The Weald Forest Ridge – The Early Middle Ages

The Early Middle Ages used to be called the Dark Ages, because the ‘light of Roman civilization’ vanished from Britain. We now see it as a period with a pattern of life quite different from the Roman era, but not necessarily worse. However, when we come to examine the remains from this period in the Weald, it really is a dark age for another reason: there is very little archaeological evidence in this area. Most of the archaeological remains have been found beyond the Weald, on the chalk downland and in the coastal areas of Kent and Sussex. It is much less clear what was happening on the Forest Ridge in the period between the end of Roman rule and the Norman settlement.

The population in Britain went into a steep decline during the late Roman period, a fall that continued in the fifth and sixth centuries. Farmland in the Weald, with its heavy, difficult-to-work soils, was abandoned in favour of the lighter land elsewhere. Scrub grew up and then developed into woodland in the area of the former fields. Traces of such fields have been found beyond the Forest Ridge area in woodland in Kent. The Weald did not develop into a tangled and impenetrable woodland as earlier writers imagined. It would have had areas of dense, mature wood, but in other parts there would have been more open land, particularly on the Forest Ridge where the soils were poor. The feld element, in the place-names Hartfield, Maresfield, Mayfield and Rotherfield, means ‘open country’, in contrast to the surrounding woodland. Frant means ‘the place overgrown with bracken’, again suggesting more open land. Grazing by deer, and also by domestic pigs and cattle helped to limit the development of young trees and ensure that the woodland remained open. 

Archaeological evidence from Sussex suggests that the Weald was used for its various resources by fifth- and sixth-century communities in the south of the county. Clay was dug and pottery made using the abundant fuel from the woods. Stone was chosen for millstones. It was perhaps in the woods of the Weald that the red deer, the bones of which were found in settlements such as Bishopstone (near Newhaven) and Botolphs (near Steyning), were hunted. These early post-Roman communities may have worked  the ore in the Weald to make iron. However, the only certain archaeological evidence is a little later and comes from a site at Millbrook on Ashdown Forest. A furnace and forge was found dating to the ninth century. It indicates that iron production was on a very small scale. Pottery found on the iron-working site provides a link with communities on or near the North or South Downs, since it incorporated flint grits founds in those areas.

The most important resource of the Weald was the woodland pasture it offered. Much of the landscape in Surrey to the north, Kent to the north-east and Sussex to the south is still notable for its lines of nearly parallel roads and tracks. Animals were driven along these into the Weald during the summer months to graze. Yet, although these trackways occur just beyond the Forest Ridge area, there is no parallel network on the high ridges themselves. The conclusion seems to be unmistakable. The poor soils of the Forest Ridge were avoided in preference to better land to the north and south. 

The summer animal pastures in due course became permanently occupied farmsteads. Yet the high ridges continued to be one of the last areas in the Weald to be widely settled. There are two strands of evidence which support this conclusion:

1. 
Domesday Book, complied in 1086, exceptionally records some places in the East Grinstead area because of a territorial reorganization. None of these places were on the high ridges.

2. Ashdown Forest and St Leonard’s Forest were used for hunting in the later medieval period precisely because there was so little farmland there. They remained largely unsettled until the thirteenth century.

By the eleventh century, as the population began to increase again, settlement developed to the north and south of the Forest Ridge and was beginning to encroach upon the higher land itself. The splendid church at Worth on the outskirts of Crawley, probably dating to the second half of the eleventh century, is a clear testament to a well-established community in the heart of the Weald. It must stand for other churches in the area which were subsequently enlarged and re-built. All evidence for their early origins has now been lost.
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