOLA 

HM Prison Reading: Archaeological Desk -based Assessment September 2015 MOLA 

Reading Abbey Revealed Conservation Plan  August 2016 RBC 

St Maryõs Butts/Castle Street Conservation Area Appraisal  March 2008 RBC 

Market Place/London Street Conservation Area Appraisal  April 2007 RBC 

Market Place/London Street Conservation Area Appraisal Draft  May 2021 CAAC for RBC 

Historic towns in Berkshire: an archaeological appraisal  1978 Astill  

The Buildings of England: Berkshire  2010 Pevsner et. al.  

Town Trails 1: The Abbey, Market Place, London Street  Undated Reading Civic 

Society 

Biographical Dictionary of Architects at Reading  1999 Gold 

Visitor Insights Report, Footfall Analysis for Reading HSHAZ  August 2021 Ellandi 
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Figure 2. Showing Extent of Study Area  
 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 
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Abbey, Civic and Gaol 

 

Figure 3. Illustrating Character Areas  
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2.  Historical  Note  
 

 

Landform  

2.1 The centre of Reading is located upon a dry gravel terrace, one 

of a number in the area (Figure 4.). Another distinct dry gravel 

terrace underlies the eastern side of the River Kennet. The 

historic settlement occupied the high ground at a crossing  point 

for the River Kennet, to the west of its marshy confluence with 

the Thames. 

2.2 High ground surrounds the gravel terrace. To the south and 

west, Bath Road and Tilehurst Road reach high points at 

Tilehurst and Little Heath. To the north of the gravel  terrace, 

an area of high ground dominates and reaches high points at 

Caversham Heights and Caversham Park. 

2.3 Readingõs unique topography shaped the development of its 

historic core due to the importance of crossing points, 

which became the focus of markets that in turn led to the 

development of habitable zones along the gravel terrace.  A 

number of bridges ford the Kennet, giving access to and from 

the core of Reading. The most significant and historic of these 

bridges were the former Seven Bridges, now Bridge Street  

Bridge; High Bridge, later replaced by an 18 th century stone 

bridge; and a bridge over the Holy Brook just to the north, 

which is now part of the roadway of Duke Street. The latter two 

bridges lay between London Street and Duke Street. Two further 

major b ridges, important to the expansion of Reading from the 

Post-medieval period onwards, cross the Thames: Reading Bridge 

is located to the north and Caversham Bridge is located to the 

north north west of  Reading. 

2.4 Readingõs position on the intersection between  the London 

to Bath and Oxford to Southampton roads reflects  Readingõs 

important role as a communications centre during the Medieval 

period. The staggered junction of these two major trading 

routes and the ease of crossing the Kennet and its tributaries 

help explain the elongated shape of Readingõs plan to the south. 

Watercourses and Drainage  

2.5 The heart of modern Reading is located a short distance south 

of the River Thames, sufficiently close to provide easy riverine 

access to London, Oxford and Wallingford. The surrounding 

flood plain is wide and marshy. In contrast the River Kennet, a 

tributary of the Thames, is a narrower river that runs through 

the heart of Reading. It flows from the south west, up through 

Katesgrove, eastwards and to the south of the A bbey Precinct. 

The Kennet then sub-divides at Crane Wharf, with one channel 

continuing eastwards and another turning north at a right angle 

and flowing under Kingõs Road. John Rennie, Chief Engineer of 

the Kennet & Avon Canal, constructed a by -pass of the loop 

(known as Rennieõs Cut) in the river south of Reading Abbey. 

Wharfs were formed along the banks of the river to aid trade; 

as Reading expanded, the shape of the river influenced the 

shape of Post-medieval industry and later settlement. Both 

channels meet again further east to join as one river where it 

meets the Thames at Kennet Mouth,  which lies east of the 

Abbey Precinct. This confluence was a focus for Danish landings 

during Readingõs early history.  

2.6 A number of tributaries and streams of the Kennet were 

important sources of power and food in the past, including 

the Mill Stream and the Hol y Brook. The most identifiable 

today is the Holy Brook, a channel of the Kennet which is 

partly culverted and is still visible running along the historic 

southern edge of Saxon Reading. In addition to its status as  a 

boundary feature of the early settlemen t, the Holy Brook is also 

historically important during this time, as parts of the channel 

were created to supply water mills and fish ponds. The channel 

runs for 6 miles, part of which now flows culverted underneath 

the centre of Reading, before re -joinin g the Kennet to the south 

east of Reading Abbey ruins. 
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Figure 4. Topography  
 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 
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3.  Historical Development of  Reading  
 

 

Earliest Archaeological Evidence 

(500,000 BC -410 AD) 

3.1 There is a large amount of archaeological evidence relating 

to human activity  within  the Inner Distribution  Road (IDR) of  

Reading. These come in the form of, for example, worked flint 

assemblages, dating to between the Paleolithic and Late Iron 

Age (circa 500,000 to 43 AD). There is also evidence of Romano- 

British settlement within Readingõs suburban areas, such as 

Coley and Katesgrove. 

3.2 Beyond this evidence, the extent and permanence of early 

activity wi thin Reading Centre is difficult to define because 

many archaeological recordings of soft landscaping, pits, finds 

and burials are found without supportive contextual  evidence.  

Foundation of the Urban Centre 

(410-1066)  

3.3 References in primary sources indicate Saxon settlement 

when Reading is first  mentioned in 870-71 AD in the Anglo- 

Saxon chronicle. Sources also indicate that the settlement was 

sacked, and it is unknown whether the reference to a Danish 

camp between the River Thames and River Kennet represents 

continuous occupation. A burial of a man and a horse dating to 

between 801 and 820 AD was discovered in 1831 ò100 yards east 

of the end of the engine sheds at Reading Stationó. However, no 

further definitive evidence has been discovered thus  far.  Further 

raids are recorded in 1006, and these continued sporadically 

across the region. Whether the raids were related to the failure 

of the nunnery recorded at Reading circa 979, thought to have 

been located within the Saxon settlement but no longer exis ting 

by 1086, is unknown. 

3.4 Thus, the beginnings of Readingõs urban core are largely  unclear.  

Reading is documented as a Vill in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 

in 870-71 AD. A Vill was the smallest administrative unit under 

the feudal system, consisting of a number of houses and their 

adjacent lands. Limited archaeological evidence of a small 

number of burials across at Forbury Gardens and a single 

structure at Forbury House hint at  the possibility of future 

discoveries. In addition, a late 9 th century inhumation, within  a 

coffin, was found in the graveyard of Reading Minster of St Mary 

the Virgin in 1839. The inhumation was accompanied by a hoard 

of Saxon pennies, dating to circa 875 AD. A minor mint was 

established between 1042 and 1066. 

Figure 5. Representative Extent of the Saxon Market and Settlement, as Recorded on the Historic Environment Record  
 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 
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3.5 However, more definitive evidence for permanent occupation 

within Readingõs Saxon core is tantalisingly absent. Structures 

of late Saxon or early Medieval times were located to the north 

north west of Reading Minster. Chalk and flint foundations and 

floor surfaces of the late 11th -12th century and chalk and flint 

masonry remains indicate the existence of a once substantial 

building,  possibly an early part  of the site of Reading Minster of 

St Mary the Virgin.  

3.6 The settlement at Reading had attained elements of  ôboroughõ 

status, i.e.  a degree of self -government, granted by Edward 

the Confessor in the 11th century. This status was appropriate 

for important trading centres, and agricultural produce  was 

as important as other goods since it was for the populaceõs 

subsistence. Based on available evidence, the late Saxon 

Borough was probably focused around St Maryõs Butts, where 

the two main trading routes crossed (Oxford to Winchester/ 

Southampton and London to Bath). The interpretation of its 

extent was first mapped by Professor Grenville Astill, recorded 

on the Historic Environment Record (HER), and based on 13th 

century deeds (Figure 5). In addition, the deeds also record a 

town court in Reading. Reading had a mint and a church, and 

had attained a degree of self -government by 1066 AD, when 

the Norman Conquest led to a change in governance and the 

adoption of the manorial system.  

Figure 6. Plan of Abbey Over Modern Street Layout (© copyright Hampshire County Council 2009, reproduced with permission from RBC)  
 
 

 
 

© Crown copyright and dat abase rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 



READING HISTORIC AREA ASSESSMENT |  APRIL 2022 

Reading HAA | 12 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 7. Digital Image of Reading Abbey (image produced with permission from Reading Museum)  

Post Conquest (1066 -1600)  

3.7 The unrecorded though implicit contribution of the Berkshire 

levies in the Battle of Hastings is commemorated through and 

illustrated by the Bayeux Tapestry, a facsimile of which hangs  

in Reading Museum. Once established, William I commissioned 

a survey of all landholdings, which was recorded in the 

Domesday Book. This historic reference provides information  

on settlements of a particular size and importance, indicating  a 

commercial settl ement of some wealth. The manor and borough 

amounted to a sizeable settlement at Reading with fisheries, 

meadows and woodlands. The land of Henry de Ferrers was 

recorded as lodgings, associated with entertaining royalty during 

their journeys to and from th eir residences. 

3.8 Royal interest in Reading continued, and Reading Abbey was 

founded by Henry I in 1121 (Figures 7 and 8). It was based at 

the river  edge approximately  350m to the north  east of Reading 

Minster of St Mary the Virgin, and was influential in th e growth 

of Reading. While the rural outskirts of Reading continued to 

be a key resource for food and trade to support the Medieval 

settlement, the abbot immediately assumed control of  the  

market (determining opening and closing times, quality of goods 

and measurements), tolls and fines, as recorded in the town 

court.  

3.9 The arrival of the Abbey resulted in a divergence in market 

influences and associated economic nuclei from the area 

around Reading Minster of St Mary the Virgin to the west gates 

of Reading Abbey. This changed the fortunes of the established 

market at the Minster and led to disputes between the Abbey 

and the Guildhall, a group of the townõs leading merchants and 

craftsmen. The first references to a Guildhall are made between 

1205 and 1216, but it is not until the õ10-year quarrelõ (1244- 

54) between the Guildhall and the Abbey that the Guildhall is 

evidenced as a corporate body. This led to a legal agreement 

(1254), after which the burgesses were allowed to maintain the 

guild and its hall, as lo ng as they allowed the abbot to elect 

bailiffs and the warden. Burgesses were a small, self -selecting 

elite with wealth and influence beyond that of townspeople. 

Burgage tenure allowed property to be willed. There is little 

further evidence about the guild s before 1357, at which time 

records of the guild accounts are recorded.  
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3.10 The conjectural extent of Medieval Reading was mapped by 

Professor Grenville Astill and more recently by Joan Dils, based 

on entries within deeds recorded by Reading Abbey; due to the 

uncertainty of its full extent and some alterations within the 

built environment, its extent has been illustrated with ôfuzzyõ 

boundaries (Figure 8). The Abbeyõs Deeds mention a succession 

of streets that indicates a process of formal urban planning over 

two centuries. It has been possible to reconstruct the creation 

of street s chronologically during this time when the framework 

of Readingõs streets was formed. This plan was put into action 

during the 12 th century, indicating that a ômaster planõ was in 

place to create new streets to link into the existing settlement 

and beyond. The route from London Street and Duke Street was 

an autonomous route through to the Abbeyõs Market. A link to 

the Saxon core was formed through Market Street and Broad 

Street. Friar Street, referred to as ôNew Streetõ, mentioned  

in 1165, was the last str eet to be built, which ties in with 

archaeological evidence of a Medieval building comprising walls, 

foundations, chalk floors and a drain recorded to the rear of 1 

Friar Street (1200 AD to 1499 AD). The 13th century Friary and 

chapel at the west end of Fr iar Street, Greyfriars, marked its 

western limit.  

3.11 Two churches, St Giles and St Laurence, were founded during 

this planned phase. St Laurenceõs was located at the Abbey's 

main gateway (northern end of Market Place) before it  became 

a parish church. The laying out of plots nearby was  recorded 

in 1270 as having a consistent size, approximately 42m by 5m, 

again indicating formal planning. Towards the south west of the 

Saxon core, St Giles was built as a parish church in the late 12 th 

century, indicating tha t there was sufficient population beyond 

Reading Minster of St Mary the Virgin to tend to the spiritual 

needs of those in the Medieval inner suburbs of Reading (Figure 

9). The link between Southampton and London Streets, which 

became Church Street, would h ave made a convenient access 

through to both markets. A further indication of the growth of 

Readingõs Medieval inner suburbs relates to a record made of the 

laying out of plots along London Street by the 1350s.  

 
Figure 8. Representative Extent of the Medi eval Market and Settlement, as Recorded by Professor Grenville Astill  1978 

 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 
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3.12 Unrestricted trade, frequent markets and three annual fairs 

led to more rapid urban development. Reading, therefore, 

developed rapidly, benefiting from the manufacture of 

woollen cloth, leather goods and of silk weaving found in the 

archaeological record a nd in charters that mention  street  

names. Metal working and possibly manufacture and the making 

of brass cooking vessels are also noted beyond the centre. By 

the early 13 th century trades such as tailors, barbers, vintners, 

goldsmiths, bakers, cooks, breweries, carpenters, coopers, 

masons, tilers, tinkers, tanners, and millers are mentioned. The 

range of crafts documented indicates the size and importance 

of Reading, considered to be of regional importance. The 13 th 

century guilds were concerned with t he major industry of 

Reading ð cloth working. They included drapers (the first to 

have their own guild in 1242), weavers, fullers and shoemakers. 

Leather was also an important industry in Reading though cloth 

working was the main industry.  

3.13 However, as the 13th century came to an end the Abbey neared 

financial disaster. It subsequently lost its firm grip on Reading 

after the Abbeyõs administration was taken under royal  control 

in 1286. After this pivotal point, Reading gained greater 

privileges and was able to elect two members of parliament 

from 1295. The interests of the guilds were represented by an 

MP at the Kings Council. By circa 1300 it had a mayor.  

3.14 Reading gained a Royal Charter (1487), which enabled it to 

prosper. Cloth production grew in importance becoming the 

focus of Readingõs economy. Between 1250 and 1545 two groups 

of mills are recorded, consisting of six in all, one group  on 

a channel of the Kennet and the other group along its main 

branch. The two groups of mills had the same set of purposes,  

including corn mills and a fulling mill. The waterfronts were 

also important as wharfs, with evidence of revetments dating 

from this period onwards. This evidence is also associated with 

waterlogged deposits, with potential for excellent preservation 

of r emains providing proof of related activities. By 1334  Reading 

was assessed as the 40th wealthiest town in England by taxation 

level. Certainly , by the 14 th century Reading was noted for its 

cloth industry, while the importance of agriculture  continued.  

Readingõs location allowed it to prosper within the region, 

gaining a status equivalent to the ôcounty townõ, hosting the 

county gaol and long-established county courts.  

 

 
3.15 Trade in cloth was disrupted by war in the Low Countries 

and the Black Death also had an impact on Reading. By the  

1500s Reading functioned as a seigneurial borough; the abbot 

had judicial powers for breaches of the peace and market 

regulations and for crimes. The abbot also collected rents and 

tolls. However, the townspeople benefited from the Abbeyõs 

need for craftsmen, labourers and servants and the custom of 

courtiers and their servants, traders and pilgrims. An additional 

advantage to the association with an Abbey with Royal favour 

was freedom from tolls throughout England. However, the 

borough status was not officially recognised by charter and 

operated in the absence of a Borough custumal, i.e. a written 

account of customs. Nevertheless, the administration of the 

burgesses became more formally recognised during the 15th 

century in the c harter of 1487 granted to the guild by Henry  VII. 

The charter added responsibility for aspects of law and order in 

addition to economic  affairs.  

3.16 Tudor times were associated with religious and political 

turbulence and Reading Abbey was dissolved during the 

Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536-41). This met with local 

resistance and the Abbeyõs last abbot was executed outside 

the Abbey Gates in 1539. Systematic robbing of materials  from 

the Abbey site occurred from 1549. Professor Grenville Astill 

suspects that the dissolution led to a slackening of economic 

growth in the town, alleviated somewhat by the  conversion 

of some of the buildings into a royal pala ce. The dissolution 

provided the burgess with an opportunity to gain power, and 

self-government was achieved by 1542, formally recognised by 

charter, though the Crown retained the lordship.  

 
Figure  9.  St Maryõs. Extract from The History and Antiquities of  

Reading by  Rev. Charles Coates (Reading,  1802) 

(image produced with permission from the Berkshire Record 

Office D/EX2329/3/6)  
 

 

Figure 10. Part of Castle Street from the turnpike in Reading . From 

òSelect Views of the Borough of Reading and Adjacent 

Sceneryó   by W.H. Timms 1823  (image produced with 

permission from the Berkshire Record Office D/EX2329/3/6)  
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17 th Century Expansion (1600 ð 1700)  

3.17 The form of Reading had changed little as seen in John Speedõs 

map (1610) (Figure 11). The map indicates that  open countryside 

reached to the edge of the town  and was denoted in Roger 

Amyceõs survey as pasture and meadow. The rural economy 

remained important, including leather and wool. However, the 

predominance of the cloth industry began to wane from the 

1640s. Other farm produce was brought to sell in the town, and 

trade continued to be of i mportance to Reading, supporting the 

tradition of maintaining and rebuilding bridges and roads. The 

market place was also carefully maintained and its regulation 

continued through a biannual court leet. Trade supported inns 

and alehouses, also regulated by licence. A number of timber - 

framed public houses date from this period: the Sun Inn on 

Castle Street; the Allied Arms Inn on St Maryõs Butts; and the 

Coopers Public House on Market Place, among others.  

3.18 However, trade brought the risk of plague. Indeed, t he bubonic 

plague reached Reading by 1625, re-emerging in 1637 and 1640. 

Among the trades affected was the cloth industry, leaving 

many destitute. Their plight attracted private charity, and a 

workhouse producing cloth was requested by John Kendrick, 

which was cited as unfair competition by other clothiers.  These 

social and economic difficulties coincided with the growing 

political and religious divisions that led to the Civil  War. 

3.19 Alternating military occupation of Reading by both 

Parliamentary and Royal f orces between October 1642 and July 

1644 led to destruction of many buildings. Most of the Abbey 

church had been razed when the Civil War defences were 

dug across the nave. After the end of the Civil War, hostilities 

continued until 1651 as a result of ris ings against Parliament. 

Add to this the context of the ôLittle Ice Ageõ, associated food 

shortages and increased prices, and these times were difficult 

for the populace. Despite the struggles, the corporation revived 

Readingõs trade. Between 1665 and 1668, Readingõs councillors 

purchased fire engines and employed the first permanent fire 

crew in the town. Prior to this, householders paid for private 

insurance which paid for a small group of men to be on call to 

put out fires.  

 

 
3.20 This historic period is not ed for continuous political divisions 

during the restoration of the monarchy under Charles II,  which 

continued until the 1690s, together with disrupted trade, the 

social and economic difficulties of the early 1600s, and the 

Civil War. In the context of these events, continuing hostilities 

hastened the decline of the old industries of cloth and leather 

over the next century and led to a gradual reorientation of 

Readingõs economy while agriculture continued in  importance.  

3.21 With the efforts  of the corporation, Reading continued as a 

trading centre for agricultural produce, and locally sourced 

produce was the raw material for most of the trades and crafts 

in the town. Corn processing and trading became one of the 

leading industries in Reading. Malting grew in importance; with 

demand from London supplied by river, Readingõs trading role 

once again flourished. Daniel Defoe writing in 1725 found the 

town ôvery large and wealthyõ and ôhandsomely builtõ. This 

growth was facilitated by the improveme nt to the London to 

Bath road and straightening of the Kennet in the early 1700s. 

While canalisation was begun through private investment, 

likewise road improvements, undertaken by private local  trusts, 

were maintained through the charge of a fee at a toll  gate, 

known as a turnpike (Figure 10). The junction of Coley Avenue 

and Tilehurst Road on Castle Hill was the start of a well -known 

turnpike. The Kings Arms on Castle Hill was a coaching stop on 

this route. The form, extent and layout of several public ho uses 

in the town centre suggest they were once coaching inns, such 

as The George Hotel.  

3.22 The return of the monarchy brought with it the desire to 

restore the Anglican church although there was increasing 

nonconformity. There are a notable number of nonconformist 

churches in Reading including the Former Congregational Chapel 

on Castle Street, t he Quaker Meeting House on Church Street, 

and Providence Chapel on Oxford Road, among others.  

 
Figure 11. Map of Reading by John Speed, 1610 (image produced with 

permission from the Berkshire Record Office D/EX2385/1)  
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Expansion (1740s -early 1900s)  

3.23 While a comparison of Speedõs maps from 1610 (Figure 11) 

and plans from circa 1800 (Figure 12) shows little  outward  

growth, the subdivision of properties accommodated  significant 

population growth. Th e extent of Reading as established in the 

13th century was not exceeded until the 18 th century.  There 

was notable population growth within a 60 -year period from 

1740, from 7,500 to 9,742. The latter part of the 19 th-century  is 

marked by greater population growth, expanding from 16,048 

in 1831 to 42,000 in 1881 and 72,217 in 1901. New residential 

housing was constructed across Readingõs central streets and 

main roads out of town, gathering pace from the 1780s  and 

through the 1800s with  expansion east and west.  By 1840 (Figure 

13) Readingõs expansion was in evidence as infill along existing 

streets and new roads1. New roads were developed to the east 

along Kingõs Road and Watlington Street. In addition, new roads 

were developed to the west: along Chatham Street; along 

Oxford Road at Prospect and Russell Streets; and south from 

Castle Hill. Streets of terraces were mixed with semi -detached 

houses with large gardens. Residential expansion increased 

further between the 1850s and 1890s, as captured on the First 

Edition Ordnance Survey maps. 

3.24 Growth was supported by continued improvement in 

communication links. The works included the straightening of 

the Kennet from High Bridge to the Thames, a new cut to  bypass 

the loop in the Kennet south of Reading Abb ey and Reading 

Gaol, and made Reading an important port for London  and 

the Midlands. The continued extension of the canal westwards 

allowed for ease of long -distance transport from Bristol to 

Reading and on to London. Improved road surfaces allowed fast 

and more frequent coach services. The townõs early economic 

and industrial growth, supported by these initiatives, was 

boosted by the arrival of the railway in 1840 while other towns 

declined. As a result, coaching inns reverted to public houses 

and turnpike  trusts ceased to function and the established 

industries of tanning, brick and tile -making underwent 

significant expansion. The canal facilitated new trade links that 

supported these industries for which Reading became famous:  
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Detailed maps dating to 1853 are available at The Berkshire Record Office,  referred 
to as the Sanitation  Maps. 

 
Figure 12. Map of Reading by Charles Tomkins, 1802 from The History and Antiquities of Reading by Rev. Charles 

Coates (Reading,  1802)  

(image produced with permission from the Berkshire Record Office D/EX2329/3/6)  
 



READING HISTORIC AREA ASSESSMENT |  APRIL 2022 

Reading HAA | 17 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Å Brick and tile making, an early Medieval craft 2, had 

expanded to 52 brick makers in 1851. The processes became 

industrialised, associated with three firms, Colliers, Poulton 

and Wheeler Brothers, with Colliers dominating the market 

and noteworthy for Reading redbrick, diaper patterned 

brickwork and terracotta  mouldings. 

Å Brewing is associated with Simonds. Simonds was established 

in 1789 and expanded in the 1860s aided by modern 

technology and contracts with the railway and  army. 

Å Biscuit making, was associated with Huntley &  Palmers. 

J. Huntley & Son biscuit bakery opened in London Street  in 

1822 after a short period  at Church Street  run by Joseph 

Huntley junior , becoming Huntley & Palmers in 1841. It 

responded to market needs by developing an associated tin 

works for biscuit tins  to keep biscuits fresh and  undamaged. 

Å Bulbs and agricultural seed associated with Suttonõs Seedsõ 

Royal Seed Establishment. Their produce responded to a UK- 

wide need, selling pure viable seeds quickly by rail and the 

penny post.  

3.25 Further industries established to support the main industries, 

as diverse as printing works, banks, hospital ity, foundries and 

milling. Ironworking complexes prevailed along the Thames 

and on the Kennet, while other large industrial complexes 

flourished. Purpose-built department stores, such as McIlroys 

and Jacksons, and independent traders and craftworkers  livi ng 

above town centre shops are characteristic of this  period  

of growth across the more affluent areas in the UK (Figure 

11). Together these economic shifts indicate a successful 

reorientation of Readingõs economy and the shape of Reading 

today (Figures 14 and 15). This led to civic pride, as  expressed 

in the Victorian civic precinct, statues and monuments  and 

rebuilding projects such as Queen Victoria Street. The Victorian 

civic precinct incorporated the Town Hall complex comprises 

several phases of development on the site that now houses 

Reading Museum and Art Gallery, the Concert Hall, the Victoria 

Hall, the coronerõs court and ceremonies room. However, many 

townspeople were affected by the trade depression of the late 

1800s, and many workers were living in poor quality back to 

back housing, especially in Coley and Hosier Street. However, 

the large workforce w as employed by an increasingly small 

number of large -scale employers in a broad range of trades 

ensuring overall economic stability for the majority.  

 
Figure 13. Weller's 1840 Map Reading  

(Image produced with permission from the Reading Library)  
 

 

 

 
 

2 Several Medieval tile kilns were discovered on Silver Street on route south out of 
Reading. 
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3.26 The provision of transport for workers from the suburbs to 

the town centre factories was provided by horse -drawn tram 

constructed by Tramways Company Ltd in 1878. The first 

tramline was constructed between Oxford Road and  Cemetery 

Junction, which was follo wed by tramlines to  Whitley,  

Caversham Bridge, Bath Road and Addington Road. Those 

tramlines were further extended in the early 1900s following  the 

construction of a generator providing electricity to the newly 

electrified system in 1903. This was made pos sible by the supply 

of electricity to Reading in 1893 by the Reading Electric Supply 

Company. A plaque marking the location of the tram depot is 

located today on the rear of the Vue Cinema building.  

3.27 Expansion continued, resulting in the spread of the built  

environment along Oxford and London Roads, over the meadows 

by the Thames and to the south of Reading. In the late 1800s 

Reading became a County Borough within Berkshire responsible 

for local administration independent of the county of Berkshire, 

with res ponsibilities including highways, education and poor 

law. Board schools and lending libraries were established though 

Victorian philanthropy and expressions of civic pride continued 

to be important.  

 
Figure 14. King Street, Reading from òSelect Views of the Borough of Reading and Adjacent Sceneryó by W.H. Timms 

1823  

(Image produced with permission from the Berkshire Record Office D/EX2329/3/6)  
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Early 1900s to the Present Day  

3.28 During World War I, many industries focused on the war  effort, 

and Reading was a major recruiting centre. Slum clearance in 

the 1930s included some back-to-back neighbourhoods such 

as at Coley, and new estates were built in Shinfield Road, 

Oxford Road and Silver Street. Residential growth required the 

extension of transport into new suburbs and estates (Figures 15 

and 16), which was achieved by the replacement of trams with 

trolley buses, and in 1919 by motor buses. Reading also 

received a large number of evacuees during WWII (by October 

1941 the town was accommodating 25,000 evacuees). In 1941 

Readingõs population was estimated at 124,000, and this had 

reduced to 114,196 in 1951.  

3.29 Despite the pressures of wartime and post -war rationing, the 

well -established Victorian department stores and independent 

shops and industries continued to operate following World  War 

II. However, in the post -war period emphasis on industry and 

manufacturing slowly changed across the UK. In 1969 Reading- 

based Huntley & Palmers merged with the other major English 

biscuit makers, Peek Frean and Jacobs, to form Associated 

Biscuits. The associated massive biscuit tin making factory of 

Huntley, Boorne & Stevens moved to Woodley between 1967-69 

and biscuit production in Reading ceased in 1976. Simonds 

merged with Courage and moved their brewery to Worton 

Grange in 1973. Suttons Seeds transferred to Torquay in 1974. 

Colliers brickmakers also continued to produce bricks until 1966. 

Gradually, Victorian factories were replaced by offices as a new 

economy evolved and UK-wide and international  brands became 

established, while hospitality became eve r more important to 

the townõs economy. 

3.30 Council house provision continued between 1945 and 1955, 

contributing to housing in Tilehurst, Calcot, Southcote and 

Emmer Green. Again, public transport was extended to  serve 

these new areas through the provision of  trolley buses and 

motor  buses. 

 
Figure 15. First Edition 25ó Ordnance Survey Map of the Town Centre XXXVII.3 Surveyed: 1875, Published: 1879 

(Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland) . Character areas outlined in red.  
 

.  
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3.31 As Readingõs industrial heyday passed in the 1970s, there was 

an economic shift towards attracting high tech, commercial 

and insurance companies based on Readingõs status as a major 

transport hub. Retail also grew at this time and pressure for 

housing grew. Some council estates were built to the south and 

west, including Dee Park. Residential tower blocks formed part 

of the response to continued pressure for housing. The 1961 

census records 119,937 inhabitants, with a further  increase 

in 1971 to 132,939. Gradual redevel opment of Newtown 

included flats and houses some with an attractive riverside 

location. Subsequent records of a reduction in population 

levels within Reading may relate to the extension beyond the 

borough boundaries to include the Reading Travel to Work Area. 

Population growth is noted again from 2001, by which time it 

had reached 143,096, increasing further to 155,698 in  2011. 

Migration played a role, increasing the ethnic diversity within 

local communities. This is particularly marked within the study 

area along Oxford Road which is noted as a place to buy a wide 

range of foodstuffs from around the world.  

3.32 The ôslum clearanceõ and subsequent redevelopment of the 

north western end of St. Maryõs Butts and southern side of 

the eastern extreme of Oxford Road to form the Butts Centre 

in 1972 was a response to the continuing growth of the retail 

sector and ambitions for Reading to become a retail  centre,  

and this became part of a wider redevelopment within this part 

of Reading. The Heelas rear retail extension (1979-1985) also 

responded to the need for a large retail offering.  

3.33 As industry dwindled in the mid -late 20 th  century in the 

centre of Reading (as elsewhere), the Yield Hall car park was 

created. At the turn of 21st century, the nature and quant um 

of retail square footage in the town was further extended by 

a major shopping mall and leisure centre known as the Oracle 

(completed in 1999 and opened in 2000), which has proved a 

strong attraction to visitors and residents alike. The layout 

for the Or acle incorporated the Kennet, which reflects the 

change in use of the canal and river to leisure and pleasure. 

The trend towards leisure experience is now evolving into a 

wider experiential retail appeal within Broad Street Mall and 

the appeal of Reading as a cultural centre is also becoming 

recognised through work in promoting Reading  Abbey, Museum 

and Art Gallery, among other attractions.  

 
Figure 16. Second Edition 25ó Ordnance Survey Map of the Town Centre Berkshire XXXVII.3 Revised: 1931, Published: 1934 

(Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland)  Character areas outlined in red.  
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3.34 Traffic  congestion and pollution  were identified  in many urban 

areas in the UK, likewise in Reading. To address this, the  

Traffic in Towns Report 1960-3 provided some recommendations 

and proved influential during the master planning of the 

redevelopment of Reading (Figure 17). The Inner Distribution 

Road (IDR) was based on this report, and was designed by 

Sir Robert Matthew and Sir Stirrat Johnson-Marshall of RMJM 

Architects. Many historic streets were demolished to make way 

for the construction of the IDR, which was opened in 1969 and 

completed in 1989. Funds were raised in the intervening period 

and a less destructive route was agreed upon. The north -south 

section of the IDR now forms part of the A329. The M4 reached 

the outskirts of Reading in 1971, and today connects with the 

A329/IDR via the A33 (the latter w as extended to meet the A329 

in post-2000). RMJM Architects were also selected by the local 

authority to rebuild large swathes of the town centre; their 

concepts were presented in The New Heart of Reading Brochure 

in 1976. Many of their concepts were not i mplemented but the 

Civic Precinct was realised by RMJM Architects and connected 

into the IDR. The Civic Precinct consisted of the Civic Centre 

(1971-6), Hexagon (1974-7), Magistrates Court (1968) and Police 

Headquarters (1976). Historic streets were also d emolished 

to make way for the Civic Precinct, again resulting in loss of 

street plot patterns, historic street names and finer grain to 

create space to agglomerate plots into larger parcels and build 

developments with large floorplates.  

3.35 The construction of  office blocks on large floorplates continued 

with demand for places of work for white collar employment 

and companies migrating here from London. Early examples 

include the extensions to Simonds Bank on King Street and the 

run of office frontages in Marke t Place. This trend had  continued 

into the 21st century. However, the change in working practices 

post-Covid 19 pandemic may alter this  trend.  

 
Figure 17. Map of town centre of Reading (2021)  with study area outlined in red . 

 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 
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4.  Pattern of Existing Built  Form  
 

 

Site Coverage, Grain and Scale  

4.1 The map below (Figure 18) illustrates the approximate site 

coverage and finer or coarser grain of the built environment 

within the study area . Site Coverage refers to the proportion  of 

land that is developed within each land parcel or  ownership.  

4.2 The highest site coverage within the study area corresponds 

with buildings that have large -scale floor plates. The sites  are:  

Å Broad Street Mall complex, Police Headquarters and 

Magistratesõ Courts (the adjacent open space is due for 

redevelopment);  

Å McIlroys Department Store and former Primark shop,  which 

were extended and amalgamated;  and 

Å the Oracle Shopping Centre on Broad Street that extends 

across Minster Street down to the river front and the 

associated car park and cinema on the other side of the  river.  

4.3 The Broad Street Mall complex, Police Headquarters and 

Magistratesõ Courts are examples of the amalgamation of sites 

into large plots for large floorplate developments located 

within raised circulation decks, which were constructed after 

the demolition of streets that once had plot patterns and finer 

grain similar to the surrounding historic  streets of St Maryõs 

Butts, Castle Street and Gun Street. The original rear plots have 

been infilled over the centuries though historic plot boundaries 

are decipherable here. In contrast, the site coverage and grain 

of the modern riverside residential and  modern residential 

courtyards to the south of Castle Street are associated with 

larger footprints and higher densities (habitable rooms per 

hectare) within cul -de-sac layouts. The offices, hotels  and 

the riverside apartments south of Fobney Street are of higher 

densities though they benefit from the space provided by the 

riverside location.  

4.4 A mix is also noted along Broad Street and Friar Street. Fine 

grain plots are in evidence on the frontages, though many 

plots have been amalgamated when extended to the  rear. The 

infill of former rear courtyards with buildings of medium -scale 

floor plates has resulted in the loss of historic plot boundaries, 

which has occurred within the majority of plots to the north  of 

Broad and Friar Streets. However, open space within rear plots 

is utilised, some of which are historic yards. Surviving  lanes 

continue to provide ease of access between streets. The typical 

site coverage of the built environment drops slightly around 

Garrard Street and Blagrave Street, which is an area th at also 

has buildings of medium-scale floor plates.  

4.5 Beyond these areas of high site coverage the pattern becomes 

more mixed. Typical site coverage decreases slightly in the 

commercial and civic areas surrounding Abbey Square and to the 

east of Market Place. Here buildings with large and extended 

footprints were designed with more surrounding space. 

Spaciousness increases at Forbury Gardens, Reading Abbey Ruins 

and areas adjacent to the River Kennet, providing low -density 

open spaces. 

4.6 The easternmost portio n of the study area is represented by 

areas of both low and high site coverage. These buildings also 

become taller progressing eastwards along Kingõs Road. The 

mixed-use commercial and residential area surrounding Kingõs 

Road consists of blocks typically o f high site coverage. The areas 

directly north of Queenõs Road also follow this pattern e.g. the 

Queenõs Road Car Park and the residential blocks. The areas 

surrounding the river and finer grain Victorian and early 20 th
 

century residential terraces are typ ically lower in site  coverage. 

4.7 Equally mixed though comparatively lower typical site coverage 

is in evidence to the west of Greyfriars Road. Finer grain 

Victorian and early 20th century residential terraces, with more 

open space to the rear, are located on  the side streets while 

modern blocks are being developed along the main axis road. 

This pattern continues opposite, west of the IDR, where large 

scale buildings are mixed with smaller buildings. The open space 

within these plots varies and no longer refle cts the historic 

layout of buildings on the street frontage and rear garden or 

courtyards to the rear. Typical site coverage drops considerably 

to the west and south of the study area, along Oxford Road, 

Castle Hill, London Street and Southampton Street, w here 

Victorian terraces occupy many smaller, residential  plots.  

Fine grain, mixed -use commercial and residential buildings 

predominate along Southampton and London Streets, though 

redevelopment has led to residential blocks occupying land that 

had once been terraces or open space. 

4.8 Within areas of typically lower site coverage, gardens provide 

openness and some have surviving elements of the long, narrow 

layout typical of historic plots. Long, narrow plots are most 

clearly in evidence along the southern side of the western end 

of Castle Street. Terraces with gardens are noted along Castle 

Hill, Blakeõs Cottages and Queenõs Cottages. 
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Figure 18. Site Coverage, Grain and Scale  
 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 
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Building Heights  
 

4.9 The plotting of bui lding heights within the study area is based 

on the number of storeys and basements, rather than height in 

metres (Figure 19). While t he latter would provide accurate 

height above sea level, this data was unavailable for buildings of 

traditional height. Th erefore , the number of storeys is used as it 

provides a relative indication of difference in height between  

lower  and taller structures and is based on careful estimation 

rather than exact measurement; this adds to the understanding 

of the built environmen t. The colour -coding defaults to the 

highest number of storeys for each property, which is of 

particular note for buildings that consist of elements that were 

constructed at differing height levels and numbers of storeys.  

4.10 Building height often corresponds to land value and commercial 

pressure, in the past and at present. Generally, taller historic 

buildings are located in areas associated with greater  levels 

of commercial, industrial  or financial enterprise or to express 

civic distinction, particularly in Victorian times. More recently, 

the provision of tall buildings has reflected Reading Borough 

Councilõs (RBC) policy approach as initially set out in the Tall 

Buildings Strategy and Local Plan. 

4.11 The historic buildings and the majority of modern buildings 

within the town centre are predominantly two -storey to five - 

storey structures. This indicates protection of the historic 

environment from overly prominent structures, which is 

notewor thy. However, many factors, such as scale, massing  

and proximity are also important and a contextual study of  the 

way modern buildings alter the setting of Readingõs historic 

environment would prove  enlightening.  

4.12 The result of modern buildings of similar or slightly taller height 

in the proximity of historic landmark buildings is that those 

historic landmark buildings no longer punctuate the skyline from 

wide vistas. Instead, these landmarks are only appreciable at 

specific vantage points or within glimpse d views, and instead a 

number of modern buildings provide wayfinding across the built 

environment. Nevertheless, it would be beneficial to consider 

securing views of Readingõs historic landmarks by the use of 

finer grain in macro schemes allowing views thr ough gaps and by 

creating schemes of mixed heights. The protection of such  views 

is particularly important from identified key viewpoints (see 

Section 6).  

Green Spaces 

4.13 There are few formal green spaces within the centre of  Reading, 

though it benefits from  its proximity to the Kennet and Thames 

(Figure 20). The classifications used in this Figure were based 

upon those provided by the Ordnance Survey, which were 

correct at the time that data was downloaded. Forbury Gardens 

is a designed park, a venue for events and the site of well - 

known public monuments. There is a relatively hidden formal 

garden to the south of this, adjacent to Abbots House,  which 

is now gated and locked and is privately owned. Further south 

adjacent to Reading Abbey an informal grassed area is open to 

the public and associated with sculptures, known locally as Balls 

Head. Seats within Reading Abbey allow members of the public 

the opportunity to rest, on a route around the various paths 

where a number of information signs and decorative st ones from 

the Abbey enliven the walk.  

4.14 To the south of Reading Abbey and Reading Gaol is Chestnut 

Walk, along which chestnut trees form an avenue on the north 

side of the Kennet. This has sculptures associated with Oscar 

Wilde in reference  to his internment  within  Reading Gaol and an 

information sign to aid understanding and wayfinding. Beyond 

these more formal green spaces there are a number of passive 

and active green spaces. Active spaces are of sufficient  scale 

to enable people to play games, walk and cy cle etc., whereas 

members of the public can enjoy sitting and viewing scenery or 

architecture or art within passive spaces.  

4.15 St Laurenceõs and Reading Minster churchyards may be 

described as passive green spaces, containing a number of 

notable monuments and views of the church and surrounding 

architecture. The active spaces are riverside walks along the 

Kennet. Trees are planted along some st retches of riverside 

paths. Local initiatives are underway to create further 

ecological and greening enhancements and promotion of  these 

recreational  networks.  

 

4.16 The Lavender Place Community Gardens near the former Civic 

Offices1, to the west of Hosier Str eet, is a temporary though 

much appreciated facility. Valuable though often overlooked 

green spaces consisting of areas of grass, trees and other 

planting arrangements are located at roundabouts and junctions 

such as at Castle Hill and adjacent to Greyfria rs Church. 

However, some environments are currently too inhospitable to 

enjoy due to traffic, as experienced on Forbury Road by Forbury 

Gardens and Kingõs Road, Queen's Road, adjacent to Bridge 

Street and south of IDR, on London Road, and on Southampton 

Street. A limited amount of green space is afforded along the 

paved river side of the Oracle, along Hosier Street and Queens 

Walk, and at Chatham Place. Other informal green spaces are 

difficult  to access and may be private  land such as that  between 

Yield Hall Place and Duke Street. Many of these informal and 

often passive spaces could be enhanced to improve the setting 

of the historic  environment.  

 
 
 

 

1 known locally as Lavender Gardens 
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Figure 19. Building Heights  
 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 
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Figure 20. Green Space  
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5.  Circulation and Communications   
 

 

Public Realm  

5.1 Public realm has an impact on the way historic places are 

perceived, and therefore the condition of the public realm 

affects the historic environment (Figure 21). If the public realm 

is attractive and appropriate it highlights the unique heritage of 

that area. However , if it is unattractive or inappropriate then it 

detracts and distracts from the heritage offering in that area. 

An analogy is to see the public realm as an outdoor ôliving roomõ 

with the buildings around it as the walls, the surfaces as the 

floor and the street furniture as the furniture. All elements  work 

together to create an attractive environment that encourages 

users to spend time ther e. Some streets are associated with 

positive attributes, such as Broad Street where good public 

spaces, attractive features and trees and varied surfaces have 

been recorded within the survey undertaken for this report.  

This is also true of Queen Victoria Street and Cross Street. 

However, obstacles and restrictions caused by street furniture 

and temporary signage on these two streets are problematic, 

particularly for those with more limited  mobility.  

5.2 The difficulties caused by obstacles or restrictions are  increased 

along narrow streets or alleys such as Union Street and Chain 

Street. Other streets present a completely different challenge. 

Many streets have both positive and negative  attributes.  

Along Hosier Street, San-Francisco Libre Walk, Cusden Walk 

and Dusseldorf Way, for example, tree planting and sculptures 

make a positive contribution but the pavement surface is in 

a poor condition  as shown by the chevron symbols on Figure 

21. Minster Street has been given a recent public realm 

treatm ent and the good condition of the surfaces are 

acknowledged with a tick symbol. However, it is currently 

infrequently used. There is a distinct lack of active frontages 

and engaging signage resulting in a street that lacks 

atmosphere and attraction and no reason to go there:  currently 

it is just a route through. It also has the potential to utilise 

areas as good public spaces with useful bus links. Some streets 

were identified as having mainly negative attributes, such as 

Oxford Road where the pavement surfaces are in poor 

condition, there are obstacles and restrictions in the way of 

pedestrians and the survey identified a need for more 

crossings. King's Road is another example of a key access route 

into the town, to the river and walking routes, which is in  poor 

condition and has few crossing points. One area with 

exceptionally good pedestrian links  is recorded around Reading 

Abbey, which also benefits  from public spaces and attractive 

features. However, access is limited by a need for crossings 

along key routes to this  location.  

5.3 On other streets a mixture of positive and negative attributes 

has been identified.   Along St Maryõs Butts,  attractive features 

such as the Victorian fountain and the mix of historic shops are 

not as easily appreciated when contrasted with the poor 

condition of the surfaces  and the many bus stops and other 

obstacles in pedestriansõ way. A need for crossings has also 

been identified  here, particularly  where good pedestrian links 

connect with the  street.  

5.4 The character of St Maryõs Butts and Gun Street continues 

along Castle Street, where historic buildings become more 

regular in architectural style progressing westwards. However, 

the narro wness of the pavement at the junction with St Maryõs 

Butts, and condition of the road surfaces, detract from the 

historic environment. Due to these distracting features within 

the public realm it is difficult to appreciate the story of the 

historic growth of Reading at this location, which  would 

otherwise be readily appreciable through good signage and ease 

of access. 

5.5 The existing pedestrian links north -south from Castle Street 

are not obvious and requires local knowledge. From here it  is 

possible for pedestrians to access the river to the south and the 

western side of the shopping area to the north.  

5.6 One issue shared by many historic streets is that of extremely 

narrow pavements. A number have been identified,  particularly 

Gun Street, South Street and Duke Street; the path around 

Jacksonõs Corner is also relatively narrow, with bus shelters 

forming obstacles along the path. Though Yield Hall Lane 

has been modernised parts of it are associated with narrow 

pavements resulting in reduced accessibility.  

5.7 A major barrier to appreciating London Street and  Southampton 

Street is the gyratory system on those streets that links to the 

Inner Distribution Road (IDR), which cuts off the north  part  

of London Street and Southampton Street from Bridge Street. 

The major junctions at the northern end of each of these 

streets creates a physical and visual barrier that discourages 

exploration. Yet exploring these streets is key to understanding 

Readingõs development. London Street and Southampton Street 

represent inner Pre -Victorian suburban growth, which began  

in Medieval times and directly linked to the twin markets by 

Reading Minster of St Mary the Virgin and the Abbey. A number 

of Medieval timber -framed buildings on London Street are 

intermixed with 18th century and early 19th century buildings, 

Victorian infill and modern development. There is a historic 

route from London Street through to Southampton Street, in the 

form of Church Street, which is relat ively hidden. Ease of access 

is also improved with a north -south route from St Giles Close to 

Mill Lane via Letcombe Street.  

5.8 This study also highlights issues with a number of other streets 

and solutions for meeting modern needs whilst integrating 

with the  traditional appearance and character of the historic 

environment will be addressed within Part C of this report. 

This work needs to be carried out sensitively to protect the 

distinctiveness of each historic area in  Reading. 
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Figure 21. Public Realm  
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Figure 21a. Public Realm (Zoomed View)  
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Figure 21b. Public Realm (Zoomed View)  
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Walkability and Footfall  

5.9 Urban Place Lab have been commissioned to undertake the 

Town Centre Strategy and their draft includes an assessment 

of movement in and around Reading, key to peopleõs ability 

to appreciate the historic environment. One aspect of this 

analysis is assessing how easy it currently is to walk around 

central  Reading, referred  to as ôwalkabilityõ (see Figure 22).  

Characteristics that enable walkability are an identifiable 

centre, good public spaces, facilities close enough for residents 

to walk to and from and str eets that are pedestrian -friendly.  

A high walkability standard (i.e. good accessibility on  foot) 

is beneficial to health and the environment and improves 

the popularity of places with visitors, whilst walking is  less 

expensive than driving. Studies indicate that Reading has 

a high walkability standard that is consistent with  national  

competitors. However, convoluted routes and physical barriers 

such as major dual carriageway junctions , waterways and 

railway lines can inhibit walkability.  

5.10 The areas coloured in red on Figure 22 indicate areas that are 

easy to walk around, and to and from.  This includes the majority 

of central Reading and beyond the IDR. More convoluted routes 

are experienced beyond the central area shown on the figure in 

yellow.  

5.11 Complimentary to that study, Reading UK Business Improvement 

District (Reading UK BID) kindly shared the footfall counting  data 

they have gathered as part of their monitoring of indicators to 

assess economic trends (Figure 23). Footfall counting enables 

analysis of how people use spaces and shops. Data has been 

recorded at two points either end of Broad Street: at the 

eastern end at 61-64 Broad Street shown in orange; and at the 

western end at 12 Broad Street shown in  blue.  

5.12 The daily footfall data from 1st December 2015 through to 28th 

July 2021 is shown on Figure 23, from which two clear trends 

are identifiable.  There was a notable  drop in footfall  during the 

lockdown period. Interestingly it also shows there was greater 

footfall at the western end up until  the middle of April 2021 

when lockdown eased off (shown in blue), since when there  has 

been greater footfall at the eastern end of Broad Street (shown 

on orange). 

 

5.13 High Street Heritage Action Zone (HSHAZ) is also utilising this 

form of data collection th rough Ellandi. Long term trends 

recorded between June 2017 and June 2021 indicate a fall in 

total annual visits to Reading of over 50%. The average dwell 

time, which is time spent in the same area for a period of 

time, also decreased by 32%. In June 2017 the dwell time was 

approximately 4 hours, but by June 2021 it had reduced  to  

approximately 2 hours. There is a corresponding reduction in the 

number of places visited.  

5.14 Footfall has also been recorded for the HSHAZ Project and 

will be published in a report e ntitled HSHAZ Zones, Footfall  

Monitoring Captured Data Within Four Areas Between June 2020 

and June 2021: Abbey Quarter; St Maryõs Butts; Oxford Road; 

and Market Place/London Street . The data referred to here  

was produced in the Visitors Insights Report footfall analysis for 

the Reading HSHAZ project and is currently unpublished. The 

greatest number of visits recorded are along Market Place and 

London Street. A relatively high number are recorded around the 

Abbey Quarter and Oxford Road. The number of visits around  

St Maryõs Butts is comparatively low, approximately half that 

recorded within the Abbey Quarter and Oxford Road areas.  
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Figure 22. Analysis of Current Walkability by Space Syntax Limited © 2021  
 

Figure 23. Footfall Data Along Broad Street  
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Figure 24.  Draft Emerging Spatial Intervention Themes © Urban Place 

Lab 2021 

Key Routes and Cultural and Heritage 

Attractions  

5.15 Urban Place Lab are also assessing vehicle movement and the 

road system, assessing ways of improving connectivity through 

and around Reading. Figure 24 is an image that superimposes 

their draft emerging key routes linking  cultural venues, heritage 

retail/independent shops and churches. Many of Readingõs 

churches are located on key routes and are landmarks with 

noteworthy towers and spires. However, the majority of  cultural 

heritage venues are located nearby but are less obvious, and 

these require some wayfinding effort. The wayfinding around 

the new Abbey Quarter has proved effective. The cultural 

heritage venues identified within the Urban Place Lab research 

are also located in the Historic Area Assessment study area; 

these are Reading Museum and Town Hall, Forbury Gardens, 

Reading Gaol and Reading Abbey ruins. Other sites include The 

Riverside Museum and Kennet & Avon Canal, and The Hexagon 

venue, and outside the Historic Area Assessment study area to 

South Street Arts Centre and The Museum of English Rural Life.  

5.16 ôHeritage retailõ and independent shops are also identified 

within the Town Centre Strategy. On the figure supplied by 

Urban Place Lab, these are predominantly located at Queen 

Victoria Street, the Harris Arcade, Market Place, Duke Street 

and the northern end of London Street, King Street and Yield 

Hall Lane. There are a number of other streets associated with 

a high number of historic retail shops yet to b e identified in 

this study, which signifies that more work needs to be  done 

in making our heritage retail offer more apparent. Some 

examples of other streets that include a high number of historic 

shopfronts include London Street, Oxford Road and Castle 

Street.  
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6.  Views  
 

 

Previously Recorded Views  

6.1 A large number of  views are recorded within the street level 

record. Those street level records often matched those views 

recorded in the adopted Conservation Area Appraisals and 

Market Place & London Street Conservation Area Appraisal 

Consultation Draft. During the proces s of selecting the most 

important views, a series of other sources were referenced 

and views selected as they pertain to the study area. Views 

recorded in Figure 25 also include those protected under the 

Local Plan (2019) Policy EN5, and the Reading Tall Building  

Strategy updated in 2018. Views within  the Reading Station Area 

Framework were also reviewed and included in Figure 25 where 

relevant  

6.2 An overlap between views within the updated Tall Building 

Strategy and a number of  views within the Conservation  Area 

Appraisals have been identified: namely Viewpoints B, C,  I,  

J and M in the Tall Building Strategy. These views along with 

the other views in the Conservation Area Appraisals have been 

captured in the Visual Containment F igures in Part B of this 

report.  

6.3 Viewpoints within the updated Tall Building Strategy that have 

been included in Figure 25 are  - 

Å Viewpoint F: From Forbury Gardens towards Abbey Gate 

Å Viewpoint G: View along Queen Victoria Street towards  John 

Lewis building 

Å Viewpoint  H: View along Kennet and Avon Canal towards 

Blake Cottages 

Å Viewpoint K: View along West Street to Greyfriars  Church 

Å Viewpoint  L: View along Watlington  Street to the twin  spires 

of St. Johnõs and the Methodist  Church 

Å Viewpoint  O: View from Kenavon Drive towards Reading Gaol 

6.4 View 2, protected under Policy EN5 also pertains to the wider 

Study Area and is included in Figure 25. It is a view north  along 

Southampton St from Whitley St towards St Giles Church, 

Reading Minster of St Mary the Virgin and Greyfriars  Church. 

6.5 An overlap between views within the updated Tall Building 

Strategy and a number of views within the Conservation Area 

Appraisals have been identified: namely Viewpoints B, C, I, J and 

M in the Tall Building Strategy. These views along with the other  

views in the Conservation Area Appraisals have been captured in 

the Visual Containment Figures in Part B of this report and are not 

shown on Figure 25. The key views within the existing affected 

conservation areas are set out in the following locations: Page 29 

of the St. Maryõs Butts/Castle Street Conservation Area Appraisal, 

Page 27 of the Market Place and London Street Conservation Area 

Appraisal, and Page 25 of the Castle Hill/Russell Street/Oxford 

Road Conservation Area Appraisal. 

6.6 Views 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 51, 53, 54, 55, and 60 from  the 

Reading Station Area Framework have also been added to the 

figure.  

Long Views 

6.7 Long views are recorded in orange on Figure 25: 

Å Long views towards Greyfriars Church along Bridge Street,  St 

Maryõs Butts and West Street 

Å Long views towards St Giles Church along St Maryõs Butts and 

Bridge Street 

Å Long views from the western part of Castle Street over the 

IDR to the eastern part of Castl e Street and turning back  to 

look in the opposite direction [View  37] 

Å Long views along the southern portion of the IDR,  travelling 

east and west 

Å Long views along Oxford Road 

Å London Street 

Key Viewing Locations  

6.8 Views to promote are captured in purple on Figure 25: 

Å Reading Abbey and Reading Gaol from Blakes Cottages, 

Abbots Walk and Forbury Gardens 

Å Town Hall and other Victorian Civic Precinct from  Market 

Place, Blagrave Street and Forbury Gardens 

Å Reading Minster of St Mary the Virgin from Hosier Street  and 

Dusseldorf Way 

6.9 Additional views of historic landmarks and architecture are 

captured in Market Place and London Street Conservation Area 

Appraisal update and St Maryõs Butts/Castle Hill Conservation 

Area Appraisal. 

Evolving and Kinetic Views  

6.10 Views, associated strong visual links, which have not been 

previously recorded in the Conservation Area Appraisals and 

Market Place and London Street Conservation Area Appraisal 

update are recorded in magenta on Figure  25: 

Å Broad Street 

Å Friar Street 

Å Station Road 

Å Around Reading Abbey 

Å King Street 

Å Queen Victoria Street 

Å Southampton Street [North  End] 

Å London Street 

Å Gun Street 

Additional Glimpsed Views  

6.11 These are views are captured in blue on Figure  25: 

Å along South Street from London Street A327 

Å along London Court from London Street A327 

Å Merchantõs Place 

Å Union Street 

Å Fife Court 

Å Wiston Terrace 

Å Chain Street 

Å the eastern end of Church  Street 
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Figure 25. Key Views Not Identified Elsewhere in HAA  
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7.  Historic  Environment   
 

 

Conservation Area  

7.1 There are currently fifteen Conservation Areas within the 

Reading BC boundary and three overlap with the study area 

(Figure 26). Each conservation area has its own unique character 

and appearance, and within each any areas of different 

character are identified as part of the designation. Each 

character area contributes to the understanding of the historic  

and architectural development within each conservation  area.  

7.2 The designation of conservation areas was first legislated under 

the Civic Amenities Act of 1967 and integrated  into  the planning 

system by the 1968 and 1971 Town & Country Planning Acts. 

Designation, review of boundaries, proposed enhancements 

and the requirement for any development within the area to 

conserve or enhance their special architectural or historical  

interest, i s now in legislation in Sections 69 to 72 of the Planning 

(Listed Buildings and Conservations Areas) Act 1990. 

7.3 Proposals for the demolition of most buildings and structures 

within conservation areas require planning permission, while 

work to trees requires  prior notification to the council (and 

potentially permission as relevant) 1. Even minor works under 

permitted development rights can affect a whole area. To 

ensure this does not happen, Article 4 directions may be 

introduced within Conservation Areas to restrict ôpermitted 

development  rightsõ for  specified alterations.  Article  4 Directions 

can protect key features such as shop frontages, doors and 

windows. Restrictions may also apply to wall cladding, dormer 

windows, satellite dishes, equipment on exterio r walls and solar 

panels. 

7.4 Design guides, such as the forthcoming shopfront guide, 

and Supplementary Planning Documents (SPD) are helpful in 

demonstrating the types of architectural features that can 

be installed. Important views, landmarks, open spaces and  

landscapes can be protected in the same  way. 

7.5 Ideally every Conservation Area should have an up-to-date 

appraisal outlining the special interest of the conservation 

area, its historical development, character and appearance 

including landmarks/focal buildings, relative contributors 

within the conserva tion area etc. In addition , an up-to-date 

appraisal should include a management plan to ensure change 

is actively managed and enhancements are delivered wherever 

possible. Absence of such documents can lead to unsympathetic 

development being more difficult to  resist.  

 
1 To undertake work in a conservation area, without planning permission where that 
permission is required is a criminal  offence.  

Listed Buildings and Registered Parks and 

Gardens 

7.6 Listed buildings are protected in accordance with Section 66 

of the Planning (Listed Buildi ngs and Conservations Areas) Act 

1990 (Figure 26). There are three levels of designation: Grade I 

is reserved for the most important buildings in the UK; Grade II* 

buildings are the next most important; and the Grade II category 

represents the majority of listed buildings in the UK. Some 

buildings are Scheduled. Legal protection for these statutorily 

listed buildings includes the frontage, usually described in list 

entry summaries, as well as the whole property including the 

interior, later alterations and extensions. Protection is also 

potentially afforded to buildings constructed before 1948 within 

the curtilage of listed buildings, depending on the facts of each 

case. 

7.7 Any works of demolition or works of alteration or extension 

that affect the character of  the building as a building of  special 

architectural or historic interest require listed building consent 2. 

Demolition and alterations that materially affect the external 

appearance of the building may require planning permission 

depending on permitted dev elopment rights.  

7.8 Registered Parks and Gardens are protected under The Historic 

Buildings and Ancient Monuments Act 1953 and are graded in 

the same way as listed buildings are ð I, II* and II. There is one 

Registered Park and Garden within the study area (F igure 26), 

Forbury Gardens, which is designated at Grade II. Planning 

permission is required for work to designated areas of the  RPG3.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 Making changes to a listed  property  without  listed  building  consent (where 
applicable) is a criminal  offence.  
3 Advice should be sought as to the requirements for a specific schedule of  work.  

Scheduled Monuments  

7.9 Scheduled Monuments (SMs) are protected under the 1979 

Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act through 

requirements for investigation, preservation and recording 

of such remains (Figure 26). Section 61(12) defines sites that  

warrant protection due to their national importance. There are 

two Scheduled Monuments in Reading (Figure 26), High Bridge 

and Reading Abbey. The designation for Reading Abbey includes 

the former mills on the Holy Brook, hospitium and stables.  

7.10 With investment and promotion, Reading Abbey has become a 

heritage attraction that captures the imagination. The Abbey 

itself, its association with King Henry I an d the history of its 

dissolution imbues the site with a strong sense of place. The 

heritage of Reading Gaol, built within the former  Abbey grounds, 

adds to the fascination. The Gaolõs associations with famous 

detainees, implementation of a new ôcorrection systemõ and 

Banksyõs recent art are becoming ever more appreciated. 

Together these sites illustrate the time -depth of history within 

Reading, and unsurprisingly are carefully  protected.  

7.11 There is a presumption against development within or near a 

SM, where preservation in situ by design may be considered an 

alternative option. Works to a SM requires Scheduled  Monument 

Consent from The Secretary of State (administered by Historic 

England). Undertaking works without first obtaining Scheduled 

Monument Consent is illegal, unless informally authorised by 

Historic England as de minimis or like -for -like works. Some 

Scheduled Monuments are also listed, in which case Listed 

Building Consent may also be needed. Undertaking works that 

affect the character of a listed bu ilding without first obtaining 

Listed Building Consent is also illegal, unless informally 

authorised by the local planning authority as de minimis  or 

like -for -like works. Planning permission may also be needed 

depending on the nature of the works. This stu dy has concluded 

that no alteration to Scheduled Monuments boundaries is 

needed, and that no additional buildings/structures, ruins,  

etc. should be considered for designation as new scheduled 

monuments. 
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Archaeology  

7.12 The Post-medieval development of Reading is well -represented 

by documentary sources and structures from that period (Figure 

27). However, earlier periods of Readingõs beginnings and growth 

are less clearly defined. Evidence may relate to documentary 

sources and the built environment, with greater reliance on 

buried archaeological remains to enable interpretation of the 

Saxon and Medieval development of Reading and activities from 

earlier periods. The extent of Saxon and Medie val Reading, as 

they are currently evidenced (Figure 27), needs to be reassessed 

as new discoveries are made. Such remains are therefore worthy 

of protection.  

7.13 Archaeological remains are protected under the 1979 Ancient 

Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act  where such monuments 

are in the opinion of the Secretary of State of public  interest  

by reason of historic, architectural, traditional, artistic or 

archaeological interest. Unless scheduled or of schedulable 

quality, buried archaeological remains are non -designated 

heritage assets. Records of archaeological remains and new 

discoveries are maintained within the Historic Environment 

Record (HER). The location of archaeological remains is 

represented as areas, points and lines (Figure 27).  

7.14 The curation of th e HER and administering  and being the 

investigating authority for archaeological remains in Reading, is 

the responsibility for Berkshire Archaeology, under contract with 

Reading Borough Council. Upon receipt of planning applications 

Berkshire Archaeology will determine what archaeological 

response is appropriate under the 1979 Act, through a 

recommendation to the Reading Borough Councilõs Planning 

Authority. Protection of archaeology is a material consideration 

in planning decisions. Areas of potential arc haeological 

importance are shown on RBCõs Proposals Maps in the Local Plan. 

These maps show that the majority of the study area has 

archaeological potential.  

Locally Identified Buildings Making a 

Positive Contribution  

7.15 The system RBC utilise in Reading to differentiate between 

ôlocally listed buildingsõ (LLBs) and ôbuildings of townscape 

meritõ (BTMs) relates to their location within or outside a 

conservation area. Buildings that contribute positively to the 

historic environment within a conservation area are recorded 

as BTMs. Whilst buildings that contribute positively to the 

historic environment outside conservation area boundaries are 

identified  as LLBs. Alterations  to LLBs and BTMs are a material 

consideration in planning decisions. Where existing LLBs and 

BTMs are present in a character area, a figure (ôMap Showing 

Heritage Designations in Character Areaõ) is included in the 

relevant character area within part B of this HAA  Report.  

New Protection for Unlisted Statues, 

Plaques and Monuments  

7.16 New safeguards have been put in place to protect statues, 

plaques and monuments through changes to the General 

Permitted Development Order (GPDO) and with supporting policy 

at Paragraph 198 of the National Planning Policy Framework 

(2021). The stipulation  is that they will be ôretainedõ in situ  

and ôexplainedõ. Removal may be allowed only in exceptional 

circumstances, which now requires planning permission and/ 

or listed building consent/scheduled monument consent as 

relevant.  
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Figure 26. Legal Designations  
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Figure 27. Archaeological Data  
 

© Crown copyright and database rights 2021 Ordnance Survey 100019672 






















































































































































































































































































































































































