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Preface
In July and August 2017 the Ashdown Forest Research Group held
its second exhibition at the Ashdown Forest Centre, Wych Cross.
Entitled “Ashdown Forest at a Time of Change: 1850-1914”, the
exhibition covered a diverse range of topics that illustrated some
of the profound changes that were taking place to the Forest and
its communities in the period from the middle of the 19th century
through to the outbreak of the First World War.
We have now collated the text and images from the exhibition
into a series of booklets based around these topics. They
comprise:
1. Ashdown Forest at a Time of Change: A Timeline
2. Aspects of Change in Forest Occupations
3. Life and Leisure on the Forest
4. Changing Architectural Styles on the Forest Edge
5. The Development of Railways around Ashdown Forest
These booklets are being made available for download as PDFs
from the website of the Conservators of Ashdown Forest – the
address is on the back page.
If you wish to contact the authors of any of these booklets, please
get in touch via the group’s email address – also given on the
back page.
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What shall we build with?
Wood, stone, earth, clay, bricks,
tiles and heather
By 1850 there remained a few timber-framed, originally high-status
houses, built of good quality wood on the forest edges. These
were now often sub-divided into cottages and rented out to
agricultural labourers and their families and gently decaying.
There were other timber buildings, usually of poor quality wood,
built by their occupiers, most of which do not survive. These
cottages had their frames filled with panels of woven hazel and
daubed with an earth, dung and straw mixture, wattle and daub,
and were thatched with heather or straw.
Ashdown Forest has many areas of sandstone and commoners
often had rights to dig out and use this. Houses with rubblestone
walls can be seen around the area, using these odd-shaped
stones. They continued to be built in this area until the end of the
nineteenth century.
The sandstone can also be worked by skilled masons into fine and
high-status buildings, many of the Arts and Crafts houses, built from
about 1880 until the First World War are made from local
sandstone and and display excellent workmanship.
At the other end of the scale some squatters built their house from
sods of turf, stacked brickwise and thatched with heather. One,
on the edge of the golf course at Crowborough, survived to be
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photographed in 1906.
Pockets of clay on and around the forest were dug out for brick
making. Labourers welcomed the work in the slack winter periods,
the farmer or brickyard owner welcomed the extra profit. The clay
was weathered by the frost and fired in clamps or kilns after being
mounded to shape. The forest provided the furze, heather and
smallwood fuel. Those red bricks and roof tiles can be seen in
many dated, nineteenth-century houses around the forest.
As the railways spread it became cheaper to build with massproduced bricks from large brickyards and yellow stock bricks
from London and Essex, all to be spotted locally. The yellow bricks
were often used around doors and windows for contrast.
Horsham slabs, expensive to make and to transport, were the most
high-status roof covering in the past. They still survive and can
often be seen on Arts and Crafts houses, as they were admired,
but by that time were brought in by rail.
A thatched roof demands a steeper pitch than one of clay tiles so
that the straw can throw off the rainwater. Tiled houses that were
once thatched can often be identified by their steeper pitched
roofs. Clay tiles themselves were ousted by Welsh slates once a
complete rail network covered Britain.
Horsham slabs, hand-made clay tiles, mass-produced clays, grey
slates and early twentieth-century pantiles can all be seen during
a short walk along the margins of the forest.
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Houses in Disguise
The following two houses show nineteenth-century development
on the forest edge but also how some houses are older than they
first appear.

This substantial “Arts and Crafts” house (photo above) seems
entirely of its time. Good quality timber-framed houses that
survived were admired by the Arts and Crafts movement as
examples of honest, vernacular design, a contrast to classical
influences and mass-produced building components.
Here a seventeenth-century timber-framed house has been
bought, repaired and added to. Gradually extensions, alterations
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and more additions have completely surrounded the timberframed core until it looks an entirely nineteenth-century building.
As this area of the forest became gentrified a solid yeoman's
house was considered worthy of admiration, preservation and
extension. Workers' cottages on the same site would very likely
have been cleared for an entirely new build.
This long building (photo below) appears to be a development in
the “vernacular” style, with windows just under the eaves and the
pebble-dashing and tile-hanging popular just before the First
World War. Looking closely, just to the right of the roses, the red
bricks are laid in rat-trap bond, used for cheap cottages (see the
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following page for a detailed explanation of rat-trap bond). The
white-painted section on the right is also built in rat-trap and the
two roofs appear to be in line. Could this have once been a
terrace or a small group of similar cottages? Possibly they were
bought and a long, low vernacular style house or houses built to
join them together. Looking at the positioning of house chimneys
often gives clues as to the original end wall of cottages.
The varying roof heights and differently faced elevations give the
rural look attractive to middle class buyers of the period and the
building has been added to and altered since.
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Rat-trap Bond
Although the tax on bricks was abolished in the 1850s there was
always a desire to economise, especially when building workers'
cottages. Pictured below is rat-trap bond, where the stretcher
bricks are laid on their sides to use less when building a wall. The
header bricks could be cut in half with each half used, the best
end facing outwards. Alternatively the headers could be allowed
to project inwards. Inside, these projections formed part of an
inner skin built with cheap waste bricks, the wall then being
plastered. Rat-trap bond gives a rather weak construction.

Here the use of the headers is distinct as the iron in the local clay
has vitrified in the kiln to show a dark, shiny surface. In many bonds
black-ended headers were used to form patterns and,
occasionally, dates. The house used for this example was built in
1857.
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Arts and Crafts Style

This house in the Arts and Crafts style uses local sandstone in
squared or snecked rubble. The stone can easily be dug out
along the bedding lines in the quarry but the depth of available
stone varies. Squared up large stones and smaller “sneck” stones
to even up the building courses show skill and care. The house
demonstrates how an area previously considered only suitable for
the labouring classes changed its character. The higher land
around London was now considered “bracing” rather than bleak
and middle class families could build larger houses than could be
afforded in the capital. The house looked out onto the heathland
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of the forest yet the railway station at Forest Row gave access to
London and the coast.
There have been some alterations to this house (p.10): the front
door has been moved and the weatherboarding on the gable
may be an addition. The windows surrounds are stone with one
exception, now framed in oak. This bedroom was originally open
to the air as was the first floor gallery behind. The son of the house
had tuberculosis and fresh air was considered a possible cure.

(above) A large window in another Arts & Crafts house in the area
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Victorian “Pattern-Book” Building

1851 is the first year recorded that more people lived in the towns
than in the countryside. Britain was acknowledged world-wide as
the greatest producer of manufactured goods of all kinds.
Local building styles and building materials all over the country
were giving way to building methods that used mass-produced
goods brought in cheaply by rail rather than being made locally.
Pattern books for architects had been available for at least two
hundred years but by 1850 the population was growing fast, there
was a great demand for new houses and manufacturers were
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sending out catalogues of everything they produced. The spread
of education had made small local builders more likely to be
literate and increasingly they read and ordered from these
catalogues.
This pair of houses, built in 1887 show this trend. The style of the
windows with their free-standing columns can be seen
countrywide, the Welsh slates and the original cast iron rainwater
goods would have been brought by cart from the railway station,
the cast iron having been manufactured in the Midlands. The
bricks too were probably from large brickfields in Surrey or Essex.
The wood, now imported from Scandinavia, would have been
machined to the required profile. Sandstone lintels once handworked were being replaced by ones partly machined at a stone
works and finished by hand.
By following or adapting suggested patterns in builders' magazines
and pattern books new buildings, by 1914, could be classified
mostly by the type of tenant or owner who could afford a
particular type of house rather than one made locally form local
materials as had happened in the past.
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Encroachment on the Forest

Three terraced cottages built in the 1890s show how it was still
possible to encroach on the edge of Ashdown Forest. The land
was probably just inside the then boundary.
These were built as two up, two down workers' dwellings and
would give a small but steady return for rent. Each cottage had a
well in the kitchen and a privy in the garden. The long gardens
allowed the tenants to grow food. They were a considerable
improvement on workers' cottages in existence in 1850; they were
new, well-built and clean.
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There was general concern in the press at the time about rural as
well as urban housing. Houses like this were believed to improve
physical and moral health. To remain as tenants in this improved
housing rent had to be paid on time, the breadwinner was
encouraged to have a steady job. Local census returns show that
all family members in this area worked except for children up to
about the age of ten. These are usually shown as “scholars”,
attending school regularly they had a better education than their
parents.
In 1909 the terrace was sold and later a cottage was built at each
end of the row.
These cottages are of a type that could be built almost anywhere
in Southern England. The railway system by the 1890s was sending
similar building materials all over the country resulting in general
rather than a local style.
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The Ashdown Forest Research Group is a group of
enthusiastic

volunteers

who

research

the

historical

geography of Ashdown Forest. We focus particularly on
the people who have lived and worked on the forest, and
their impact on it, and the impact that the forest has, in
turn, had on them.
Articles based on this research have been published in
Ashdown Forest News and elsewhere. We also give talks
and hold exhibitions of our work.
For more information about the group, a list of its
publications, and contact details, please visit our page on
the Ashdown Forest conservators’ website:
http://www.ashdownforest.org/enjoy/history/AshdownRes
earchGroup.php
If you would like to make contact with the author please
email via the group’s address:
ashdownforestresearchgroup@yahoo.com
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