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THE
EASTERN
ROTHER
COURSE
T he Eastern Rother, so named 
to  d is tinguish  it from th e  river 
o f  th e  sam e nam e in West 
Sussex, rises at C hurt House 
n ear R otherfield  w h ich  is som e 
150 m e tre s  (5 0 0  ft) above sea 
level. It th en  flows eastw ards. 
South  o f  Mayfield, through  
ridges o f  clay know n as the 
W adhurst and Burwash Ridges 
w h ich  o n c e  p ro d u ced  iron and 
tim b e r for th e  tow ns and the 
Sovere ign’s fleet. Before reach 
ing W ith eren d en  Bridge, the 
riv e r passes th e  old Bivelham 
Forge and is joined by the  Tide- 
b ro o k  Stream. This length can 
be  ca lled  th e  U pper Rother.

Below W itherenden the river 
co lle c ts  th e  D udw ell and co n 
tin u es in an easterly  d irec tion  
to  E tchingham . It passes many 
m ills and m illstream s on its 
ro u te  to  R obertsbridge. Udiam 
w ith  its Roman road signals the 
en d  o f th e  m iddle length and a 
ch ange  in the  characteristics o f 
th e  river.

B etw een  Udiam and Bodiam 
th e  transition  is from  upland 
flow to  lowland flow as the river 
reaches sea level. Below Bodiam 
th e  K ent Ditch, w hich is the 
b o u n d ary  b e tw een  Kent and 
Sussex, joins th e  river from  the 
N orth . T he valley th en  w idens 
and  land use changes from 
m ix ed  to  arable farming.

T he low land R other co n 
tin u es  to  N ew enden, w hich 
un til th e  16th C entury  was an 
im portan t p o rt used for both  
legal and illegal trading. The 
H exden Channel joins the river 
from  the  N orth  at the  site of 
a C astle Toll o f unproven  his
tory. Flow ing th rough  the Wet 
Level, South o f the  Isle o f 
O xney, th e  river takes a new' 
cu t m ade in th e  17th C entury  
befo re  rejo in ing its o ld  course 
(N o rth  and East o f O xney and 
now  know n as the  Reading 
Sew er). T he Royal Military 
Canal, links in to  th e  river at 
Iden Lock.

T he tidal limit o f the  river 
is Scots Float Sluice at Playden 
w hich  w as built in 1984 to  re 
p lace  th e  prev ious sluice o f 
1831. H ere river flow is 
in te rru p ted  tw ice a day by the

sea. D rainage from part of the 
Walland Marsh enters the tidal 
section  via th e  Union Channel.

Also drain ing to the  estuary 
are the  Rivers Tillingham and 
Brede. These flow from Staple- 
cross and Netherfield through 
m ixed farm ing country  and 
join the  Rock Channel on the 
sou thern  side of the ancient 
tow n  o f Rye.

HISTORY
Place nam es such as O rdnance 
Place, C inderhill, Powdermill 
and the various Forges preserve 
the m em ory of the iron working 
activities in the area. There 
w ere  for exam ple, no less than 
ten  iron w orking sites w ithin 
three miles o f Mayfield Church. 
The o re  was first exploited  in 
the  Iron Age, and then by the 
Romans and sporadically 
th rough  the  Middle Ages. The 
headw aters w ere used for 
cooling  the  m olten masses of 
iron w hich  w ere ex tracted  by 
heating  w ithin a charcoal 
m ound. By Tudor times, blast 
furnaces revolutionised the 
industry. The draught from 
bellow s created  higher tem p
e ra tu res  allowing cast iron to 
be  p roduced  and w rought. The 
steep  stream s w ere ideal for 
dam m ing to  give a head of 
w ate r to  drive w ater w heels 
for bellow s and forging ham 
mers. At that time, m ore than 
half the iron-mills o f the country 
w ere  situated in the Weald.

The history o f the low er 
reaches of the river and of the 
Romney Marshes is almost lost 
in the  mists of time. Longshore 
Drift, th e  process by w hich 
shingle is driven from West to  
East by waves induced by the 
prevailing south westerly winds, 
has been  the major force in 
shaping the river outfalls and 
the  associated marshlands.

It is probable that in late 
p reh isto ric  times, a long and 
continuous shingle ridge stretch
ed m ost of the way across 
the  shallow bay betw een Fair- 
light and Sandgate. Behind this 
lay a large lagoon into w hich 
th e  Rivers Brede, Tillingham 
and Rother flowed. The main 
ou tle ts  for the  Rother w ere 
fu rther East, betw een Lydd and 
Romney near the present site 
o f West Hvthe. Siltation in the 
lagoon eventually allowed 
m arshlands to  be reclaim ed or 
“inned” and in the process 
caused the outfall to  move 
w estw ard twice.

Man’s continuing efforts 
drained the land and made it

habitable and agriculturally 
profitable. Today som e 27,000 
ha of wonderfully fertile land lie 
betw een the old sea cliffs and 
the coastline. Altogether, more 
than tw o thirds rem ains below 
the level o f high tides, depend
ing on flood defences and land 
drainage for its preservation 
and productivity.

In early Roman times the 
river was known as the Limene 
and entered the sea near 
Hythe. A Roman fort, the 
remains of which are easily 
seen, was built near the present 
l.ympne Castle site to protect 
the harbour, Portus Lemanis. 
By Mediaeval tim es the un 
relenting shingle drift and silta
tion within the lagoon had 
caused the river mouth to move 
back to  Romney, which w ith 
Hythe, Hastings, Dover and 
Sandwich was one of the 
Cinque Ports. This in turn 
set up the formation of the 
shingle prom ontory known as 
Dungeness.

A succession o f storms and 
floods savaged north-w estern 
Europe during the thirteenth 
century. A great storm  in 1287 
caused the river to forsake its 
old channel to  take a shorter, 
more westerly rou te  to the sea 
by Rye. Accretion of shingle 
seawards at a rate of several 
m etres a year, has resulted in 
the river now  discharging 
some 4 km from the town.

Through the centuries p ro 
gressive reclamation of land 
and the construction of sluices 
greatly reduced the am ount of 
tidal water ebbing and flowing 
through the estuary. This en
couraged siltation in the 
harbour and the formation of a 
shingle bar across the river 
mouth. In this context the 
needs of seafarers and land
owners have inevitably been in 
conflict and have still to  be re
solved by compromise.

GEOLOGY AND 
HYDROLOGY
In the heart of the Weald the 
Wadhurst ('.lay is som e 45m 
thick and separates the  Ash
down and Tunbridge Wells 
Sands. Being impermeable to 
rainfall, the  clay dictates the 
flashy character of the head
waters. In w inter they respond 
quickly to  rainfall, but in 
summer they lack strong 
springs such as those issuing 
from chalk areas elsewrhere in 
the region.

Some w'ater supplies in the

area are taken from under
ground and the principal w ater 
bearing rocks are the sand
stones, particularly the 
Ashdown Sands. However, 
most of the w ater needed for 
public supply is taken from 
rivers and reservoirs.

Water is pum ped from the 
river at Robertsbridge to 
Darwell Reservoir some 3 km 
away. The reservoir is operated 
by Southern Water Services Ltd 
w hich uses it for direct supply. 
C onstructed in 1950, it has a 
maximum storage capacity of 
4460 Ml and a design yield of 
21.9 Ml/d. The reservoir 
occupies 69 ha but is currently 
being enlarged. Powdermill 
Reservoir, located on the River 
Brede, is a small impounding 
reservoir used for direct supply. 
With a surface area of 21 ha, it 
has a storage capacity of 808 
Ml. Southern Water Services 
Ltd also abstracts underground 
wraters from the Brede Wells 
to  its Brede Water Treatment 
Works.

River flows are measured by 
a gauging w eir at Udiam and by 
an ultrasonic flow gauge at 
Blackwall Bridge near Witter- 
sham. There are flow gauging 
stations on the River Dudwell, 
the River Brede and the 
Hexden Channel.

There are a large num ber of 
m inor abstractions for agricul
tural purposes in the catch
ment, particularly for spray 
irrigation on the Romney 
Marshes and in the Shirley Moor 
area. High value agricultural 
crops such as potatoes, depend 
to  a large degree upon the 
availability of this water. The 
National Rivers Authority 
operates and enforces an 
abstraction licensing system 
w hich ensures that w ater is 
taken at the right times and 
only from the places w here it 
can most be spared.

South of the Marshes lies the 
shingle prom ontory o f Dunge
ness. This is an area of unique 
im portance for a w ide range of 
bird life and also an im portant 
source of w ater for the Folke
stone and District Water 
Company. large volumes of 
fresh water are taken daily from 
beneath the shingle for public 
supply. Gravel extraction for 
the construction industry' in
volves the NRA in considerable 
investigatory work to  ensure 
the integrity of the water 
supplies in the shingle and to 
safeguard them from saline 
intrusion.
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Rainfall in the upper Rother 
c a tch m en t averages 890 mm 
p e r  year w hich is generally 
heavier than elsew here in Kent. 
T his is because the  prevailing 
sou th -w esterly  w inds carry 
m o istu re  from  the  A tlantic and 
English Channel. Some o f this 
co n d en ses in to  rainfall as the 
air lifts and cools over the 
relatively  high ground  o f the 
W eald.

WATER QUALITY
T he National Rivers A uthority 
has se t high w ater quality 
ob jec tives for the  rivers o f the 
R other ca tchm ent w hich for 
m ost o f  the ir lengths have 
ob jec tives o f 1A o r IB (h igh  
w a te r quality suitable for gam e 
and high class fisheries.)

T here  are how ever s tre tches 
w h e re  low  flows o r  low  
dilutions make Class 2 (suitable 
for reasonably good coarse 
fisheries) a m ore realistic 
objective. These include a short 
s tre tch  o f  stream  below  Battle 
Sew age Treatm ent Works, and 
th e  low er reaches o f th e  river 
b e tw een  th e  R other Levels and 
th e  tidal limit. To ensu re  that 
th e  river m eets its objectives 
th e  NRA sets lim its on  all 
p e rm itted  discharges, re s tric t
ing th e  streng th  and volum e o f 
o f effluents.

T he ca tchm en t is p redom i
nantly  rural and th e  population  
is sp read  mainly across small 
tow ns and villages so there  
are no  large sew age works. 
T he th re e  largest, T enterden, 
Battle and Rye have flows o f 
1,730, 1,130 and 1,180 m ’/d  
respectively .

In tensive dairy' farm ing has 
g en era ted  considerab le  po llu 
tion  p rob lem s in the  past. The 
steeply sloping land aggravates 
slu rry  and silage pollutions, 
particu larly  during  periods of 
heavy rainfall.

After agricu ltu re , the  m ajor 
industry  in the area is gypsum  
m ining in the  M ountfield and 
B rightling area. From tim e to  
tim e th e  discharge o f m ine
w a te r has resu lted  in high 
su lpha te  levels in th e  River 
Line, a tribu tary  o f th e  River 
Brede.

The low er Rother catchm ent 
and th e  Rom ney and Walland 
Marsh area are characterised  
by sluggish o r static w a te r
co u rses  and w hilst being  o f 
good  quality  are p ro n e  to  d e 
oxygenation, particularly during 
th e  d ry  sum m er m onths.

T here  is considerab le  light

industry  in the  Rother Estuary 
w ith in  the  Port o f Rye, in 
clud ing  a tim ber wharf, several 
small boatyards, an oil refinery' 
and a so lvent ex trac tion  w orks 
bu t in general these do  not 
affect w ater quality.

FISHERIES
The Rivers R other, Brede and 
Tillingham all support good 
coarse fisheries as well as runs 
o f sea trou t. The sea trou t are 
large, com pared w ith elsewhere 
in th e  country , averaging 
2—2.5 kg (4 .5 —5 lbs) and 
som e fish reach sizes in excess 
o f  6  kg.

In th e  High W eald w here  the 
w ater is iron rich  and acidic, 
th ere  are popu lations o f highly 
co loured , small b row n trout. 
Bullheads, b rook  lam preys and 
stone  loaches are  also found in 
the  fast flowing headw aters.

The m iddle reaches support 
good  popu la tions o f  dace and 
chub  w hereas th e  lowland 
reaches, w ith  th e ir m ore m od
era te  flows, con tain  stillw ater 
species and fish w hich are m ore 
tolerant o f low er oxygen levels. 
T hese include bream , roach, 
tench , carp  and pike.

Lamprey

Fishing righ ts on  23 5 km of 
th e  Royal M ilitary Canal rest 
w ith  th e  N ational Rivers 
A uthority  w hich  leases them  to  
five angling societies. The 
(.anal is an im portan t m atch 
venue for large com petitions 
inc lud ing  N ational events.

FLOOD DEFENCE
T he forces o f river and sea. 
to g e th e r w ith  th e  efforts of 
man. c rea ted  R om ney Marsh 
and earned  the  area its repu ta 
tion as the  c rad le  o f land d ra in 
age and sea d efence  organisa

tion. By the  12th century' there  
w ere  Ij w s  o f the  M arsh’; sta tu 
tory rules for the  d irec tion  and 
contro l o f sea defence and land 
drainage. An ancient co rpo ra
tion, know n th roughou t its 
history as the Ijords, Bailiffs and 
Jurats was established by Royal 
C harters in 1252 and 1462. It 
exercised  its functions from 
New Hall, D vm church, until 
1930 w hen the first I.and 
Drainage Act c rea ted  C atch
ment Boards to  undertake flood 
defence duties.

Today, the National Rivers 
Authority, like its predecessors 
the Kent River Board, the Kent 
River Authority and Southern 
W ater Authority, has responsi
bility for the harbour, land 
drainage and sea defence. 
Additionally, m uch smaller 
local organisations set up by 
the lan d  Drainage Act (1930), 
called Internal Drainage 
Boards, levy rates and look after 
sm aller w atercourses in the 
separate m arshes in the  area. 
The NRA carries ou t land 
drainage w ork on behalf of 
these w hich  com prise  the 
Romney Marsh Levels IDB, 
Walland Marsh IDB, D enge & 
Southbrooks IDB, Rother IDB 
and Pett IDB.

In addition to  the  large 
areas of low-lying, reclaim ed 
land in the  low er catchm ent, 
the topography has an im 
portan t bearing  on  the  land 
drainage and flood defence 
role. TTie upland catchm ent is 
steep  and relatively im per
m eable; consequen tly  in w et 
w ea ther there  is a high rate of 
run-off. The low land valley 
below  Bodiam then  becom es a 
flood storage lake w hich  can 
discharge only in term itten tly  
be tw een  each high tide. The 
river canno t always sto re  this 
w ater w ith in  its banks w hen it 
is tide-locked, and w hen  tide- 
free, its d ischarge is res tric ted  
by the small cross-section of the 
upper reaches o f the  estuary'. 
These tw o factors result in 
frequent and extensive fkxxiing 
o f the  valley.

The exceptional floods of 
N ovem ber I960, w hen the peak 
run-off cam e at the  end  o f an 
ex trem ely  w et period  o f five 
days, exceeded in level anything 
previously reco rded , and m ost 
o f the valley w as inundated.

Betw een 1966 and 1980 an 
im provem ent schem e w as in 
stalled. The river banks w ere  
raised th roughou t m ost o f its 
length to  increase storage and 
avoid overtopping. H ow ever.

som e land was still needed to 
sto re  floodw ater in the  m ost 
ex trem e conditions, so the 
flood banks in the region of the 
Wet Ix*vel w ere built to a lower 
level to  perm it overtopping  in 
extrem ity . This provided an 
area o f about 280 ha (7 0 0  
acres) to  sto re  fkx>dwater 
w hilst the outflow from the 
river to the sea was tide-locked.

For land drainage purposes, 
provision was made to  pum p 
w ater from low lying land up 
to  the high river level. Twenty 
A rchim edean screw  pum ping 
stations now  drain th e  marsh 
areas and also deal w ith the 
upland water. Similar provisions 
w ere  m ade for the  Rivers 
Brede and Tillingham.

Historically the drainage 
pattern  of the marshes had been 
radically changed at a stroke 
by th e  building of the  Royal 
Military’ Canal for m ilitary d e 
fence against the French in 
1 8 03 -5 . Its potential for cap
turing  upland w ater from the 
hills was quickly appreciated. 
W ater from the Marsh was lifted 
in to  the Canal, first by w ind
mills and then by steam pumps. 
Today the  Marsh is still drained 
to  the Canal by pum ping  sta
tions at Shirley Moor, Apple- 
dore, W arehorne, Ruckinge 
IDB and Bilsington. A pum ping 
station at Union Sluice drains 
th e  Walland Marsh to  the  tidal 
R other and o thers at Great- 
stone, St Mary’s Bay, Dym- 
church  and Cam ber help  to 
drain small areas of marsh 
d irectly  to  the  sea.

The Royal Military Canal — 
military defence work, h igh
way, land drain, fishery and 
thing of great beauty -  also 
serves as a reservoir during the 
dry sum m er m onths w hen  its 
w ater, im pounded by sluices at 
A ppledore, West Hythe and 
Iden Dxrk can be fed through 
penstocks in to  the thirsty 
marsh sewers. This can be 
supplem ented  by w ater 
pum ped from the river to  p ro 
vide wet-fencing, cattle w ater
ing and also w ater for spray 
irrigation.

Along the coast, the shingle 
drift w hich gave b irth  to  
Romney Marsh still con tinues 
its relentless passage eastwards. 
Now, NRA flood defence en 
gineers w ork w ith the sea, 
using the shingle it supplies as 
a “soft” sea defence. Shingle 
absorbs the energy o f storm  
induced waves and m oves w ith 
the  forces of nature. By recyc
ling shingle from the areas



w here  it accum ulates to  those 
w here  it has been depleted, 
the  NRA maintains a shingle 
cushion to  resist the im pact of 
w in ter storms. Approxim ately 
30,000 cu m etres o f shingle 
per year are  taken from N<x>k 
point and recharged to  Cliff 
End to keep pace w ith erosion 
and to keep the river m outh at 
Rye H arbour free from block
age. A similar quantity  is 
recirculated from the  point of 
Dungeness back to  its South 
facing coast and northw ard  to 
Littlestone and St Mary’s Bay.

NAVIGATION
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Rye H arbour has a special 
im portance to  agriculture; it 
provides th e  outlet channel 
through w hich w ater drained 
from extensive areas o f low 
lying land is discharged. For 
this and o th e r reasons, it has 
the  unique status o f being the 
only harbour ow ned by the 
NRA.

H owever the harbour is far 
m ore than an agricultural drain. 
Since tim e im m em orial and in 
contrast to  o th e r C inque Ports 
of “stranded pride”, it has 
survived on  its m erits as an 
active and useful port in peace 
and war. Ttxiay, desp ite  silta
tion, it provides m oorings for a 
prosperous fleet of inshore 
trawlers and for som e 500 
small pleasure boats. A privately 
ow ned w harf handles cargoes 
of tim ber, grain, aggregates, 
rubber and fertilizers as a result 
o f 200 visits a year by small 
cargo vessels.

To assist in discharging these 
responsibilities the NRA em 
ploys a H arbour Master and 
Assistant Harbour Master. There 
is also an Advisory C om m ittee, 
com posed o f harbour users and 
representatives of organisations 
having an in terest in the ru n 
ning o f the  H arbour Pilotage 
and Custom s Services are p ro 
vided and an inshore RNI.I life
boat is stationed in the port.
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