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3 Overall Income
Income came from three different sources: Management, Privileges and 
Punishment. Overall, the level of income varied significantly each year. 
At its highest levels, the royal forest accounted for 5%-10% of all crown 
income:

Oppression or Concession? Income from the English 

Royal Forest, 1227-45

1 Background
The royal forest was a politically 
contentious set of laws covering 
about one quarter of thirteenth 
century England. The laws 
protected the habitat of deer and 
other game that were hunted by 
the monarch.  The forest was also a 
source of revenue for the crown. 
My research examines how Henry 
III (1216-72) generated revenue 
from the royal forest and the 
political response to his actions.

2 Sources
The vast majority of income from the royal forest was accounted for 
via the Exchequer’s annual audit process and is recorded in the Pipe 
Rolls preserved in the National Archives (TNA E372). This is an 
extract showing income from the New Forest in 1227:  
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4 Income from Day-to-Day Management
The most common arrangement for managing the forest was for the 
crown to ‘farm out’ sections of it to local lords and officials who 
collected income from rents and charges. In turn, they paid a fixed, 
usually annual amount to the crown and retained any surplus. The 
average amount of crown income each year was £216:

There were variations from year to year. This was partly because not 
all sums were due annually but mainly because many officials did not 
account regularly. Some did not account at all. Sometimes this was 
due to factors beyond their control such as the civil war of 1233-34. 
Between 1227 and 1245, the crown therefore collected only about 
two-thirds of all the sums due to it from this source. The ‘lost’ 
revenue totalled approximately £1,900.
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One of the reasons why there was little revenue generated from this 
source in later years was because Henry’s government awarded 
privileges without requiring a payment in return. Most of the 
beneficiaries of this generosity were religious houses. The king also 
occasionally accepted lower payments for privileges than had been 
agreed.

5 Income from Privileges
The crown was prepared to grant privileges such as hunting or 
pasturage rights within the royal forest to lords, religious houses and 
local communities, normally in return for payment. At the start of his 
personal rule in 1227, Henry III required beneficiaries to make further 
payments for the reconfirmation of existing privileges. He also agreed 
to take some areas outside the remit of forest law (‘disafforestation’) 
in return for payments. These initiatives produced significant one-off 
revenues between 1227 and 1230 but little after that:

-200.00

0.00

200.00

400.00

600.00

800.00

1,000.00

1,200.00

1,400.00

1227 1228 1229 1230 1231 1232 1233 1234 1235 1236 1237 1238 1239 1240 1241 1242 1243 1244 1245

In
co

m
e

 £

Year

Income from Privileges

6 Income from Punishments (‘Forest Eyres’)
Henry’s government increasingly sought to raise income through 
courts that punished offences against the forest law (‘forest eyres’), 
particularly damage to the habitat and the poaching of deer. This 
approach had been politically contentious in the past. After his 
expensive and unsuccessful military campaign in France in 1242, 
Henry sought to increase income through this source, generating 
considerable opposition. This approach ultimately contributed to a 
challenge to Henry’s rule in 1258 and subsequent civil war. Despite 
this, the collection rate from the eyres was very high at over 90%.
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7 Summary
Henry’s government struggled to collect the revenue due to it from 
the day-to-day management of the forest. The king’s generosity 
meant he did not maximise the potential revenue from the award 
of forest privileges. The crown therefore became more dependent 
on income from forest eyres which, while effective, were deeply 
unpopular and contributed to building opposition to Henry’s rule:

Income 

Category

Income 1227-45 (£) Income 1227-45 (% 

of total)
Management 4,106 27

Privileges 4,467 29

Forest Eyres 6,869 44

Total 15,442 100

King John hunting (BL MS Cott. 
Claud DII, f.116)

Key eyre activity

Major sales of privileges

Brittany campaign

Poitou Campaign


