Neolithic
The Neolithic (c. 4500-2500 BC) sees the arrival of agriculture into Britain, together with the introduction of pottery and polished stone tools.  For many years archaeologists have been uncertain whether the change to the Neolithic involved large scale migrations from Europe or the introduction of crops, domestication of animals and new ideas through trade and other forms of contact. It is now becoming evident that there are greater similarities than formerly thought between pottery, stone tools and particularly animal bones in the Middle Neolithic of northern France and the Early Neolithic of Britain. The sudden increase in population and dramatic economic and social change at the start of the Neolithic is now seen by a number of archaeologists as best explained by a large influx of farmers from mainland Europe. 

The Neolithic on the South Downs of Sussex is dominated by communal monuments, the causewayed enclosures (large ditched enclosures with many gaps in the banks and ditches), long barrows (mounds of chalk covering the bones of ancestors) and flint mines together with finds of pottery,  spreads of flint tools and waste, pits and polished stone tools. If migrants entered Sussex, the Downs are where they are most likely to have settled and farmed first. Early farming was, however, always a somewhat precarious way to provide food involving battles with the weather, pests and soil erosion. Hunting and collecting wild plants remained important ways to obtain food throughout the Neolithic.

As far as we are currently aware the Weald Forest Ridge has no communal monuments in the form of causewayed enclosures, long barrows or flint mines. There are, however, a number of finds of stone axes, spreads of flint tools and waste and a little Neolithic pottery. It is likely that hunting and ways of collecting wild food that developed in the Mesolithic continued throughout the Neolithic. Indeed both the rock shelters with Neolithic pottery finds and most of the flint tool scatters are sites also occupied in the Mesolithic. Both the rock shelter sites and the streamside flint scatters could be part of a long established strategy for observing and hunting migrating herds of animals.

The Neolithic sites in the Weald Forest Ridge fall into four main categories. Firstly there are occupied rock shelters in which flint-work and pottery have been found. Secondly there are concentrations of flint tools and waste flakes generally found as surface scatters. These, by Downland standards, are usually quite small consisting mainly of waste flakes but occasionally with arrowheads, axes, scrapers, and blades. Thirdly there are individual finds of stone axes and arrowheads. Finally there are possible track-ways which, if originally hunting paths, probably date back to the Mesolithic.

The rock shelters at High Rocks were excavated by James Money but were found to have been disturbed with late Mesolithic flintwork in the same layers as Neolithic pottery. Pollen from plants which grew near the rock shelters in the past indicated continuous woodland conditions dominated by oak but with some birch, yew, hazel and beech. No evidence of clearance was found. Round based Neolithic pottery from the site was dated to about 3320 BC.  Two leaf shaped arrowheads and a scraper were also found. This low density of pottery and flintwork suggests a temporary woodland hunting camp. 

A recent (2009) excavation of a rock shelter at West Hoathly (Chiddinglye Wood Rocks) by Karine Le Hegarat produced a somewhat similar picture. Two test pits again indicated some disturbance but located Early Neolithic and later Neolithic Peterborough Ware pottery together with three flakes from polished stone tools and a leaf shaped arrowhead.

Although surface scatters of Neolithic flint work have been found widely distributed across the Weald Forest Ridge the concentration in the Forest Row area is notable, being discovered by C.F.Tebbutt during an eight year period, 1966-74. This survey was particularly important as it suggests that similar densities of flintwork could be found across the Ridge. C.F.Tebbutt found some thirty sites with Neolithic flintwork, with the highest densities being along the tributaries of the Medway River at Brambletye Farm. All these scatters of flint tools and waste flakes are fairly small but are important in their location. Tebbutt noted they had long views ”needed to watch wild animals and domestic herds”. One suspects that these open sites functioned with the rock shelters in hunting strategies.

The possible Neolithic track-ways through the Weald Forest Ridge, together with a wide but low density distribution of axes and arrowheads, the use of rock shelters and scatters of flint tools and waste flakes in riverside locations with long views, all suggest a continuation of Mesolithic hunting practices throughout the Neolithic.

Figure 1. High Rocks rock shelters occupied in the Neolithic. (Photo. P. Drewett)

Figure 2. Neolithic polished stone axe from Hand Cross. (Drawn by Hilda Holden)
