
A ROMAN BROOCH AND OTHER ROMAN FINDS IN AND AROUND SEDLESCOMBE 

WEALD IRON INDUSTRY 

According to The Sussex Archaeological Society’s website for schools, practically every Romano-British site so far 

investigated in the Sussex Weald has been connected to the iron industry in some way.  On arrival of the Romans in 

43AD, the significant reserves of iron ore, already well tapped in the late Iron Age, were now more intensively 

exploited.  In Sedlescombe, ore extraction and small scale bloomery furnace production of iron was already well 

established and significant Romano-British activity continued for 150 years under the Romans. Oaklands was part of 

the richer area to the east of the Weald which included Footlands, Petley, Bodiam, Chitcombe and Beauport where 

production mostly started from the mid 1st century AD.  With Oaklands’  position close to the Roman Road leading 

towards the River Brede, the iron would have been easily shipped from the site.  There have been suggestions that 

there may be a Roman settlement beneath the Pestalozzi Village buildings (Cleere and Crossley 1995:  305).  Because 

of these important links with the Romans, a large part of Sedlescombe is now in an archaeological notification area. 

TWENTY CENTURIES IN SEDLESCOMBE 

According to Beryl Lucey in her book,  “Twenty Centuries in Sedlescombe”, written in 1978, it was the people that 

followed the Romans ie the Saxons who gave us our language and that it would have been them that called the 

village “Sedlescombe” – a seat or residence in a valley.  She asks “Did they (ie the Saxons) find in our valley a building 

of sufficient importance to dominate and identify the area?  Did they find a Roman villa? 

Turning to Roman finds, Beryl mentions Eileen Chown and Christine Kirk (pp24-25) collecting artefacts from 

Footlands Romano-British Ironworking site during World War Two as follows: 

1. One small cup, nearly complete, had the potter’s name Vitalis, stamped on the bottom.  

2. Samian ware imported from Gaul. 

 

3. Quantity of rough native pottery, mostly grey and brown 



 

4. Some quite delicate black-glazed pieces, probably Castor ware from near Peterborough. 

5. Necks and handles of vessels. 

6. A colander. 

7. A tile as would be used in the roof of a Roman villa. 

Beryl also writes that, for a time between the early 1950s and the 1970s, much of these Footlands finds were 

“lost” but that they had recently(ie around the 1970s) turned up at the Barbican Museum at Lewes “on loan 

from the Surrey Archaeological Society”. 

The Sussex Archaeological Society’s Romans in Sussex website for schools shows photos of finds from the 

various sites which can be seen in museums in Battle, Hastings and Bexhill.  Finds not mentioned above can be 

seen below: 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

BATTLE HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

Within “Chronicles of Sedlescombe” , produced by Sedlescombe Women’s Institute in 1953 to celebrate the 

coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, are a couple of unsigned pages on Sedlescombe’s  “Early History”.  One sentence 

stands out to those interested in finding out more about the Roman occupation of the Oaklands area of 

Sedlescombe....  

“A Roman Brooch from Oaklands recently came into the possession of the Battle Historical Society.” 

In her description of Footland finds, Beryl Lucey, in her book makes no mention of the Roman brooch.  Nor is it 

mentioned in other papers such as the Wealden iron Group’s Bulletins back to the 1970s or in modern 

Archaeological Evaluations of land in the parish. 

A query sent to the Battle Historical Society in September 2012 was replied to by Trevor Devon of the Society who 

himself lives in Sedlescombe.  He had checked on the List of Acquisitions in the 1950s but did not find any reference 

to the brooch.  However, he did find that, at about that time, the Battle Museum of Local History opened and, on 

checking, found that the Museum did have a Roman brooch which was simply marked “bequeathed by Eileen 

Chown”.   

Eileen Chown was a lady who lived at Combe Cottage in Sedlescombe, very near to the Footlands Romano-British 

Ironworking site where she and her friend Christine Kirk of Beech House had collected artefacts in the 1940s.  

However, it appears there has been no mention that either lady collected anything from other sites in the vicinity, 

such as Oaklands, although it is possible, as is the possibility of the brooch being passed on to them by someone else 

because of their interest in the Romans. 



However, Miss C Kirk is listed in the WI Scrapbook as being one of the 1953 contributors and, therefore, it seems 

reasonable to suppose that the sentence in the WI Scrapbook is correct and that the Roman brooch was found in 

Oaklands. 

THE SUSSEX ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

An internet search did at last turn up a photo on The Sussex Archaeological Society site for schools of what is 

probably the 1st century brooch bequeathed by Eileen Chown in the 1950s as it states that it is in the Battle Museum 

display.  However, see the rather confusing site reference mixing up Footlands Farm with Oaklands Park.  Of course, 

we are well aware that both Oaklands Park and Footlands, separated by a couple of miles, were important early 

Romano-British Ironworking sites of the 1st century.  

It is unfortunate that Roman finds made in Sedlescombe in the 19th and 20th centuries do not appear to have been 

properly documented, or that documentation is lost and now, 2000 years after they were originally lost, no-one can 

be sure the exact spot they were re-discovered. 

 

 



It is known that, between 1838 and 1840, a 30ft pile of iron-slag and waste from the ancient Romano-British 

ironworkings at Oaklands, was removed by James Byner, the Parish Surveyor living in Sedlescombe, to make local 

roads.  The roads were a “New Road” between Crazy Lane junction with the A21 and Whatlington and Paygate Road 

from its junction with the A21 to join the road through Sedlescombe which had previously gone up Chapel Hill.  At 

that time, ie around 1840, it was recorded that six coins of Hadrian (AD117-138) and some pottery were found.  

Maybe the brooch was found in or near the slag pile at that time or, even somewhere else on the estate that could 

be linked to a settlement or wharf on the River Brede which are thought to be somewhere but have not yet been 

located.   

Not that a Roman brooch is unusual – the Sussex Archaeological Society say they are very common, nor would it be 

valuable – a good selection of Roman brooches can be found for sale on E-bay for just a few pounds.    However, 

either no other brooches have been found in this vicinity or the records have been lost.   

Up to now, very little interest has been shown in the Oaklands Romano-British ironworking site even though, 

according to ironworking expert, Henry Cleere, the output of the site was probably second only to Beauport Park in 

magnitude.  Its cinder heap is thought to have been in excess of 4000 square metres in area and 30 feet high 

extending across the present estate drive up to the boundary of the River Brede which would have filled the entire 

valley floor, a quarter of a mile wide. 

WEALDEN IRON RESEARCH GROUP (WIRG) AND THE HASTINGS AREA ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH GROUP 

(HAARG) 

As long ago as 1849, Mark Anthony Lower, a founder member of the Sussex Archaeological Society, recorded the 

many Roman coins found at Oaklands in the slag in Volume 2 of the Sussex Archaeological Collections.  He noted that 

the subject was worthy of fuller investigation. .    According to The Hastings Area Archaeological Research Group, 

none of the datable finds survive.   (Journal May 2000) 

In 2000, HAARG and WIRG spent a day at Oaklands at which the writer was present.  The major discoveries were 

several ore pits in marginal land alongside Cottage Lane.  Subsequent research by HAARG on the Westfield Tithe 

Award Map of 1841, allowed a link to be made between names given to landscape features in the area and possible 

ironworking connections.  One of the pits was called Pit Shaw and the one to the east was Woodhouse Pit.  Further 

east on a 1752 plan was Marlpit Field.  The slag area is sensibly shown as ”Cinder Banks”  and south of it was “Stone-

Heaped Field”, which it was suggested, could have been where the spoil from other pits was stacked.  An alternative 

meaning came from the knowledge that, in 1534, the land on the western side of Chapel Hill was called “Stonelepe 

Hill”.  Hilepe in Old English often meant a deer leap but another meaning is steep place or sudden drop in ground.  

Chapel Hill, or close by, is a Roman road, hence a “stone” hill. 

The RH7 History Group also writes about place names giving clues to the iron industry in an article by Mavis Priestley 

in May 2006.  Of particular significance is the name Beech which she says means “cinder” not trees”.  Beech Farm is 

of course close to the Footlands ironworking site. 

INDEPENDENT HISTORICAL RESEARCH GROUP (IHRG) 

Geophysical and metal detection work by members of the Independent Historical Research Group on and around the 

estate of the Pestalozzi International Village ie Oaklands Park, started in the summer of 2012.  The remains of the 

once massive cinder heap clearly shows on the geophysics investigations with two tracks leading from it.  One peters 

out but the other continues towards the houses now in Chapel Hill.  Close to the cinder heap an enclosure can be 

seen with what looks like the four sides of a building inside.  During the early days of investigation, a Roman weight 

probably used in connection with trade was found by IHRG, again near to the cinder but deep underground.  It 

appears that any archaeology may well be covered as soil has slipped downhill over the centuries. 

In November 2012, Robin Hodgkinson of IHRG was shown a 4” high glass object dug up intact after nearly 2,000 

years lying undisturbed in Crazy Lane, Sedlescombe.  It has been identified as a vessel for oil or perfume which 



possibly has been used to hold cremation remains.  He also confirmed that IHRG had tracked the Roman road which 

led from the ironworking area at Oaklands past 

the houses on Chapel Hill, through land belonging 

to Luffs Farm to where it crossed Crazy Lane to 

meet the northern part of the caravan site.  The 

urn had been found to the side of the Roman 

road in Crazy Lane.  It was customary, it appears, 

for the Romans to inter cremations alongside 

Roman roads. 

 

Further work by IHRG is expected to continue to 

try to look for a settlement and a wharf in 

Sedlescombe.  In the winter, members plan to 

investigate the ghyll woods on the Pestalozzi 

Estate further up the hill to see whether ore could 

have been mined here and, also, the large quarry-

like feature near the junction of Chapel Hill and 

Cottage Lane. 

Interestingly regarding “quarry-like features”, it is 

reported in “Wealden Iron 1987” the deep 

quarries from which it seems likely that ore was 

extracted at Footlands ironworking site.  The 

largest in Cinderbank Shaw is centred on TQ 7747 

1998 and is an excavation some 15 m deep and 

30m wide.  There are distinct access points on 

two different levels, leading downhill towards the 

smelting area.  Close to the smelting area and 

centred on TQ7731 2000 is a small, shallower 

quarry, approximately 3m deep and 20m across.  

The third quarry is on the other side of the valley 

in Footland Wood TQ 7694 1988 and is about 10 

deep and 50m wide.  Each of these quarries is dug into the lower levels of the Wadhurst Clay, where the most 

consistent source of iron ore is to be found. 

 

WAS THERE A WHARF HERE? 

In the late 1980s, amateur historian Frank Johnson, was putting together a series of slide talks on the houses and 

history of Sedlescombe.  One of the properties featured was Old Orchard, sometimes known as Orchard House, at 

the bottom of Chapel Hill.  Frank wrote in the 1980s “A recent discovery when the foundations for the drive were 

dug was of huge timbers, much too big for a house etc.”  Frank continued – “Could they have been supports for a 

wharf that was here at Sedlescombe Harbour when the sea came this far?” 

I can imagine that this could well be the place where iron ore was loaded for transportation downriver to the sea.  It 

was conveniently beside the Roman road and if iron was smelted in the area of Chapel Hill, there would be easy 

access to a potential wharf.  



PETLEY WOOD IRONWORKING SITE 

Not more than a couple of miles from Oaklands towards the west is Petley Wood where some 3rd century pottery 

fragments were found in the 1950s.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It had always been reported that smelting activity did not take place at Petley but that the ore had been transported 

to Oaklands for processing.  However, in 2004, Liz Phillips of the Wealden Iron Research Group discovered a heavy 

concentration of bloomery tap slag and furnace cinder on the southern edge of Petley Wood (recorded in the 

Group’s Bulletin, Second Series, No.24). 

It is worth adding here for interest that part of Petley Wood (TQ 768 173) is protected as a “scheduled monument” 

under the provisions of the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1976 (as amended).  The monument 

types are listed as a Pillow Mound which might be a Bronze Age barrow and a Bowl Barrow of the Bronze Age, 2350 

BC to 701BC. 

The following Roman items found at Petley are now in Battle Museum. 



 

 

 

 

 



BEAUPORT PARK 

Turning to the south, just two miles that way from Sedlescombe, is 

Beauport Park with its important Roman bath house which is 

considered to be one of the best preserved in the UK.  The buildings 

were only discovered in 1970 by an amateur archaeologist,  Gerald 

Brodribb, who had been drawn to the site originally after seeing a 

reference on an old map to a ‘site of Roman Bloomery’.   

According to his obituary by the Society of Antiquaries, Gerald Brodribb 

(1915-1999) had turned to archaeology on his retirement from 

teaching.  Earlier, he had concentrated more on cricket and had written 

authoritative books on the subject.   

 

In 1869, a hundred years before Brodribb’s discovery, the Rector of Hollington had found a huge slag heap on the 

Beauport site.  The slag was the residue after iron had been extracted and was just thrown away creating enormous 

heaps.   

In the 20th century, Dr Henry Cleere, an expert on iron-working, estimated that the heap would originally have 

consisted of around 100,000 tonnes of slag and the site would have covered about 10 hectares.  This, he said, 

indicated that the site at Beauport had probably been the third largest iron works in the whole Roman Empire.  

According to Dr Cleere, it would seem reasonable for the military to have secured a major source of iron fairly 

promptly after the conquest of Britain began, in order to supply the field armies, and that a number of the early sites 

in the eastern group began producing on a very large scale in the mid 1st century.  He went on to say that these were 

essentially sea-based operations from the beginning, based on ports at Bodiam and Oaklands Park on the Rother and 

Brede estuaries respectively.   

Back at Beauport, using divining rods, Brodribb uncovered a whole network of hidden Roman supply roads and 

together with Henry Cleere, went on to discover evidence of a building which turned out to be the excellently-

preserved bath house, one of the most complete Roman buildings ever to have been discovered in Britain.  It was 

fully excavated in the 1970s.  The remains found show the cold, warm and hot rooms, plunge baths and changing 

rooms.  There are also furnaces, under-floor heating chambers, flues in the walls which provided and channelled 

heat around the building, and painted plaster which decorated the walls.  Hundreds of tile fragments were 

discovered stamped with the CL BR insignia of the Classis Britannica, all of which Brodribb recorded, classified and 

published.  Brodribb went on to a broader study of brick and tile, extending over most of the Roman Empire and, 

according to Wikipedia, his book “Roman Brick and Tile” (1987) remains a key work on the subject.   

The Classis Britannica was part of the Roman’s naval fleet that patrolled the English Channel and other British waters 

and was originally formed to bring Roman soldiers and supplies to Britain.  It is thought that the Beauport bath 

house would have been built for officers of the Navy who were overseeing the iron-working at Beauport. In June 

1998, a year before Gerald Brodribb’s death, the Channel 4 Time Team’s investigation of the site was televised. 

This corner of Sussex was, in the 1st and 2nd centuries AD, the industrial heartland of Roman Britain and a golden age 

for those who enjoyed the fruits of Britain’s absorption into the Roman Empire.  However, for the local workers 

living in the mining settlement, life would have been hard and probably very short, with smoke and furnaces and 

thousands of slave workers.   

Now a scheduled Ancient Monument, Brodribb and others have campaigned for years to have a permanent visitor 

centre built over the bath house but the necessary funds have never been found, even from the Heritage Lottery 

Fund. English Heritage has said that the bath house is a great archaeological treasure which should be handed on to 

future generations for the information it holds but that, with lack of funds, it may need to be recovered in order to 

preserve it.   



Artefacts found on the site are on display at local museums.   



 

 

 

 



 

 

In 2007, the BBC News website gave information that the site was up for sale for £300,000. 

 

Pauline J Raymond 

Sedlescombe Parish Clerk 

2012 


