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a b s t r a c t

Irish forests and chases have been largely ignored by medievalists. Alongside parks and warrens, these
were landscapes within which the elite sought to control not only access to hunting, but also to timber
and woodland resources. The aim of this paper is to collate and review the evidence for forests and
chases in Ireland in the period 1169ec.1399 and to examine the chronology of their creation, their
ownership, uses and functions. The paper uses an interdisciplinary approach, combining historical,
cartographic and archaeological evidence for past activity and provides an insight into these extensive
medieval landscape features. It is demonstrated that in contrast to England, where forests and chases
were important as elite hunting landscapes, in Ireland, they were most significant as sources of venison
and timber and as a means of giving gifts and offices to high-ranking subjects.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

British medieval forests and chases have been the subject of
numerous studies.1 However, with some notable exceptions forests
and chases have been largely ignored for Ireland, and even when
these have been discussed, the focus has tended to be onwoodland
as a whole and its more recent history.2 Alongside parks, which

have been the subject of recent attention, these were landscapes
within which the elite sought to control access to hunting, along
with control of timber and wood resources.3 The aim of this paper
is therefore to collate and review the evidence for forests and
chases in Ireland in the period 1169ec.1399 and to examine the
chronology of their creation and use, and their ownership and
functions. The starting date is defined by the arrival of the Anglo-
Normans in Ireland, while the end point is somewhat more fluid.
In England and much of Europe the high medieval period has often
been defined as finishing at the end of the thirteenth century, after
which point it is usual to refer to the latemedieval period. However,
social and political upheavals in the mid fourteenth century have
been seen as marking a more significant turning point in Irish
history, with the decline in Anglo-Norman control over the island
and the resurgence of the Gaelic Irish.4

Irish forests and chases were governed under the Anglo-
Norman legal system, which was based on that of England.
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Generally, at that time, the law as it applied in England was deemed
to be valid in Ireland, except in particular cases where legislation
might be modified to suit the circumstances.5 As with England,
justice was locally administered through a series of manorial and
county courts as well as courts held by those towns and rural areas
with borough status and courts held by the exchequer. There were
also ecclesiastical courts that had jurisdiction over certain matters
and over offences in the ‘crosslands’ or church-held lands. Royal
justice was administered by the courts of the Justiciar, the common
bench and itinerant justices as well as special commissions.6 A
significant portion of the Anglo-Norman held regions of Ireland,
particularly in the east, were governed as ‘liberties’.7 These were
lordships in which the lord had much greater rights than in shired
counties. He had administration and jurisdiction over all aspects of
the liberty, with the exception of the ‘four pleas of the crown’:
arson, rape, treasure trove and forestall or highway robbery. In the
case of the liberty of Trim, now in Co. Meath, the lord even had
jurisdiction over these. The chief officer of a liberty was the sene-
schal, and each liberty had its own separate system of adminis-
tration and justice.

Compared to England, relatively few Irish medieval documents
have survived. For example, there are no original records of shire
government, and only isolated examples from liberties, with only
two manorial court rolls surviving for the entire medieval period.8

Documents were lost through various mishaps over the centuries,
not least the Four Courts fire of 1922, in which large numbers of
records were destroyed. All of this means that specific evidence
relating to the judicial system within forests and chases is limited.
What evidence has been identified in this project has been gleaned
from published sources and calendars, although it is likely that
other references are present in currently unpublished documents.
Even less information is available regarding the attitudes of the
Gaelic Irish to the specific imposition of forests and chases on the
landscape as compared with the granting of lands that had previ-
ously been held by them. Occasionally individuals with Irish names
are mentioned in documents as, for example, tenants of a manor,
but this is often the extent of our knowledge. One thing that can be
said is that throughout the later medieval period and up to the time
of the Plantations in the seventeenth century, the uplands and
woodlands were the stronghold of Gaelic rebels.9 For example, in
the later thirteenth century the mountains of the forested area
south of Dublin provided a base for the O'Tooles to raid the more
settled lands.10

Given the lack of study to date, the patchy nature of the his-
torical and archaeological evidence and the importance of these
landscape forms, it was felt that this topic could be best addressed
using an interdisciplinary approach. Initially, a wide range of pub-
lished documentary sources were systematically searched for
relevant material.11 From this, cartographic and place name evi-
dence was used to identify the forests and chases referred to. Both

published and unpublished zooarchaeological evidence was of
value in examining the role of hunting in the forests and of wild
meat in elite diets. The paper first examines the origins and defi-
nitions of forests and chases, demonstrating their widespread ex-
istence across Europe, before focusing on Irish examples. It then
looks at the locations, functions, administration and dis-
afforestation of the forests. Finally, the paper concludes that while
this landscape form was introduced by the Anglo-Normans, polit-
ical and economic realities meant that the main functions of the
Irish forests were slightly different to those in England. In Ireland,
therewas a focus on them as sources of venison and timber and as a
means of giving gifts and offices to high-ranking subjects rather
than as locations for elite hunting.

Origins and definitions

The first recorded usage of the word forestum or forestis is with
reference to the Ardennes in AD648. Forests in the legal sense have
been identified in a number of countries including England, Scot-
land, Wales, France, Belgium, Germany and Italy.12 There is debate
as to the origin and meaning of the word, although it probably
comes from the Latin foris, meaning ‘outside’.13 Oliver Rackham
thought that it meant ‘tract of trees’ whereas, by contrast, Chris
Wickham stressed that it defined rights to the land rather than
vegetation. Crucially though, in the seventh to ninth centuries, it
was land ‘in royal possession’ and by the thirteenth century in both
England and in what is now Germany the word related to ‘land
reserved for the use of the king, above all for his hunting’.14 In early
medieval Germany Wildbann or eremus land referred to desolate
wilderness that was held by the king. Often these areas were
subsequently declared to be forests, probably where pressure on
land by colonising peasants resulted in the king choosing to pre-
serve his hunting and timber rights over hitherto unused ground.15

Within the forest the king was ‘outside’ the concerns and pressures
of state and everyday life, in a place where his prerogative held
sway. Therefore the forest, the venison and indeed the act of
hunting took on enormous symbolic significance, and any violation
of these was an act of direct opposition to the king himself.16

As elsewhere, the concept of a hunting reserve existed in En-
gland prior to the Norman conquest, although the complexity of the
system at this early date has been the subject of debate.17 The
number of such reserves expanded to over six hundred during the
latermedieval period.18 InWales, therewere over two hundred and
fifty examples, of which only a few were royal forests. Many had
been set up by marcher lords, who held their land as liberties, and
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