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SUMMARY 

 

John Moore Heritage Services carried out an archaeological watching brief at The 

Atrium, Thames Street, Sonning-On-Thames, Wokingham. The watching brief did not 

identify any evidence of archaeological activity at the site. A series of natural deposits 

were observed, demonstrating the geological processes which formed the landscape.  

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Site Location (Figure 1) 

 

The development site is located at The Atrium, Thames Street, Sonning-on-Thames, 

Berkshire (NGR SU 75830 75724). The site is bounded on the northeast by a 

meadow. On the southeast it borders up against Pool Court, the entrance road, and the 

north end of the properties of Elm House and Little Mede. On the southeast it bounds 

the domestic property of Meddelys. On the northwest side it bounds the property of 

Sonning Court. 

 

Topographically the proposal site is located on the northwest facing slope on an east 

to west spur that approaches the River Thames. The site lies between 40m to 45m 

OD. The underlying geology (mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain/home.html) is 

recorded as Seaford Chalk Formation and Newhaven Chalk Formation 

undifferentiated, which are sedimentary deposits laid down in the Cretaceous Period 

71 to 89 million years ago. In this location it is capped by Head, a deposit of gravel, 

sand, silt and clay laid down 3 million years ago. 

 

1.2 Planning Background 

 

Wokingham District Council granted planning permission for the proposed erection of 

replacement dwelling with basement and detached double garage and store following 

the demolition of an existing building (173537). Due to the archaeological and 

historical importance of the surrounding area a condition was attached to the 

permission requiring a watching brief to be maintained during the course of building 

operations or construction works on the site: 

 

8 Archaeological Investigations 

 

 No development shall take place within the site until the applicant, or their 

agents  or their successors in title, has secured the implementation of a 

programme of archaeological work (which may comprise one phase of work) 

in accordance with a written scheme of investigation has been submitted by 

the applicant and approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority. The 

development shall only take place in accordance with the detailed scheme 

approved pursuant to this condition. 

 

 Reason: To ensure that any archaeological remains within the site are 

adequately investigated and recorded or preserved in situ in the interest in 

protecting the archaeological heritage of the borough. Relevant Policy: TB25 

of the MDD Local Plan.  

 

This was in line with NPPF and Local Planning policies.   
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Figure 1: Site location
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1.3 Archaeological Background  

 

A search of the Berkshire Historic Environment Record (HER) was carried out to 

establish the archaeological potential of the site. The search area encompassed a 750m 

radius centred on NGR SU 75830 75724. The results are discussed in chronological 

order.  

 

Seventeen Lower Palaeolithic handaxes (HER No. MWK8819) of no exact 

provenance have been found in Sonning. A mace head of Lower Palaeolithic to Late 

Neolithic date was found at The Grove, Sonning (HER MWK8859; NGR 75710 

75370). 

 

A possible flint scatter of Early Mesolithic to Late Bronze Age date comprising 19 

struck flints was found at Land at St Andrew’s Church during an evaluation (HER 

MRM17502; SU 76136 75528). A Mesolithic tranche axe has been found in Sonning 

(HER MWK8844).  

 

A Neolithic cursus (HER MWK1433; NGR SU 76500 75934) is a scheduled 

monument (Monument No. 1006962). A double ditched linear feature (HER 

MWK1436) that cuts the cursus is also within the scheduling. A Late Neolithic to 

Early Bronze Age mace head of fine-grained rock (MWK8831) has been dredged 

from the river Thames along with a Neolithic axe (MWK8856) and a Neolithic mace 

butt (MWK8857). Again from the river Thames has come a stone wrist guard of Late 

Neolithic to Early Bronze Age date (MWK8862) 

 

A Bronze Age knife (MWK 8836) has come from the river Thames. Two Bronze Age 

spearheads (MWK8860) have been recovered from the river Thames. 

 

Two Iron Age spearheads, the first of 6th or 7th century date (MWK8829 & 8830) 

have been dredged from the river Thames. An Iron Age ditch (MRM17500; SU 75535 

75530) was discovered during an evaluation at Land at St Andrew’s Church. 

 

Prehistoric flints were recovered from a watching brief at the Blue Coats School 

(MWK10652; SU 75450 75200). Cropmarks are known of a rectangular enclosure, 

single circle bank, anvilinear track and single small circle in Straigthanger Field 

(MWK1433; SU 76526 76000). Prehistoric pottery and struck flints were found 

redeposited in later features at Bishops Close (MRM 16485 SU 7544 7540). 

 

A Romano British key has been recovered from the river Thames (MWK8868) while 

a Roman 1st century sestertius has been found in Sonning. Two residual sherds of 

Roman pottery were found in later features at Greendown, Pearson Lane 

((MRM16772; SU7595 7538). 

 

Saxon remains include at least 30 inhumations (MRM15998; SU75673 755111) at the 

Bull Public House along with a ditch and chalk surface (MRM16236). A minster 

church dating from AD901 (MRM16242) is known from documentary records and its 

location may be beneath St Andrew’s church. A brooch of late 5th to early 6th century 

date (MWK8870) again has been recovered from the Thames as have two spearheads 

(MWK12017 & 12018). A Late Saxon/early medieval ditch has been found at St 

Andrew’s Vicarage (MWK15505; SU 75549 75589). 
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The earliest recorded form of the place-name was written down in 1086 as Soninges 

(Gelling 1973, i.132). The name was, however, recorded as an earlier district name in 

about 675 where the monastery of Chertsey refers to the Sunningas. The name is a 

folk-name. It is often the case that early church sites and their accompanying 

settlements, such as that of Sonning share their name with folk-groups. In 1086 

Sonning was held by Osmund, Bishop of Salisbury (Morgan 1979, 3.1). Before 1066 

it contained 60 hides but in 1086 it had 24. The settlement had 40 villagers and 16 

smallholders, 10 slaves, 2 mills, fisheries, meadow and woodland for 300 pigs.  

 

The main manor of Sonning remained with the Bishops of Salisbury until 1574 when 

Bishop Edmund exchanged the estate with the queen for one in Wiltshire (VCH 1923, 

210-225). The church must have originally been attached to the manor as in the reign 

of Henry II a hide of land within the manor was called ‘the hide of Ailmar the Priest’. 

The Rectory Manor was later established and was vested in the Dean of Salisbury 

Cathedral.  

 

The church of Sonning (MWK1278) is mentioned in the foundation grant of Salisbury 

Cathedral in 1091 (VCH 1923, 210-225). The church is further mentioned in the 

confirmation charter of 1146 by Pope Eugenius. There is some speculation that 

Sonning was the site of a bishopric, however, this is not confirmed and presumably 

relies on the fact that the church and manor were held by the bishop of Salisbury. 

Information provided in 1220 that Sonning had a perpetual vicar with altar offerings, 

mortuaries, along with tithes of wool and cheese, along with the chapels of 

Arborfield, Earley, Hurst, Ruscombe, Sandhurst and Wokingham; indicate that the 

church was a minster.  

 

A plan of the residence of the Bishops of Salisbury was produced from excavations in 

1912-14 (MWK1279; SU 75427 75513).  

 

Medieval activity of 10th to 14th century date is known from St Andrew’s Vicarage in 

the form of pits, postholes and linear features (MWK15504; SU 75549 75589) while 

medieval gullies have been found at Old Walls, Sonning Lane (MRM15948; SU 

75444 75404). A medieval scabbard chape has been recovered by metal detecting in 

the village. A pit has been found at Greendown, Pearson Road (MRM 16474; SU 

7592 7542) while medieval activity was uncovered at The Bull Public House 

(MRM16237 & 16238; SU 75673 75511) and at Bishops Close MRM16488; SU 

7541 7541). 

 

Undated remains within the village are know from cropmarks and archaeological 

investigations. These include features (some may be graves) found during geophysical 

survey near St Andrew’s Church (MRM16456; SU 7552 7554), an undated ditch and 

chalk wall at Bishops Close (MWK15510; SU 75444 75404) and cropmark features at 

University Farm House (MWK1451; SU 76400 75700) although these are thought to 

be dubious. 

 

Post-medieval remains and standing buildings are known within the village. 
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2 AIMS OF THE INVESTIGATION 

 

The aims of the investigation as laid out in the Written Scheme of Investigation were 

as follows: 

 

 To make a record of any significant remains revealed during the course of any 

operations that may disturb or destroy archaeological remains. 

 

In particular to make a record of remains relating to the known prehistoric landscape, 

any Roman activity in the area, and the known medieval and post-medieval village.   

 

3 STRATEGY 
 

3.1 Research Design 

 

John Moore Heritage Services carried out the work to a Written Scheme of 

Investigation agreed with Berkshire Archaeology, the archaeological advisors to 

Wokingham District Council.  

 

The recording was carried out in accordance with the standards specified by the 

Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (2014). 

 

3.2 Methodology 

 

The area of impact, from demolition of the original building on the site and 

construction works for the new dwelling, was monitored for archaeological horizons 

but none were encountered. Standard John Moore Heritage Services techniques were 

employed throughout, involving the completion of a written record for each deposit 

encountered, with scale plans and section drawings compiled where appropriate. A 

photographic record was also produced.  

 

The resultant spoil from the works was visually scanned, especially for finds relating 

to the Prehistoric, Roman, Medieval and Post-Medieval periods. 

 

 

4 RESULTS (Figure 2. Plates 1 and 2) 

 

All deposits and features were assigned individual context numbers. Context numbers 

without brackets indicate features i.e. pit cuts, numbers in ( ) show feature fills or 

deposits of material, while numbers in bold indicate structural features.  

 

A series of footing trenches (Figure 2; Plate 1) were observed, alongside the reduction 

of the whole basement area (Plate 2) down to the natural horizon. This took place over 

a period of roughly six months, during which no archaeology was identified. 

 

The lowest deposit encountered was the natural chalk (08). Overlying this was 

(04)=(10); these comprised deposits varying from soft, to slightly more compact, mid 

to light orange-brown silty sand measuring 0.42m in thickness. These were 

considered to be Head deposits, some possibly disturbed by ancient colluvial activity.  
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Figure 2. Site Plan and Representative Sections 

 
Plate 1: North-East Area of Footings, Looking North. 

 

 

 
Plate 2: Central Basement Area Stripped Down To Natural Horizon. 
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Stratified above this was a natural deposit (07) of compact to firm, mid brown-orange 

sandy clay. It contained frequent small stone inclusions, and measured 0.50m in 

thickness. Ice wedges were visible in it. 

 

Overlying this was a more recent Head (gravel) deposit (06). This consisted of soft to 

loose, mid brown orange, silty-sand gravel, and measured 0.44m in thickness.  

 

A colluvial deposit (03), was seen to be above (06). This was similar to deposit 

(04)=(10), made up of a soft mid orange-brown, silty sand. This deposit measured 

0.42m in thickness.  

 

A buried garden soil (02), was stratified above deposit (03). This comprised of a mid-

grey-brown sandy silt, and was seen to contain frequent inclusions of sub-rounded 

medium-sized stones. This deposit was measured to be 0.20m in thickness. No finds 

were associated with this deposit.  

 

Overlying this was a series of modern deposits, associated with the recently 

demolished bungalow which, up until recently, previously occupied the site. Deposit 

(05) was the earliest of these modern deposits, being a made-ground/levelling deposit. 

Above this was another layer of made-ground (01), which lay directly beneath the 

concrete slab of the bungalow.  

 

The final three most recent deposits (09)=(12) (11), comprised a series of demolition 

material and backfilled chalk deposit, associated with the demolition of the bungalow.    

 

4.2 Reliability of Results 

 

The reliability of the results is considered to be good, as archaeological observation 

took place in generally good conditions throughout the course of the fieldwork.  

 

 

5 FINDS 

 

No archaeological material was found during the course of the watching brief.  

 

 

6          DISCUSSION 

 

The watching brief did not identify any evidence of archaeological activity at the site. 

What was observed was a series of natural deposits, demonstrating the geological 

processes which formed the landscape. The variety of sand, silt, gravel and chalk 

deposits, are in keeping with a Head geology and associated processes of glacial 

erosion. Overlying this was a garden soil deposit, indicating that the site was an open 

area. 
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7 ARCHIVE 

 

Archive Contents 

The archive consists of the following: 

 

Paper record 

      

Written scheme of investigation   

The project report 

The primary site record 

 

The archive currently is maintained by John Moore Heritage Services until further 

notice. 
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