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This book is of outstanding importance to all students of the 
royal forests of England as well as to local historians. It is 
based upon original research into the public records and a wide 
reading of published sources. The main part of the volume is 
concerned with the royal forest of Lancaster during later 
medieval times, and there is an exhaustive and well-documented 
survey of all aspects of life in the forest during that period. The 
struggle for reform and the disafforestation which came late in 
Lancashire are then described together with the growth and 
spread of agriculture which accompanied them.

The work begins with an introductory survey of the origins of 
the forest system in France under the Carolingians and their 
predecessors, and then goes on to discuss its development in 
Lancashire. It is possible that areas had been set aside for 
hunting by the Saxon kings, but they had never been subject 
to a special forest law. A love of the chase was one of the 
outstanding characteristics of the Normans and after the 
Conquest there was a rapid extension of forest land in England. 
This land was subject to the forest law, and those who broke 
it were liable to penalties of great severity. A main theme in 
the book is the attempt of the commoners to force a revision 
of this law to permit the extension of agriculture and the 
economic development of forest land.

After 1066 much of what later became Lancashire was 
granted to Roger de Poitou who proceeded to enforce the forest 
system. The royal forests were enlarged by later earls and by the 
fourteenth century took in a considerable area. This expansion 
is described and there is a statement of the extent and distribu 
tion of the forest based upon material drawn from the forest 
eyre held in 1334-6. Leyland, although afforested during the 
time of Roger de Poitou, is considered separately because the 
forest period ended in 1229 with the exception of the park of 
Healey.

The complex organisation of the forest, including the rights of 
the ministers and foresters, is then compared with other areas. 
From time to time regards were held and those who were 
found to have broken the forest law were brought to trial. In 
Lancashire in the twelfth century the inhabitants of the forest
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often paid substitute fines in order to have these regards and 
inquisitions postponed from year to year. But the people of 
the forest had a variety of rights which had been given to them 
from time immemorial and confirmed in the Forest Charter of 
1217. These rights such as turning out animals on the woodland 
pastures, cutting turf, and digging marl are described in the 
section on vert and venison, together with the franchises and 
territorial grants made within the forest area to the church, 
the laity, and the ministers of the forest.

The demands of the barons for reforms led to the Forest 
Charter, which is fully discussed in conjunction with the peram 
bulations which were carried out under its terms. Transcripts 
from the rolls of the forest eyre held in 1287 indicate that few 
heavy fines were imposed on those who had committed offences 
against the venison. The struggle for further reforms under 
Edward I and Edward II is described and related to the county 
quarrels which affected the administration of the forest during 
their reigns. Extracts from the two series of attachment rolls 
dealing with the period 1290-1307 for the bailiwicks of Lonsdale 
and Amounderness provide further evidence of the action taken 
for offences against vert and venison.

Next, the rolls of the forest eyre held in 1334-36, which 
dealt with offences committed over the period 1285-6 to 1334-6, 
are used to provide a valuable picture of judicial proceedings 
at a forest eyre. There are also accounts of the claims to 
forest franchises with the charters enrolled in support of the 
claimants' cases. From this it becomes clear that the economic 
significance of the forest to the claimants had become con 
siderable.

The fourteenth-century perambulations and the eyre of Duke 
Henry held at Preston in 1359 are then considered. In other parts 
of England disafforestation went on progressively throughout 
the fourteenth century, but in Lancashire the limits of the 
forest were strictly maintained. Attempts to reduce these 
boundaries were frustrated by the verderers and foresters, who 
refused their consent to acknowledge a perambulation in 1338. 
However the records of the eyre held at Preston indicate that 
the trend was towards a more lenient policy. Pardons were 
granted liberally and franchises and privileges were not subject 
to inquiry as they had been in the past. Although in a bad 
state of preservation the records of the eyre have been as 
carefully deciphered as possible because they provide a clear 
view of forest law during these years.

The forest ministerium under the earls and the dukes of 
Lancaster and their successors is then considered, and valuable
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evidence is provided from the compotis of the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries. Studies of the swainmote are added for 
Wyresdale and Quernmore in the time of Edward IV. Similar 
fifteenth-century records for West Derby provide further 
evidence of the decline of forest procedure. There follows an 
account of the chases of "Blackburnshire" and Bowland, which 
were joined to the royal forest of Lancaster in 1311 but re 
mained outside forest law. Offences of vert and venison were 
tried at the woodmote courts. There are chapters on the 
seigneurs of the chases, and the system of administration; 
procedure is illustrated from the appropriate rolls.

The rest of the book is concerned mainly with the develop 
ment of agriculture in and around the forest. The pre-Conquest 
origins of husbandry are considered and this is followed by an 
analysis of the agrarian system during the first half of the 
thirteenth century as illustrated by a study of monastic grants in 
western Lancashire and in the Ribble valley near Clitheroe. 
Animal husbandry is described, and the use of the Lancashire 
forest for cattle rearing and horse breeding is indicated by 
reference to the pipe rolls and the later accounts of the royal 
foresters and the stewards of the chases. Cattle stations or 
vaccaries were developed during the period of great agricultural 
expansion which took place in Lancashire in the late twelfth 
and early thirteenth centuries. Cattle rearing and horse breeding 
provided very important sources of forest revenue.

There is also a discussion of the growth of agriculture in all 
its aspects among the farmers who lived in the extensive 
purlieu of the forest. It appears that horse breeding, dairy 
farming and sheep rearing were carried on without restraint 
and that crop production increased on assarted land, provided 
no harm was done to the deer which might stray on the culti 
vated lands near to the forest pale. The population of the 
incorporated towns which were growing up in the thirteenth 
century also demanded arable and pasture land: they were 
encouraged by the forest administration, the kings, and the 
earls to assart land in the demesne forests at their gates. As a 
result there was a progressive decline in the area of open waste 
and woodland pasture and a consequent conflict of interest 
between the farmers and the commoners who were losing their 
common rights. The disputes between them increased in the 
fifteenth century, and many of the pleas heard in the duchy 
court concerned with the forests of Fulwood, Myerscough and 
Quernmore are abstracted by the author to illustrate this phase.

The last two chapters complete the picture. They describe the 
disafforestment of the remaining demesne lands, the progressive
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improvement of land in the chases by tillage, and the disputes 
which arose between the copyholders and the crown. But 
gradually these differences were resolved, and a prosperous 
farming community grew up, whilst near the towns the former 
forest vills became suburban or fully urbanised from the 
seventeenth century onwards.

The volume, which must be a work of reference for the royal 
forest of Lancaster for some time to come, is superbly illustrated 
with a number of landscape photographs. In addition there 
are twenty-nine maps as well as pedigree charts, and the arms 
of some of the families concerned.
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