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Introduction

This report documents the results of an archaeological watching brief carried out in the grounds of Speen House, Bath Road, Newbury, West Berkshire (SU 4532 6795) (Fig. 1). The work was commissioned by Mrs Amanda Ackland-Snow of Speen House, Bath Road, Newbury, RG14 1RH.
Planning consent (App no 06/01259/House) and listed building consent (App 0600299/LBC) have been granted by West Berkshire Council for the construction of a new tennis court in the grounds of Speen House. The consent gained was subject to a condition relating to archaeology which requires a watching brief to be carried out during groundworks. 

This is in accordance with the Department of the Environment’s Planning Policy Guidance, Archaeology and Planning (PPG16 1990), and the District’s policies on archaeology. The field investigation was carried out to a specification approved by Mr Duncan Coe, Archaeology Officer with West Berkshire Council. The fieldwork was undertaken by Sean Wallis and Steve Ford between 21st and 27th July 2006 and the site code is SHN 06/89.

The archive is presently held at Thames Valley Archaeological Services, Reading and will be deposited at West Berkshire Museum in due course.
Location, topography and geology

The site is on the western margins of Speen, east of Speen House and having the parish church to the south-east (Fig. 1). It lies on the margins of the ridge between the Lambourn and Kennet Valleys. The site is currently grassland at a height of c.115m above Ordnance Datum, and slopes gently down to the south with a fall of about 2m in height from the top to the bottom of the site. The underlying geology comprises plateau gravel (BGS 1947) with Reading beds present just to the south. Gravel with some clayey patches was observed on site. 
Archaeological background

The archaeological potential of the area stems from the location of the site within the archaeologically rich Kennet Valley and close to the similarly rich Lambourn Valley. A wide range of sites and finds of prehistoric, Roman and later periods have been found in the vicinity of Speen (Lobb and Rose 1996). These include earlier prehistoric struck flints, some of which cluster to indicate occupation sites, along with finds of Bronze Age and Iron Age dates. Similarly Roman finds are well represented with the major Roman road from Silchester to Cirencester passing to the north (Margary’s route 41a: Margary 1955, 121) and Roman finds are known from the vicinity of Speen house itself. The Roman settlement of Spinis/Spinae known from documentary sources has not yet been located definitively, but it is thought that the place-name Speen derives from it. There is also possible Saxon occupation in the area.

Objectives and methodology

The purpose of the watching brief was to excavate and record any archaeological deposits affected by the new construction work. This was to involve examination of all areas of topsoil stripping, landscaping and ground reduction as necessary. 
Results

The tennis court was to be constructed as a ‘cut and fill’ operation. The northern, upper, part of the site was to be truncated by c. 1m with the resultant spoil being used to raise the southern portion of the site to form a level area.
Topsoil was removed from the whole of the court area by a 3600 machine fitted with a ditching bucket. The court area measured 17m x 35m. The depth of topsoil removed was only 0.1–0.15m. This exposed gravel but this is considered to be the worm sorted component of the grassland soil profile and, in effect, part of the topsoil. The stripped surface was examined for finds but apart from the occasional brick fragment none were recovered. 
An ill defined linear hollow about 5m long and 1.5m wide aligned NW–SE was observed  in the northern portion of the site. This contained a fill largely of orange brown clay with brick fragments. Its function is unclear but might have been a natural undulation that was subsequently infilled for landscaping purposes.
For the northern part of the site, initially, a small test pit was dug in the north-west corner down to a depth of 1.2m and the stratigraphy revealed 0.15m of topsoil overlying 0.1m of loose gravel overlying an orange brown clay with gravel patches. The truncation of the northern part of the site was then observed with the surface of the natural geology at a depth of c. 0.25m exposed prior to removal to the formation level. No deposits or finds of archaeological interest were observed.

No excavation took place on the southern part of the site beneath the topsoil stripped area. 

Conclusion

No deposits or finds of archaeological interest were observed during the watching brief.
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Figure 1. Location of site within Speen
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Figure 2. Detailed location of site at Speen House.
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