
A potted history of the people that have lived
on the Sandlings
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he Sandlings heaths were created about 10 thousand years

ago by Neolithic farmers who

cut and burnt clearings in the

‘Wildwood’.The ash from

the burnt trees fertilised the

poor, sandy soil for a short

while, which allowed crops

to be grown.These clearings

were soon abandoned and

another was created close

by. Heather that was growing amongst

the trees, quickly spread into these

abandoned clearings. Nomadic

tribesman then came along and

grazed the heather with their

livestock, which

prevented trees

from re-growing.This way of farming

carried on through the Bronze Age

and Iron Age, until eventually the

‘Wildwood’ was completely

cleared and had been replaced by

large areas of heathland that we

still know as the Sandlings.

During the Iron Age, there were

two different tribes living on the

Sandlings, the Trinovantes to the

south of the Alde estuary and the

Iceni to the north. It is still possible to find

worked flints (scrapers and arrowheads) and ironwear

from the early periods of history, so keep your eyes

peeled.There are also many Bronze Age and Iron Age

tumuli and earthworks along the Walk.The Bronze Age

earthwork on Blaxhall Common is very close to the path.

By the time the Romans invaded in 43AD, the Sandlings had

small farm settlements and field systems. Frisians, Angles and Saxons came from

Northern Europe after the Romans had left.They were pagan people and

were the first people to be called ‘heathens’. During the 7th century

there were royal Anglo-Saxon villas at Woodbridge, Rendlesham

and Blythburgh. As you walk between Woobridge and Melton,

imagine the majestic sight in 624AD of a Saxon Longship being

hauled up the hillside on the opposite side of the river.This

was in the preparation for the burial of King Redwald at

Sutton Hoo.

There are excellent Anglo Saxon displays at both Ipswich

Museum and the National Trust site at Sutton Hoo.

In the 12th century, the Normans introduced rabbits to

Britain.Warrens were built so that the rabbits could be

farmed for their meat and fur. Local place names, such as

Snape Warren and North Warren are a reminder of this

time.You will pass a disused warren on Sutton Heath.

Rabbits, like sheep have helped to keep many areas of

heathland clear of trees.

For a long time the Sandlings heaths belonged to nobody.

They were places where local people

grazed their animals, collected plants to

make medicines and gathered building

materials and firewood. It was Anglo

Saxon lords that claimed ownership and

created commoners who were allowed

rights to continue some of the activities

they had been used to. Norman lords

took away many of these rights and

made life a real struggle for the poor

commoners. Until this day most

Sandlings heaths are owned and some

still have commoners rights.

In the 20th century, as living standards improved, local people and commoners no longer needed

heather, gorse, sheep and rabbits. Centuries of dependence on the Sandlings heathland were ended.

With new fertilisers and improvements in irrigation, large areas of heath were ploughed up to grow sugar

beet, potatoes, carrots, cereals and more recently, garden turf. 30% of Sandlings heath have been lost to

the plough.
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30% OF THE SANDLINGS HAS BEEN LOST TO FARMING


