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There be iron in them there woods 

On Thursday 18th May, FoSE held its AGM.  Business was brief, as usual, and I 

suspect that most of the audience had come to hear about the research project 

currently going on in Hollybush Wood. 

Ethan Greenwood is in the second year of research for a Ph.D at Exeter 

University.  He is currently being sponsored by the Wealden Iron Research 

Group, and his focus is on Roman Iron production in the Weald.  He wants to 

explore the socio-economic organisation of iron production at that time.  To this 

end, he has explored two very different sites, first using geo-prospecting 

techniques, and then following up with the hard graft of excavating the waste 

heaps identified. 

He told us that research into Wealden Iron began as far back as the 18th 

century, but there is a growing awareness that, as more is learnt, many of the 

assumptions that have been made for centuries are probably not wholly correct.  

NUTS ABOUT STANDEN! 



Even in The Iron Industry of the Weald – the iron researcher’s bible by Cleere 

and Crossley – it is now accepted that there is a lot of guesswork.  Much of the 

fieldwork done in the early part of the 20th century involved looking for slag in 

ghyll streams, but often it didn’t go much further than that. 

We probably all realise that the Weald was once an industrial area and that it is 

made up primarily of clay, sand and ironstone, but not that 1,133 different 

ironworking sites have been identified in the area, of which 139 have been 

confirmed as Roman.  There may be many more than this, as over 500 have not 

been firmly dated. 

In Roman times, there were two kinds of sites; those to the east and south, 

which were linked by rivers to the sea, and produced iron on an industrial scale 

for the Classis Britannica – the Roman fleet in Britain, and those on the north 

and east, which were smaller, and either smelted iron for personal use or to 

trade in London.  The site Ethan has explored at Chitcombe falls into the 

former category, while that at Standen, which is much smaller, is part of the 

latter.  Part of the site is on Busses Farm, which would be the easier area to 

excavate, were it not for the problems of disturbing someone’s farmland.  The 

other part is in Hollybush Wood, so his excavations will take place in much 

harder terrain for digging. 

It is not easy to elicit 

information from Roman iron 

workings.  All smelting produces 

slag, which was disposed of in 

waste heaps, along with soil and 

the clay used in creating the 

furnaces (which often only 

lasted for a couple of firings 

before the intense heat cracked 

them), but in an area like the 

Weald, where the roads were 

very muddy in winter, much of it was removed and laid on the highways to create 

better surfaces for transport.  Ethan’s task is to sift through what is still in 

the waste heaps and measure the iron-related materials he finds.  He hopes, 

always, to find artefacts as well – maybe coins, or pottery – which would help 

him to date the sites more precisely.  He was asked if carbon-dating would help 

him in this part of his work, but it is not appropriate or accurate enough for 

what he is doing, which is why such items as coins are the Holy Grail. 

It is a bit of a mystery as to who would have worked on iron at sites such as the 

one in Hollybush Wood and Busses Farm.  In Roman times, the Weald was not 

much populated; there were no villas – they tended to be further south.  



However, iron workers needed to be extremely skilled as the processes are 

complex, so it is unlikely that it was the local peasantry doing the work.  When 

the Romans found mineral wealth, they claimed ownership of the land.  It is 

possible they then sent in their own experts who smelted iron in the winter but 

farmed – although the land is not ideal for growing crops – in the summer.  When 

the Romans left in around 400 AD, they took their knowledge with them, and 

there was no iron smelting in the region for at least 500 years.  When the 

Anglo-Saxons began to extract iron, they brought their own, very different, 

methods with them. 

It seems that Ethan is going to spend much of this summer digging a hole, and 

extracting material which he will then stash in his long-suffering parents’ 

garden before sifting through everything to gain the data he needs for his Ph.D.  

It is likely that you may come across him if you venture into the woods, though 

you may only be able to see his head if the hole has become deep enough.  He is 

more than happy for people to come and see what he is doing, and he may even 

ask you for a hand up out of his trench when it’s too big to climb out of. 

 

Accessible heroes 

The National Trust recognises that the English love gardens, and that more 

visitors visit Trust properties to see the grounds than to go into the buildings.  

In an attempt to better publicise what is on offer, they have created five 

‘accessible heroes’ in the southern part of the country, gardeners who are 

sufficiently knowledgeable and articulate - and who are in charge of exceptional 

gardens – to be ambassadors for National Trust gardens in the media.  Given all 

the interviews James has done since the completion of the Restoration Project, 

it comes as no surprise that he has been nominated as one of the five for the 

region.  So it looks as if we will be seeing – and hearing – much more about 

Standen’s gardens in the papers and on radio and TV.  A fitting tribute for all 

the hard work. 

 

Woods Group at work 

Anne Scutt has sent in the following report of work carried out recently by the 

Woods Group. 

The Woods group spent a happy afternoon on Wednesday 7th June pulling up 

Himalayan Balsam and Small Balsam from Jack and Tommy field.  We had to 

climb over the stock fence to get to the area to be cleared. That was all right 

for those who are tall but for people like me who are vertically challenged it 

provided quite a spectacle getting over the fence.  John Spencer had to help me 



to get over and even then I managed to fall on the ground, not a very dignified 

way to cross a fence. 

 

The villain 

             The cavalry 

 

Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) was brought to Britain in 1839 and 

grown in greenhouses before it escaped into the wild. The flowers are purple 

pink.  We were pulling this up as this flower is a pest that suppresses natural 

flora.  It multiplies by releasing a multitude of seeds in autumn so needs to be 

kept under control as it is not a native plant.  

Small Balsam (Impatiens parviflora), introduced from Russia in the mid-19th 

century,  has insignificant pale  yellow flowers and again the ripe seed pods 

explode scattering everywhere.  

Both these plants are at the top of Jack and Tommy field but we are gradually 

eradicating them by pulling them up before the flower heads burst out their 

seeds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The previous week was spent pulling up bracken in the same field, so we are not 

always playing in the woods on a Wednesday. 

 

Easy fundraising 

Just a reminder that you can do most of your on-line shopping through easy 

fundraising at http://www.fose.org.uk/ - the icon to get into the site is now on 

the bottom right, or you can use the link under Nuts about Standen in the 

revamped website.  They have recently sent us £48.29 for donations raised up 

to 21st March this year.  Over the entire period of FoSE’s membership of the 

scheme we have banked £535.48 at no cost to any of the membership. 

 

And the winner is… 

Nick Delves, whose name came out of the hat as this quarter’s FoSE prize draw 

winner.  Somehow, the most appropriate prize seemed to be a set of FoSE cards 

– the ones with tulips on, of course. 

 

Thank yous all round 

The sun shone on the righteous on Saturday 8th 

July as volunteers and gardeners gathered on 

Goose Green on a beautiful summer’s evening to 

celebrate the success of the Standen Garden 

Revival.  Roy, Anthony and Ben did sterling work 

on the BBQ while Jo, Nick and Trudie served 

drinks and desserts.  James thanked all the 

volunteers who had helped to make his master 

project such a success, and Carolyn presented 

him with a bouquet from her cutting garden in 

recognition of his vision and project 

management over the five year period.  

Everyone went home with a party bag containing 

a mug with Henry’s version of the word Restoration on it.  There was also a hot 

chocolate sachet, and a Standen Revival pencil and notebook.  Our thanks go to 

Jo and all the other staff for all their efforts to make the evening a success. 

 

Is Standen going viral? 

Following all the other news items and articles which have been appearing 

recently, Tim alerted me to a recent article in the William Morris Society 

http://www.fose.org.uk/


Magazine which included a lovely picture of the Quarry Garden taken from 

above and an interview with James about the Restoration project.  As if that 

wasn’t enough, James has now made an appearance celebrating Standen on the 

German equivalent of Countryfile which is shown all over Europe.  Garden Guides 

– expect more requests for tours for European visitors! 

 

And finally…. 

You may have noticed that this edition of In a Nutshell is appearing a little later 

than usual.  I have decided to try and move publication gradually to later in the 

month.  This is partly to avoid clashing with Our Standen but also as a way of 

creating a simple receipt for FoSE members when they’ve paid their subs.  As 

you know, membership is due by the end of April each year.  At the end of that 

month, Roy will give me the new membership list, and I will adjust the 

distribution list accordingly.  All this takes a fair amount of admin time, so the 

May newsletter will go out at the end of the month.  If you receive it, it will act 

as your receipt.  If you don’t, either you haven’t re-joined or I’ve had a senior 

moment – in which case, let me know. 
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