The Weald Forest Ridge – The Late Medieval Period
Between 1086 – the date of Domesday Book ​– and 1300 the population of England increased three-fold. The poor soils of the Forest Ridge may have been largely avoided when there was better land available but, as the pressure on resources grew, it began to be more intensively exploited. Even so, the Forest Ridge included some of the largest unenclosed areas of ‘waste’ or uncultivated land in the south-east England. This made it particularly attractive, both for hunting and for the common grazing the animals of peasants from the surrounding district.

The term ‘forest’ found in St Leonard’s Forest, Ashdown Forest and Waterdown Forest refers not to woodland, but is applied to areas outside (foris in Latin) the common law and managed for game. Rather confusingly, none of these places was strictly speaking a forest, since only the king could create such an area. However, the feudal lords of the rapes – the five or six districts in which Sussex was divided – exercised exceptional lordly powers and formed forest-like districts in these upland areas. The forests were established in order to conserve the deer for hunting and for woodland to provide them with cover or ‘vert’. In order to do this, the establishment or ‘assarting’ of farmland was strictly regulated. 

Few archaeological remains survive from the period of hunting and grazing in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. We are even uncertain of the location of the hunting lodges which must have been used by the lords of the rapes, though it is probable that there was one at Maresfield and less certainly at King’s Standing. The clearest archaeological evidence of the use of the area for hunting are the long boundary banks, once topped with wood fence or pale, which were established, probably in the thirteenth century to keep the deer from escaping. These separated the area for hunting and grazing and from the farmland beyond. Entrance to the forests through the boundary banks was through gates or ‘hatches’, some of the names of which still survive. 

The other clearly visible evidence for hunting in the forests is not related to large game animals, but to rabbits. These are the artificial mounds constructed for rabbits to burrow. Medieval rabbits do not seem to have been as robust as their modern counterparts and not only had to be provided with a bank into which to dig, but sometimes even with stone-lined burrows within the mounds. The mounds may belong to the seventeenth century when many rabbit warrens were created on the Forest Ridge. However, there had been rabbits in Bewbush Park in St Leonard’s Forest in the late thirteenth century, and it is likely that some of the mounds are late medieval in date. Examples of these mounds have been found in Worth Forest, on Marden’s Hill near Crowborough, south of Hindleap Farm near Wych Cross and as well as many other places.

The most impressive remains of iron-working belong to the sixteenth century when water-powered blast furnaces were introduced into the Weald. The scale of this later work has often over-shadowed the appreciation of the earlier, medieval bloomery sites. Bloomery iron-working uses a much lower temperature. Field-work in the Forest Ridge area has shown that there are many bloomery sites, identifiable by the presence of iron slag, often revealed at the edge of streams or where the ground has been disturbed. One of the outstanding questions for archaeologists is the scale of the late-medieval iron industry. The most extensively excavated site at Minepit Wood north of Crowborough had a timber-framed building of the fourteenth or fifteenth century with a smelting furnace. The industrial building was comparable in size to a substantial house and therefore represents considerable investment. That site, at least, was certainly not operated by peasant smallholders.

The sites of houses of the late medieval period are difficult to trace. Some still remain as timber-framed standing buildings, but the sites of most have been lost, often abandoned as the population contracted in the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The houses of the wealthy gentry were commonly surrounded by moats, a sign of their status as much as a serious defence against assault. The sites of these are more conspicuous. Close to the seventeenth-century ruins of the great house at Brambletye in Ashurstwood is the moat which was the earlier site of the manor house held by the St Clere family. In the same way, Gravetye Manor seems to have superseded the moated site known as Little Gravetye. The sites of the houses of peasants are more difficult to locate, often marked only by scatters of pottery which are turned up by the plough. Houses at Lines Farm near Parrock in Hartfield was discovered in this way, but many more still remain to be found.
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