
  

Wych Cross to Lewes Road
How old is this road? 
Why did it take this route? 
What effect has it had on Danehill?



  

Geological Reasons for this Route

The map shows roads in red and streams in 
blue.  The A275 from Wych Cross stays above 
the spring line from Wych Cross to Sheffield 
Bridge so sticking to drier ground.



  

The LIDAR aerial photo 
shows the terrain without 
any vegetation.  The 
buildings are Sheffield Park 
railway station. The A275 
road bridge is here.

To the east and west you 
can see the meandering 
path of the river, but the river 
is straighter around the 
bridge suggesting the land is 
a little higher and therefore 
easier to cross



  

James Rawlings in an article entitled the 
Winding Road quotes a record which refers to 
two pieces of meadow, lying either side of the 
road to Sheffield Bridge, called the Nether and 
Sheffield Eyes.

Eyes is Anglo-Saxon for a raised area in 
marshland,which would be useful for a river 
crossing.



  

Evidence of age

Roman Roads

Long distance tracks would have 
existed before the Roman 
occupation, but Roman military 
needs and their exploitation and 
transporting of resources to Rome 
required a good quality road system 
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Danehill is not on the Roman 
Road Network, lying between 
the two main north-south 
routes



  

Nutley

Chelwood Gate
Wych Cross

Zooming in we can see how the East-West
Route through Nutley, suddenly diverts
Northwards at Chelwood Gate following the
Same line of the A275 today up to Wych 
Cross. This suggests that the Romans
made use of a pre-existing track for 
this section.



  

Age Evidence 2

The north-south London-Lewes Roman road 
superseded an older trackway that ran from Titsey, 
at the foot of the Greensand Ridge, through the iron-
age hillfort at Dry Hill, Forest Row, Danehill and 
Wivelsfield to Westmeston

Margary



  

Fletching Lane

The pre-historic trackway from 
Westmeston is now the road called 
Freshfield Lane, which joins the A275 
at Danehill.it is likely that the route 
then continued north to Wych Cross.

In 1938 a Roman finger ring and iron 
age pottery was discovered at the 
Freshfield Lane Brickworks adding  
evidence of early settlement to 
corroborate the age of the route



  

Drawings 0f the fine 
Pottery finds at the 
brickworks.The thick 
black line indicates 
the thickness of the 
pot



  

East Grinstead

Danehill

Brambletye

Birchgrove

Hamsey

Parrock

Sheffield
 Manor

Lewes

Evidence of 
Age

So far the age evidence 
has referred to the 
A275 north of Danehill. 
The only evidence of 
age further south 
comes in 1086 from 
Domesday Book.

There are 6 entries all 
of which are very close 
to the modern road. 
Three of these are to 
the south of Danehill, 
suggesting that a road 
was running past these 
properties in 1086



  

Summing Up the Evidence
● Road follows a ridge steering clear of watercourses
● There is a reasonable place to cross the Ouse at Sheffield Bridge
● The road has junctions with the ancient track from Freshfield and 

the East-West Roman route from Rye to Horsham
● The Roman Rye-Horsham route follows the course of the Lewes 

Road on the straight mile
● Six entries in Domesday are close to the road

  



  

A Road Revolution Begins in 1752



  

● Before the Turnpike Roads, the upkeep of the 
road was the responsibility of local people

● Locals could be neglectful of their duty
● A local road builder would probably have only 

had a shovel, a wooden rake and a 
wheelbarrow



  

1724 Daniel Defoe writes:

Sussex roads are so bad that  it 
may take 22 oxen to haul a tree 
through the quagmire



  

Quarter Sessions 12 Jan 1764
...common and ancient King’s Highway leading from the town 
of Cuckfield towards and unto the Town of East 
Grinstead…..part of the road lying between Freshfield Green 
and Danehill….was and yet is very ruinous, Miry deep, 
broken and in such Decay for want of due reparation…...their 
Horses, Coaches, Carts and Carriages could not or yet can, 
go, return, pass, ride and labour without great Danger of their 
Lives and the Loss of their Goods to the great Damage and 
Common Nuisance of all the Liege Subjects….



  

A New Approach

Turnpike trusts started to form from 1702. Local 
people invested in the trust to pay for road 
improvements.

● Tolls were then charged to maintain the road in 
good condition



  

Turnpike Act
● A trust was set up, subscriptions collected and 

then an Act of Parliament was required
● The Act gave draconian powers to take land 

and materials from commoners
● Private land and materials could also be taken, 

but compensation had to be paid



  

● The TurnpikeTrust employed gangs 
of workers with better equipment 
leading to much betterroad building.



  

A ditch and bank was built at 
either side of the carriageway and 
broad verges giving a total of 40+ 
feet. A ditch and bank was built at 
either side.

There are good examples at 
Chelwood Gate and south of 
Danehill

The old photo of Chelwood Gate 
gives some idea of what the new 
turnpike road would have looked 
like.



  

Tolls
● Every carriage whatsoever drawn upon four wheels  1/- 
● Every carriage whatsoever drawn upon two wheels   6d
● Horse, mare, gelding, laden or unladen and not drawing 2d
● Muel, ass or other beast of burden 1d
● Drove of dren or neat cattle and so in proportion for any greater or less number 

10d per score
● Drove of calves, hogs, sheep or lambs and so in proportion for any greater or less 

5d per score

One shilling in 1750 equivalent to almost £10 in 2018. It was expensive to move around, but the road could 
transport people and goods efficiently

The tickets in the photo are from East Grinstead museum



  

● Tolls were collected at the turnpike
● The turnpikes in Danehill parish were at 

Sheffield Crossroads, junction with Tanyard 
Lane, Danehill Freshfield Lane and Wych Cross 



  

Were tolls popular?

Pretty unpopular it would seem. People would move their 
animals in the dead of night, or pay farmers to allow them 
to go across fields to avoid the turnpike.



  

The Turnpike Trusts fought back through the 
courts and also built small houses like these 
at Offham (top) and Beeding (below) at the 
turnpikes so that the gate could be manned 
24 hours a day.



  

There were  a few concessions:

No payment if you returned on the same day

No payment if going to vote or to church 
(includes funerals)



  

Was the Turnpike Successful?
● Most turnpikes made very little profit though the 

Offham-Wych Cross was profitable:

1834 1835 1850

Income £1,423/7/6 £1,405/7/6 £1078/18/8

Repairs £937/11/11 £1,246/11/11 £431/18/8



  

● Opened up the parish through new trade 
opportunities and new people passing through 
from London

●  Land rents increased along turnpike roads as a 
result of improved communication

Effect of the Turnpikes



  

Summary
● The Lewes-London Road dates back at least to Saxon times and 

very likely earlier.
● The road follows ridges avoiding rivers and streams almost entirely
● It was very difficult to travel in winter, especially for wheeled 

vehicles, because of thick clay and soft sandstone road surfaces
● The Turnpike road brought great changes, which we shall look at 

after the break 


