The Bronze Age along the Weald Forest Ridge
The Bronze Age spans the period 2300-800BC and is defined by the first use of metallic implements and jewellery. The first metals introduced to this country were copper and gold, and the widespread availability of metal tools was gradual, as demonstrated by the continued production of finely crafted flint items such as the Barbed and Tanged arrowhead, although the quality of the worked flint drops off remarkably with the greater availability of metal. The effectiveness of the copper tools were improved by the addition of tin and other metals to the copper to make bronze;  the comparatively short period prior to the introduction of alloys is increasingly being referred to as the Chalcolithic or Copper Age.
What do we know of the people during the Bronze Age in along the Weald Forest Ridge? The early Weald is often regarded as an impenetrable forest, but this is far from the truth, since from Neolithic times through into the Bronze Age, woodland clearance took place along the forest ridge providing areas for both hunting and later farming.

The trails of discarded Barbed and Tanged arrowheads clearly demonstrate the presence of Early Bronze Age people along the Weald Forest Ridge, indicating the continued practice of hunting parties entering the Forest Ridge from the North. The largest trail runs from the Redhill/Reigate area southwards onto the ridge south of Crawley and spreads along the western third of the Weald Forest Ridge where a number of barrows are located, although little of the evidence of these barrows can be seen today. The other trail of arrowheads leads from Tunbridge Wells to the Ashdown Forest where there is another concentration of early Bronze Age activity.

The most visible feature in the landscape is the round barrows and the field systems that are the result of permanent farming practices. The barrow, usually the only recognisable feature in today’s landscape, has many functions; their construction shows that display is an important feature, for instance, the barrow near Lower Beeding (Money Mound) was formed from layers of turf and coloured sand.  Apart from providing a dramatic focal point in the landscape, the views from the barrows can be equally spectacular; the barrow groups on the south facing slopes near Duddleswell have clear views of the South Downs. The barrow at the Four Counties car park on a high point in the Ashdown Forest, not only has views of the South Downs but also striking views of the North Downs. Many barrows are located close to water sources, including those in the Ashdown Forest, which may indicate a ritual significance. The only barrow visible today is the barrow marked by a solitary tree by the Four Counties car park. 
A change to burial practices occurred around 1400BC, when cremation became the primary funerary practice, with the ashes being contained in either a bag or ceramic urn and then interred in cemeteries, which have left no visible marker on the landscape.

Settled farming practices became more common with the introduction of long-term field systems some of which are still visible today, and may have had an associated settlement close by. Associated with the barrow groups on the south facing slopes near Duddleswell lie the remnants of prehistoric lynchets (field boundaries) of a type consistent with the Bronze Age (Williams, 2008); further lynchets lie adjacent to the barrow at the Four Counties car park. Whether these fields indicate a permanent settlement or seasonal use is unclear as no settlement sites are identifiable along the forest ridge
The metalwork found along the forest ridge comprises almost exclusively bronze axe heads, their age range spanning the entire period. The majority of the axes came from around the two areas mentioned above, from Horsham to Handcross and the Ashdown Forest including Crowborough. Around Handcross two hoards of bronze metal, one of which contained bracelets of a type (Sussex Loops) believed to have been produced near Brighton, together with a further example having been found on the North Downs, would seem to indicate that Handcross formed a transit point for communication across the Weald.

Examples of the finds found along the Weald Forest Ridge are on display in the Tunbridge Wells Museum and the Lewes Museum.
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[image: image1]
[image: image4.png]



[image: image3.png]



[image: image2]
Produced as part of the Weald Forest Ridge Landscape Partnership Scheme’s Historic Environment Awareness Project.

Barrow at Four Counties car park                                                                                                   David Lea





View of the North Downs from the Barrow at Four Counties Car Park                              Photo D Lea











