Iron Age 

The Iron Age is conventionally dated from approximately 700BC to the Roman annexation of southern Britain in AD43. As the name suggests the diagnostic marker of this period is the appearance of iron, either in tools or weapons, although the amount of iron in circulation must always have been small. Not surprisingly, given that the Weald was a source of iron in subsequent periods, the first evidence for the smelting of iron can be found on the Weald Forest Ridge towards the end of the Iron Age. The other major site type, of which there are five examples in, or very near, the Weald Forest Ridge are hillforts. There are also a few stray finds of Iron Age date, such as coins. Taken together, this meagre evidence does not suggest intensive settlement, but it is from this we have to build a picture of Iron Age activity in the Weald Forest Ridge. 
The five hillforts in the Weald Forest Ridge are, from west to east, Philpots (West Sussex), Garden Hill, High Rocks, Saxonbury (East Sussex) and Castle Hill (Kent). These are just a few examples of the approximately 3,300 hillforts in the rest of the UK (excluding Northern Ireland). Although called ‘hillforts’ by archaeologists this category of site includes a wide range earthwork enclosures, of different shapes and sizes. There has been much discussion of hillforts with earlier explanations of them as essentially fortified Iron Age towns, giving way to the idea of some of them as ‘central places’ controlling surrounding territories, to more recent notions of them as intermittently occupied places where a variety of seasonal and communal activities, including rituals took place. Inevitably the Weald Forest Ridge hillforts have been associated with the ‘control’ of iron-working. The reality is that there is no ‘one size fits all’ explanation for hillforts, and each needs to be considered on its own particular evidence. 
The evidence from our five hillforts is as follows:

Philpots, (west of) West Hoathly: Probably dates to the Late Iron Age, although there is no direct dating from the site itself. Situated on a promontory of Tunbridge Wells sand, it is enclosed by a bank and ditch on its north-eastern perimeter. Two entrances have been noted. The most striking feature of the site is that the promontory at its south-eastern end is formed by impressive rock outcrops, which contain the celebrated ‘Great Upon Little’ limestone formation, a place of curiosity since at least the 17th century, and no doubt earlier. 
Garden Hill, (south-west of) Coleman’s Hatch: The most extensively excavated of our hillforts. The Iron Age occupation featured two timber round-houses with evidence for both roasting and smelting of iron ores. Interestingly, in the Roman period, occupation continued and included a badly built bath-house. Almost certainly this represents an attempt by some high status indigenous inhabitants to display their sense of what it meant to be ‘Roman’. 
High Rocks, (west of ) Tunbridge Wells: Essentially a promontory hillfort, with a principal entrance through enclosing banks and ditches on the south-eastern side. The site is most noteworthy because, like Philpots, it features spectacularly weathered sandstone outcrops, on its north-western perimeter, and it is hard to escape the notion that the hillfort was placed here because of these rocks. Today, the rocks are used as the backdrop for wedding photographs. In the Iron Age equally irregular or seasonal communal activities may have taken place there. 
Saxonbury, (south of) Tunbridge Wells: Essentially a ‘contour hillfort’, where the enclosing bank and ditch follows a contour around a rounded hill-top. Excavations in the late 1920s examined the encircling bank. Later occupation included a 1st century AD Roman coin, and a Gothic folly (tower) erected in the early 19th century. 

Castle Hill, (south of) Tonbridge: Two small hillforts, the south-western one may have succeeded the north-eastern one, dating to the Middle Iron Age. Much has been made of their ‘strategic’ siting, controlling the north-west//south-east route followed by the modern A21, and the upper reaches of the Medway. 
Iron-working sites: There are a few locations which have produced definitive evidence of iron-working in or near the Weald Forest Ridge. These include the already noted Garden Hill, two sites near Rotherfield, one near Maresfield and also at Eridge Park, south of Saxonbury. 

In the Iron Age, as in other periods, there was no easy separation of ritual from everyday activities; the sacred and the secular threaded through everything that local people did. It is, therefore, possible to make a case for some of these sites, especially High Rocks and Philpots, as predominantly locations for ‘special gatherings’, whether seasonal events related to the agricultural calendar, or ritual activities associated with the worship of the ancestors, or rites of passage (coming of age ceremonies) took place. All such gatherings were no doubt enhanced by the extravagant and challenging presence of unusual rock formations. In similar vein, there is plenty of evidence from around the world for the magical aura afforded to iron-workers and smiths. Obtaining small amounts of workable iron by the transformation of solid ores into molten material through the application of heat was likely to be viewed as a mystical process by the wary uninitiated. It also produced a valuable commodity for use or exchange. Daily lives on the wooded Weald Forest Ridge, whether occupied seasonally during the drier summer months, or all-year-round, were therefore peppered with ritual observances as much as governed by the necessary activities of food and tool procurement, and shelter. 
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Note on Access: No guarantees of public access can be provided to any of these sites, although the hillforts of High Rocks and Philpots are close to footpaths and/or roads.  These two are the most easy to visit. 
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