A Brief History

Tilehurst is a large and historically complex parish, now a major suburb of Reading, situated on the
steep, wooded slopes overlooking the Thames Valley to the north and the Kennet Valley to the east.
Its history is one of dramatic transformation: from a vast, sparsely populated medieval woodland
manor, through a phase as a prosperous Victorian village with grand villas, to its ultimate absorption
into the 20th-century urban sprawl! of Reading. Its narrative is defined by changing elevation, use,
and scale—from a royal hunting forest, to a genteel retreat, to a populous urban district. Tilehurst’s
story is one of expansion, connectivity, and the relentless pressure of the growing town below.

Terrain

Tilehurst occupies a distinctive and commanding position on the steep chalk and clay

escarpment that forms the northern edge of the Berkshire Downs, overlooking the Thames
floodplain. The geology is complex: Upper Chalk overlain by thick deposits of clay-with-

flints and Plateau Gravels. This creates a dramatic landscape of steep, wooded slopes (the Tilehurst
Hills), high, flat plateaus of farmland and later suburbia, and deep, cutting valleys formed by streams
like the Foudry Brook. The elevation provides sweeping views but historically made water supply
challenging, reliant on wells and springs. The slope itself has always separated Tilehurst physically
and psychologically from Reading below.

What stands out

The most defining characteristic of Tilehurst is its layered and fragmented identity as both a village
and a suburb. The historic core along the Oxford Road (A329) retains a distinct Victorian village
character, with shops, pubs, and buildings like the Italianate water tower (The Needle). Scattered
across the higher ground are substantial Victorian and Edwardian villas in their own grounds,
testament to its past as a desirable, elevated retreat from industrial Reading. Surrounding this is



the vast, dense sea of 20th-century suburban housing that now constitutes most of the parish. The
remains of ancient woodlands (like Tilehurst Woods) on the steepest slopes provide vital green
corridors and a reminder of its wilder past. It is a place of contrasts: urban density versus wooded
slopes, historic village core versus anonymous suburbs.

Ancient Trackways

Tilehurst was traversed by significant prehistoric and Roman routes. The most important was

the Roman road from Silchester (Calleva Atrebatum) to Dorchester-on-Thames, which climbed the
Tilehurst escarpment. This route later evolved into a key medieval highway, the Oxford Road (A329),
which became the spinal route of the later village. Another ancient trackway likely ran along the high
clay plateau to the south, part of a wider network across the Berkshire Downs. The steep climb out
of the Thames Valley made the parish a gateway and a barrier, controlling movement from the river
plains up onto the downs.

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Sites
e Mesolithic: Flint scatters across the high, dry plateau.
¢ Neolithic: Evidence includes flint mines on the downs and possible burial mounds.

e Other Historic Sites: St. Michael’s Church (originally 12th-century, heavily rebuilt). The site
of Calcot Park (medieval manor, later a grand house). Tilehurst Water Tower (‘The
Needle’) (1860, a landmark). The line of the Roman road. Remains of medieval strip
lynchets on slopes. Tilehurst Woods (ancient woodland remnants). Sites of brickworks and
tile kilns (from the 18th/19th centuries, exploiting the local clay).

Mesolithic & Neolithic and other historic Finds

Prehistoric finds are abundant on the plateau, including Neolithic axes and Bronze Age pottery. Iron
Age finds suggest settlement on the defensible high ground. Roman finds are concentrated along the
road line: pottery, coins, and evidence of a posting station or settlement where the road climbed the
hill. Medieval finds are focused around the church and old manor sites: pottery, metalwork, and
objects related to woodland and farming. Post-medieval finds explode with the village’s growth: clay
pipes, mass-produced pottery, and industrial waste from brickmaking, reflecting its transition from
rural manor to urban fringe.

Key Ancient Landmarks
1. St. Michael’s Church, Tilehurst: A large, mostly Victorian church marking the historic heart.

2. The Needle (Tilehurst Water Tower): An iconic ltalianate tower, symbol of Victorian
improvement.

3. The Oxford Road (A329) Corridor: The historic high street and transport spine.

4. Tilehurst Woods and the Escarpment: Ancient woodland on the steep slopes, a surviving
fragment of the old royal forest.

5. Calcot Park: Site of a medieval manor, later a country house (now largely subsumed by
development).

6. The Roman Road Line: Particularly visible in the street alighnment of Roman Road.

7. The Victorian and Edwardian Villa Suburb: Areas like The Meadway and around Park Lane.



Walking Through the Ages

Neolithic Era (~4000 BCE)
The high downland used for grazing and flint mining; the slopes wooded.

Bronze Age (~2500 BCE)
Clearance increases; round barrows constructed on the plateau.

Iron Age (~700 BCE)
Hillforts or settlements on the high ground (e.g., potential site near Bucklebury Alley); part of
the Atrebates territory.

Roman & Saxon Era (1st-9th Century CE)
Roman road and settlement at the hilltop. The Saxon period saw the establishment of a large estate.
"Tilehurst" derives from Old English Tigel-hyrst — "tile-wood" or "wood where tiles are made,"
indicating early exploitation of clay.

Medieval Period (11th—15th Century CE)
Recorded in Domesday as Tigelherst, a huge and valuable manor, part of the Royal Forest of
Berkshire. It was a wooded, sparsely populated area used for hunting and forestry. A church was
established.

17th-21st Century CE
The forest was disafforested. The parish remained a large, agricultural area with scattered farms.
From the mid-19th century, the railway arrived and Reading’s expansion began. Tilehurst became
a fashionable Victorian suburb, with grand villas built for Reading’s merchants and professionals.
The 20th century saw explosive residential development, transforming almost the entire parish into
a modern suburb.

Layered Historical Landscape

The layering in Tilehurst is one of radical and accelerating change. The prehistoric layer is the
downland itself. The medieval layer is the forest and the large, empty manor. The post-

medieval layer is one of enclosure and agricultural settlement. The 19th-century layer is dramatic:
the railway, the water tower, and the genteel villa suburb imposed on the rural landscape.

The 20th-century layer is totalising: the complete urbanisation of the plateau with dense housing
estates, roads, and schools, which now defines the parish. Only the steepest wooded slopes survive
as a semi-natural layer from the ancient forest.

Landscape Function
¢ Medieval: Royal forest and hunting ground. Woodland management, sparse settlement.

e Post-Medieval (16th—18th C): Large agricultural parish. Farming on cleared land, brick/tile
making from local clay.

e 19th Century: Transport hub and desirable suburb. Services for the new railway, residential
retreat from Reading.

e  20th-21st Century: Major residential suburb of Reading. Dormitory function absolute. Local
centres provide services. The woods and parks are recreational amenities.

Strategic Role



Tilehurst’s strategic role was as a gateway and defensive position overlooking the Thames Valley.
The Roman road was militarily vital. The high ground offered a commanding view and a defensible
position. In later wars, its elevation made it a site for anti-aircraft batteries and observation

posts during WWII.

Tactical influence

The steep escarpment was a major tactical barrier for armies moving north-south. Controlling
the Oxford Road ascent was crucial. In the modern era, the high ground had value for observation
and air defence.

Positioning

Positioned for defence and later for prospect: on a commanding escarpment overlooking river
crossings and a growing town, with clay resources, and later, excellent transport links (road and
rail) that made it perfect for suburban expansion.

Campaign Pathway Hypothesis
e Roman period: The road was a key military route.

e Civil War: Reading was a major garrison. Tilehurst’s high ground would have been used
for observation and possibly artillery positions during the sieges of Reading.

e  World War II: The high ground was used for anti-aircraft (AA) guns and searchlights to
defend Reading’s factories and the railway. It was a key part of Reading’s air defence system.

Possible Use Cases
¢ Medieval: Royal forest management, hunting.
e Early Industry: Brick and tile making (from the parish name).
e 19th Century: Railway suburb, commuter village.
e 20th Century: Mass residential suburb.
North Wessex Downs: Ancient Landscape Timeline & Connections

Tilehurst represents the north-eastern escarpment edge of the downlands. It was the wooded, clay-
capped frontier between the chalk downland and the Thames Valley. Historically, it supplied timber
and clay products to the valley below. Its connection to the downlands was severed by urbanisation,
but it began as a classic downland-edge forest parish.

Cultural
Trailways & Interconnections
e Ancient Trackways: The Roman road/Oxford Road as the primary historic connector.

e Sacred Geometry: The siting of the original church likely relates to the early manor and the
Roman road. The Victorian rebuilding reflects 19th-century confidence and growth.

Folklore & Continuity

Folklore often references the old forest: tales of outlaws, the ghost of a highwayman on the Oxford
Road, and legends of buried treasure in the woods. The rapid growth has diluted strong village



identity, but it is maintained in the historic core through local pubs, societies, and events like
the Tilehurst Village Fair. Memories of the brickworks, the grand villas, and the transformation from
countryside to city are key parts of local social history.

Mesolithic Period (c. 10,000-4,500 BC)
Hunter-gatherers on the plateau.

Neolithic Period (c. 4,500-2,500 BC)
Flint mining on the downs; woodland on slopes.

Bronze Age (c. 2,500-800 BC)
Barrows on the plateau; increased clearance.

Iron Age (c. 800 BC-50 AD)
Hilltop settlement; tribal area.

Roman Period (c. 50—410 AD)
Roadside settlement at the escarpment edge.

Saxon Period (c. 410-1066 AD)
Large woodland estate established; name recorded.

Norman & Medieval Periods (1066—-1500 AD)
Royal forest; large, poor, and wooded parish.

Historic & Archaeological Landmarks in and Nearby

e St. Michael’s Church, Tilehurst

e The Needle (Water Tower)

¢ Tilehurst Woods (LNR)

¢ The line of the Roman Road

e Site of Calcot Park manor

e The Oxford Road historic streetscape

e Prospect Park (Victorian public park)
Integration of archaeology into the Historical Narrative

Archaeology in Tilehurst is largely salvage-based, conducted ahead of relentless

development. Excavations have uncovered Iron Age, Roman, and medieval remains, proving deep
history beneath the suburbs. Industrial archaeology studies the brick and tile kilns. Historic
landscape analysis tries to reconstruct the pre-suburban field patterns and woodland. Aerial
photography reveals cropmarks of prehistoric and Roman sites now under houses. The
archaeological story is one of discovering a lost rural landscape beneath the 20th-century city.

Industry
Medieval/Post-Medieval: Brick and tile making (from the clay-with-flints), woodland crafts, farming.

19th Century: Brickmaking continued. Railway-related services. The primary "industry"
became housing development for commuters.



20th-21st Century: Construction was the major industry during its growth phases. Now primarily
a service-sector and commuter economy with local retail centres.

Full list of Listed Buildings
Tilehurst has a significant number of listed buildings, mostly Victorian:

e Grade ll: St. Michael’s Church; The Needle (Water Tower); numerous Victorian villas, shops,
and pubs along the Oxford Road and in the villa suburbs (e.g., Park Lane, The Meadway); the
war memorial; a few earlier farmhouses.

Wartime History through the ages
Civil War: Strategic high ground during Reading campaigns.
World War I: Men from Tilehurst served in large numbers.

World War Il: Tilehurst’s high ground was militarily crucial. It was studded with Anti-Aircraft (AA)
gun emplacements, searchlight batteries, and an observation post as part of Reading’s defences. It
was a target for German bombers aiming at Reading and experienced bombing raids and V-1 flying
bombs. The community was fully mobilised for the Home Front.



