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Introduction

This report documents the results of an archaeological field evaluation carried out at the YMCA Marlborough House, 34 Parkside Road, Reading, Berkshire (SU 6957 7292) (Fig. 1). The work was commissioned by Mr Nick Ebdon of Leadbitter Construction Ltd, Jellicoe House, Botley Grange Office Campus, Grange Drive, Hedge End, Southampton, SO30 2AF. 

Planning permission (05/00967/FUL) has been granted by Reading Borough Council to demolish the existing building and replace it with a new accommodation block. This consent is subject to a condition (21) requiring a programme of archaeological works, initially in the form of a field evaluation, to inform a mitigation strategy. This is in accordance with the Department of the Environment’s Planning Policy Guidance, Archaeology and Planning (PPG16 1990) and the Borough Council’s policies on archaeology.

The field investigation was carried out to a specification approved by Mr David Thomason, Archaeological Officer of Berkshire Archaeology, advisers to the Borough Council. The fieldwork was undertaken by Simon Cass and Mary O’Donoghue on the 25th April, 2006 and the site code is YMCA 05/132. The archive is presently held at Thames Valley Archaeological Services, Reading and will be deposited with Reading Museum in due course.

Location, topography and geology

The site is located in Tilehurst, in the suburbs to the north-west of Reading, and comprises a parcel of land close to Prospect Park, in an area which lies on the plateau between the rivers Thames, Kennet and Pang. The underlying geology according to the British Geological Survey is plateau gravel (BGS 1971), which forms the Lynch Hill terrace (Wymer 1999). The site lies at a height of approximately 60m above Ordnance Datum and was occupied by Marlborough House (which includes several small cellars) and its outbuildings, car parking areas and lawns.

Archaeological background

The archaeological potential of the site has been highlighted in a desk based assessment (Ford 2005). In summary the site lies within the archaeologically rich Thames Valley with a wealth of sites and finds from both prehistoric and later periods. There are several entries of archaeological interest in the Sites and Monuments Record relating to the surrounding area, though there are none on the site itself. Stray finds and reports of occupation and burial sites of various periods have been recorded, especially from the many quarry sites in the area. At Grovelands Pit, for example, a quarry approximately 130m to the north of the site, Middle and Late Bronze Age deposits were encountered, and to the west of the site, Roman deposits are recorded.

The higher gravel terraces of the Thames Valley are particularly noteworthy for the presence of Palaeolithic flint and stone tools, representing the earliest known human occupation in the British Isles. Some flint finds and rare faunal remains from the Palaeolithic period were also found at Grovelands Pit (Wymer 1968, 155). The archaeological potential of the site is therefore twofold, with good potential for deposits of prehistoric and later periods at post-glacial gravel levels, and possible Palaeolithic remains deeply buried at or beneath the base of the gravel.

Objectives and methodology

The purpose of the evaluation was to determine the presence/absence, extent, condition, character, quality and date of any archaeological deposits within the area of development. Specific research aims of the project were:

to determine if archaeologically relevant levels have survived on the site; 

to determine if archaeological deposits of any period are present;

to determine if any later prehistoric occupation is present on the site;

to determine if any Roman or Saxon features are present.

It was proposed to excavate two trenches 10m long and one trench of 20m, all 1.6m wide, within the footprints of the new building. Due to the conditions on site, specifically the remaining buildings and presence of asbestos in an area designated for Trench 3, and more extensive cellaring than expected, the decision was taken to excavate four trenches each 10m long. 
A complete list of trenches giving lengths, breadths, depths and a description of sections and geology is given in Appendix 1.

Results

Trench 1 (Plate 1)

This trench was 9.0m long, 1.6m wide and 0.83m deep, orientated east-west and containing one feature (1) from 4.5m to 9.0m extending out of the trench. At the eastern end, the stratigraphy consisted of 0.23m of demolition rubble (relating to the current works) on top of 0.35m of a disturbed subsoil/backfill layer containing brick fragments. This layer continued in to and filled feature 1. This came down onto natural yellow/orange gravels to a depth of 0.75m. The stratigraphy of the western end consisted of 0.21m of demolition rubble on top of 0.62m of the backfill layer. The total depth here was 0.83m. A small slot was excavated in order to ascertain the depth and character of the feature, a flat base was found at approximately 1.3m deep and the side was near-vertical. This was likely to be related to either the foundations of the demolished building or the construction of an air-raid shelter in this area of the site.

Trench 2 (Plate 2)

This trench was 6.6m long, 1.6m wide and 0.9m deep and aligned approximately north-south. The stratigraphy in this trench was severely truncated by modern works, down to a maximum depth of 0.8m. Where still present and untruncated, this trench was filled with a series of diagonal bands of gravel and sandy silty gravels slanting down towards the north. A slot excavated along the length of the trench on the eastern side found that the bands were approximately 0.7m deep. No finds or other dating evidence were found in any of these layers and it is believed that they are a result of geological action, rather than human activity.
Trench 3

This trench was moved to the southern edge of the site because of the presence of asbestos in its intended location. It was decided to dig down through an area already partially cellared to avoid live services and deeper cellaring. This trench was 6.0m long, 1.6m wide and 0.7m deep (though the top of the trench was already approximately 0.4m below ground level). This trench was orientated east-west and natural gravel was encountered at 0.1m below the level of the side of the trench on the northern side. The southern side, however, was truncated by foundations for the previous building and its associated services all the way to the bottom of the trench and beyond. The decision was taken to stop digging at this level, without locating the base of the truncation, due to the presence of loose rubble at ground level and within the section on the southern side, as well as possible live services. However, as the natural gravel had been encountered much higher it is highly unlikely that any archaeologically relevant features remain here.

Trench 4

This trench was dug to replace the half of Trench 1 it had proved impossible to excavate. It was 9.5m long, 1.6m wide and 0.6m deep, orientated approximately east-west. The stratigraphy in this trench consisted of 0.1m of demolition rubble on top of 0.5m of mid-yellowish brown sandy silt with very frequent gravels of all sizes, similar in character to the backfill layer found in Trench 1. This overlay the natural gravels and there were no archaeologically relevant finds or features from this trench.

Finds

The only finds encountered were pieces of brick rubble probably dating from the various construction phases of Marlborough House. These were not retained.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the site appears to have been much more heavily truncated than previously believed, with no subsoil observed across the site and large foundation trenches already dug during previous construction, in particular, a reinforced concrete subsurface structure near Trenches 1 and 4 (a Second World War air raid shelter). The minimal depth of the natural geology from the surface would have meant that even relatively shallow truncations would have removed any potentially archaeological features beneath. 
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APPENDIX 1: Trench details

0m at S or W end
	Trench No.
	Length (m)
	Breadth (m)
	Depth (m)
	Comment

	1
	9.0
	1.6
	0.83
	Demolition rubble 0.00-0.23m onto subsoil/backfill deposit between 0.35-0.62m deep. Modern foundation cut 1 [Plate 1]

	2
	6.60
	1.6
	0.9
	Demolition rubble 0.00-0.80m onto geological feature [Plate 2]

	3
	6.00
	1.6
	0.7
	Demolition rubble 0.00-0.10m on to gravel .Modern foundation

	4
	9.50
	1.6
	0.6
	Demolition rubble 0.00-0.10 onto mid yellow sandy silt 0.10-0.60 onto gravel. 
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Figure 2: Trench Locations YMCA05/132





[image: image3.jpg]YMCA, Marlbourgh House, 34 Parkside Road,
Reading, Berkshire 2006

N W Section 1 E
Trench 1 50
A 4 A 4
I \
PEORE |
" 6m
52
|
3m
|
0 1.5m
s e o
s Trench 2

&
=~
:
g
£
=
+
\
=
:
+
g
e
_.'_

Section 2

Hoggin

demolition rubble

clay (modern)

il ol

Figure 3: Trench plans and sections YMCAO05/132
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Plate 2. Trench 2 looking north, horizontal scales 1m and 2m.
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