Wealden Forest Ridge: Post-medieval to Modern
Introduction
Between 1500 and 1950 there was a dramatic increase in the use of the area for a number of different activities. Most of the archaeological remains you can see today are from this period and the variety is quite astounding. Although now peaceful, during the 16th to 18th centuries the area was an industrialised rural landscape with many more people creating a lot of noise and pollution. Even in the 19th century some industries continued but improvements in agriculture and communications brought changes including an increasing number of landscaped gardens. This quiet idyll was to be punctuated by military activity in the 20th century.

Industry

Mining and Quarrying

Iron ore extraction increased during the 16th to 18th centuries to feed the expanding iron industry. Many circular depressions still visible today mark the site of small minepits where ore was extracted (eg Minepit Wood at Herons Ghyll). But it was not just iron ore that was extracted. There are numerous pits and quarries of varying sizes all over the area. These were dug to extract sandstone, limestone, marl (a ‘chalky’ soil), sand/gravels and clay for a variety of uses including building, road construction, agriculture and ceramic production. Most are difficult to date but 19th- century maps clearly show many were still in use at this time.

The Iron Industry

The reliance on water to power the furnaces and forges meant ironworks had to be located in the stream valleys (see separate page on the iron industry). Extensive earthworks often survive of the dams (bays) to create mill ponds, various spillways and leats to control the water. As the ironworks required power for a considerable period of time many sites constructed further ponds (pen ponds) upstream of the main mill pond to ensure they would not run out of water. 

The area has a number of blast furnace sites, often only marked by a bay and scatters of slag on the surface. However, excavations at Maynards Gate and Pippingford furnaces have shown substantial remains often survive. Both these sites were involved with the production of cannon and the remains of a gun-casting pit and boring mill (for boring out the centre of the cannon) were located. The forge sites are as numerous as the furnaces but only the 16th/17th- century example at Ardingly has been excavated. 

Ceramic Industry

The clay, sand and wood in the area provided the essential raw materials for the production of bricks, tiles and pottery. Pottery was made at a number of sites including the excavated 16th- century kiln at Lower Parrock, Hartfield. Brick and tile would have been made in clamp kilns during the 16th and 17th centuries. It was needed for the upgrading of medieval timber-framed buildings as well as the construction of new houses. Such kilns often leave slight remains: none have yet been identified. The industry expanded during the 18th and 19th centuries, with numerous brickyards appearing across the area. These contained permanent kilns and other structures, such as pug-mills for mixing the clay, and are evident on both historic maps and as surviving remains. Although the number of sites dramatically decreased during the 20th century, bricks/tiles are still made in the area today.

Woodland management

Woodland was essential in providing timber for construction and charcoal for fuel. The latter was crucial for the iron industry which used vast quantities. As such woodland was a precious resource that was managed. Areas were marked out with boundary banks and ditches, with coppiced woods for charcoal production being commonplace. Charcoal burners worked to convert the wood to charcoal using clamp kilns. These were often positioned on platforms terraced into the slope many of which are still visible. Timber for the construction of houses, ships and smaller items was also in demand and trees were often sawn into planks by pairs of men using saw-pits. One man would work the saw from above, while the other would be underneath in the rectangular pit. Saw-pits are also quite common earthworks within the area today (eg three at Old Lodge Nature Reserve, Hartfield). Although the demand for timber dropped in the 20th century it was again used extensively during the Great War when vast quantities were needed to build army camps and trenches.

Other Industries

Although cloth manufacture was a major industry in the Weald during the 16th to 18th centuries, the main area of production lay to the east of the High Weald. Despite this some remains of the industry are present in the study area, most notably the early 18th- century water-powered fulling mill excavated at Ardingly. This site re-used that of the earlier iron forge. Corn-milling was common in the area, particularly in the 18th and 19th centuries. Most mills were water-powered, often utilising old ironworks, but there was also a scatter of windmills. Some mills survive still, including the watermill at Sheffield Mill, Fletchling and early 19th- century windmill at Nutley.

Agriculture

Although the area does not contain good soils agriculture was always undertaken. During the 16th and 17th centuries farms were small and many smallholdings were worked by individuals also employed in other industries. Larger farms were often involved with pastoralism and a number of earthwork enclosures in the area may relate to this (eg a 100 x 90m example at Danehill). These farms developed through the 18th and 19th centuries with more land being cleared/enclosed and improved. Such improvements included better drainage and the spreading of lime (or marl) on the soil to make it less acidic. The latter involved the burning of chalk or locally excavated limestone in limekilns, a number of which still remain (eg Ann Wood, Maresfield). The area still possesses a number of farms with 18th- and 19th- century barns, cattle sheds and other buildings. The cultivation of hops increased during the 17th century and this gave rise to the oasthouse, used for drying the hops; a number of 18th/19th- century examples surviving in the area. The hop industry declined during the 20th century. Another common activity between the 16th and 18th centuries was the continued construction of pillow mounds (artificial rabbit warrens). These mounds, sometimes over 100m long, 7m wide and 1-2m high, are common in the area with over 35 known examples. The rabbits provided both meat and fur to local and regional markets.

Domestic Houses and Gardens

The area is fortunate in having surviving houses (or remains of) spanning the entire period. These demonstrate a variety of social levels and construction techniques. The largest houses, usually of the landed gentry, include examples at Old Buckhurst (built prior to 1528) and Wakehurst Place (built 1590). There are also a number of 16th- and 17th- century houses built by the ironmasters including The Moat, Gravetye Manor Park (a timber-framed example built c 1500) and Lightlands, Frant (a stone example built c. 1541). The remaining early houses of substance are normally those associated with yeoman farmers.

Between the later 18th and early 20th centuries there was an increase in the number of new large houses being built, or old ones being remodelled. These include well-known examples, such as the later 18th- century Gothic mansion at Sheffield Park, as well as lesser known houses built by families who had made their wealth in industry and commerce during the 19th century. These individuals could create a retreat for themselves in the country while still being linked to London due to the spreading railways. 

Gardens and landscaped parks were usually associated with the larger houses with smaller formal designs giving way to ‘enhanced’ sweeping natural views during the 18th century. Fine examples are present at Sheffield Park Gardens though here, as frequently elsewhere, later changes have sometimes obscured the earliest designs. Numerous new gardens and/or redesigns of earlier ones were created during the later 19th and early 20th centuries including those at Rotherfield Hall, Wakehurst Place, Nymans and Standen Gardens.

Less well represented are the early timber houses of the poorer people. This is mainly the result of them not being worth adapting for later use. Workers houses of the 18th and 19th centuries, built of the more durable brick, are more common. Ironworkers and charcoal burners would have lived by their remote furnaces and kilns for considerable periods of time in temporary camps. These may be visible at some sites as terraces and scatters of pottery but none have yet been excavated.

Communications

The area was notorious for its poor roads that were often impassable during winter. Minor tracks served the managed woodlands, farms and ironworks often with stone or brick culverts/bridges carrying them over the numerous streams. Traffic quickly eroded these tracks to form hollow ways, many of which can still be seen. Slag waste and quarried gravels were put down to improve their surfaces but water transport was always easier if it was available. Serious improvements to the roads only began during the 18th and 19th centuries by which time the iron industry was on the decline. 

During the 19th century the railways spread out from London and in their attempt to reach the ports and seaside resorts, crossed the Weald. This allowed easier movement of goods and people. Settlements expanded as people could now commute to the capital and wealthy families established new prestigious houses and gardens. The retraction of the network in the later 20th century has left a number of disused branch lines with their associated landscaping and structures.

Military

The area has seen sporadic but intense periods of military use most of which have left traces in the landscape. Perhaps the earliest activity relates to the Napoleonic camps of the late 18th century. Little now remains but rows of circular mounds, the remains of field kitchens, are still visible at some sites including Broadwater Forest, Frant and Camp Hill, Maresfield.

There is far more evidence from the Great War. Soldiers were accommodated in tented and hutted camps at Forest Row and Crowborough, the latter still in use by the army. The training given to recruits included digging practise trenches similar to those they would be fighting in when they went to the war. These now infilled trenches can still be seen in many areas as sinuous, zig-zag and crenellated linear depressions. Unsurprisingly, some of the most extensive are close to Crowborough camp. Shooting practise was also undertaken on a number of firing ranges, some of which were of 19th- century origin. Many of these sites survive today, with low wide banks marking the firing positions and taller steeper banks marking the target butts (eg Old Lodge Nature Reserve, Hartfield).

World War 2 saw more military use. A scatter of pillboxes, part of a north-south defensive line, includes examples at Rotherfield and Fletchling. Camps were established both on the heathland and within grounds such as Sheffield Park. The build-up of men and equipment for D-Day was dispersed and hidden in the forest where concrete roads and hut bases can still be found. Forward airstrips were also established including an example at Wych Cross. The new defensive and practise positions were unlike those of the Great War. Short slit trenches were dug, either straight or L shaped, and these are common earthworks. The training also left behind unexploded grenades and mortars that should be left well alone if discovered.

Religion and commemoration

Although most churches in the area have medieval origins many have post-medieval rebuilding and/or additions. These represent changes to High Weald society, often reflecting the increase in population and wealth brought to the area by industry. Other churches and chapels are wholly of post-medieval build, including the later 19th- century estate church at Wych Cross. There are a number of high status memorials and tombs within churches such as those of the Sackvilles at Withyham. Later memorials are to be found in the churchyards, where the headstones tell many tales from the later 17th century on.
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