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In the debate on commons over the last 30 years the starting point has often been Hardin’s 
seminal paper The Tragedy of the commons from 1968. This view has been challenged over 
the years, mainly within the discussion that can be labelled common-pool resources (CPR). 
This discussion has however focused very little on the geography of the commons. A 
growing and interesting discussion on institutional geography partly connected to actor-
network theory engage both the geography and the social organisations. This paper is an 
attempt to bring the historical geography of the commons in Sweden into this discussion.  
Today very little of the Swedish landscape is communally owned and used, but this was not 
the case in the early-modern period. As a matter of fact the majority of the land was prior to 
the 1600’s not completely in private hands; it was jointly owned and used by groups of 
farmers. This is an aspect that is easily forgotten if we focus our attention only on the taxed 
and intensively used lands, i.e. the fields and meadows. The commons made up a 
substantial area of Sweden during the late medieval and early-modern period. There are no 
reliable estimates of the absolute or relative size of commons in Sweden during older times, 
but taking into account that most forests in Sweden were held in common, and the fact that 
forests today cover 55 percent of the country (Skogsstatistisk årsbok 2003 p. 53). I think it 
is safe to say that more than half of the area, maybe as high as 80 percent, was jointly 
owned and managed lands in southern Sweden. Commons were of different types and 
sizes. The commons that belonged to the hundreds (Sw. häradsallmänning) were partly 
taken over by the state during the late 17th century but later handed over to the landowners 
again in the 19th century. The village commons were divided by the villagers and became 
private property in the late 18th or the early 19th century. In the north of Sweden new 
commons were created particularly during the 19th Century (Lilljenäs 1982). The action 
taken by the State and the subsequent response and activity in the local communities 
constitutes the essential part of this paper. 
Large areas were thus commons prior to the enclosures in Sweden in the 18th and the 19th 
centuries. The commons were as mentioned above of varying kinds. It could be a small 
commons that was used by all the farmers in a village or hamlet. This is maybe the 
ordinary use of a common in English, but the concept used for commons in Swedish, 
allmänning, is rarely used for this type of village commons. I will in the following call 
these village forests. There were however other types of commons in Sweden during the 
early-modern period, areas that were used by all landowners in a parish or a hundred (Sw. 
härad). The hundreds predate the parishes that were not created until Christianity had been 
firmly rooted in the 11th or 12th centuries. It seems that some areas were used commonly by 
all farmers in a region (Sw. landskap) but they are not as well studied and our information 
about them is scanty. There was another type of commons, which will be in focus in this 
paper. It is the forests that were shared between several villages, hamlets and farms. These 
forests are known as skogelag (literally a group of people bound together by a forest) in the 
18th century, they have been studied by Clas Tollin (Tollin 1986, 1999). 
This paper is divided into three sections. The first consists of a theoretical discussion that 
deals with the spatial and temporal aspect of commons. I will then make a brief overview 
of the history of the commons in Sweden that obviously draws heavily on previous work. 
This will provide a condensed Swedish forest history and a backdrop for the discussion on 
the studied area. Finally I will give some empirical examples, using cadastral maps and 
legal documents, from a parish called Viby in Grimstens hundred the province of Närke in 
central Sweden with a focus on the 16th and 17th century. I will emphasise one 
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interpretation that will focus on local institutions, the need for a common area for 
discussions and the actions taken by the state vis-à-vis these local institutions. There has 
been an enormous increase in studies dealing with commons, both in an absolute way and 
in a more theoretical way. We are now talking about the importance of saving the whales 
on the high seas or preserving the ozone layer as global commons. In the last decade or so 
the discussion has been strong within environmental studies and in political science. I will 
emphasise the need for historical as well as spatial dimensions to this field of investigation. 
The concept of institutional geography could be used in this way.  
Institutions 
The unavoidable starting point for all overviews is, as already mentioned, the influential 
paper by Garret Hardin from 1968. His argument is that collectively used areas will be 
overexploited and the individual user will not behave responsibly for the sustainability of 
the area. The area will eventually be plunged into an ecological catastrophe. These 
powerful words of Hardin have been criticised by a number of scholars. The basic 
erroneous assumption is that the situation is not a commons but rather an area without 
regulations and rules, an open access-resource. Hardin himself has agreed that this is the 
case in a later article, but the words from 1968 still seem to linger on within some areas of 
research today, mostly though in studies within the natural sciences. 
 
Common Pool Resources 
Elinor Ostrom is one of the researchers that have spent quite some time to questions on 
commons (Ostrom 1990). She studies institutions within a tradition of political science and 
economics. She has in an interesting way turned the argument up side down. The basic 
concept is Common-Pool Resources (CPR). These CPRs are central to the understanding of 
handling the resources and the environment. Most studies in this field define institutions in 
this way following the works of Ostrom and her colleagues. In order for a common to 
function it needs to follow certain demands. Ostrom calls them design principles (Ostrom 
1990). Elinor Ostrom and Sue Crawford have been working on a grammar for decoding the 
commons. The institutions need, according to them, a set of rules, norms and shared 
strategies. 
“The institutional grammar introduced here is based on a view that institutions are enduring 
regularities of human action in situations structured by rules, norms, and shared strategies, 
as well as by the physical world. The rules, norms, and shared strategies are constituted and 
reconstituted by human interaction in frequently occurring or repetitive situation.” 
(Crawford & Ostrom 1995 p. 582) 
Without going into details this set of conditions, that could be formal or informal, need to 
define who is allowed to use the land, what type of usage it is, how much each user is 
allowed to use and something that states what will happen if the rules are not followed. 
This definition of institutions is very similar to Giddens definition of system (Giddens 
1984). 
The examples within the CPR-framework come from a wide range of regions and field of 
activities, where a majority of the studies deal with distribution of resources in developing 
countries. The original studies on commons deal with local institutions, but subsequently 
global issues were also incorporated into the framework (Buck 1998). 
The CPR-theory has been used within different scientific disciplines when questions on 
sustainability are in the forefront, but the core of the literature is probably economics, 
ecology and political science. I will firstly address the question whether historical studies 
can be of importance in our understanding of commons and then move on to discuss the 
spatial relevance of such studies. 
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Historical studies 
Many studies within the CPR-framework are based on models or are entirely theoretical. 
They also tend to study the situation of a common at one period of time and not to follow 
its changes over time. Surprisingly many have the conclusion that Hardin was wrong. No 
ecological crisis emerged; the local institutions managed to avoid this by creating rules and 
limit the human use of the resource. 
There are empirical examples on real catastrophes, i.e. tragedies, in commons but most of 
the can be viewed as situations were open-access is at hand, that is there was no control 
over the resources. There is also a critique against the CPR-theory. One of the critical 
views focus on the fact that many studies just one more time concludes that Hardin was 
wrong. Another critical remark is that that the CPR-theory or framework is not suited to 
study changes or the emergence of commonly owned areas (Stens, Edwards & Röling 2000 
p. 2-3). Attempts have been made to modify the theory in that direction. 
Studies on third world countries, that dominate the field, have from time to time a historical 
perspective but rarely any solid empirical material for a longer period of time, say, further 
back in time than the last 100 years. A not too uncommon result is that the local institution 
has managed to handle a situation with declining resources, i.e. the CPR does work. Studies 
on institutions over a longer period would result in a more complex picture. Lars Carlsson 
has with reference to forest commons made some interesting observations on local 
institutions (Carlsson 1999, 2001). One of his results is that these local institutions seem to 
work regardless of the political organisation on a higher level. They seem to be adaptive to 
new political situations, be it the present democratic system, the medieval feudal 
organisation or the despotic early modern one.  
Historians in Europe have also been attempting to adopt an institutional approach, using 
CPR-theory when it comes to studies on commons (De Moor, Shaw-Taylor & Warde 
2002). To combine a historical perspective with an institutional approach would be 
rewarding. 
 
Institutional geography 
The theoretical discussions on commons both within the CPR-framework and as a whole 
often lack a spatial aspect. The focus has been on organisation, structure, and decisions on 
use of the resources within the purview of the institution. There are however some studies 
with a CPR-theory that includes remote sensing and GIS (Richey 2001). 
In the wake of Giddens and others, geographers as well as other social scientist have 
embraced institutions as a concept. Institutions have been perceived either as fixed 
structures that people find themselves in or as something that society has constructed to 
organise their lives. Within historical geography in Sweden institutions have not been 
discussed as much as in neighbouring subjects such as economic history or sociology. It is 
however fair to say that early studies on village life and rural organisation by David 
Hannerberg often implied institutions. One basic argument was often that local societies 
were capable of resolving difficult questions and creating elaborate solution for distributing 
equal rights to land (Hannerberg 1977). It is obvious that more recent studies on landscape, 
i. a. Sporrong 1985 and Windelhed 1995, used theoretical arguments from the Property 
Rights School, which are based on institutional economics, via Dahlman (1980) and 
Dodgshon (1980), has had influence on the results. However the discussion never was 
theoretically detailed. 
Within geography there is presently an increased focus on institutions.  Chris Philo and 
others have in Geoforum collected a number of articles that focus on institutional 
geography. The studies are heterogeneous but with a focus on combining spatial aspects, as 
presented in the post-modern debate and institutions as they are used in economics. This is 
a worthwhile point of departure that needs to be explored further. One of the interesting 
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things that are brought up in the introduction is the need for a common space for 
discussions. There is a study by Deidra Boden (1994) that Philo and Parr (2000) uses. 
Boden studies the use of languages in various situations       organisation organise local 
practices. Boden that bases here study on Gidden’s theory of structuration emphasises the 
meeting and implicitly space. 
During the 1990’s the concept of place has been given a central role within human 
geography and other social sciences. The history of the concept has been studied by 
William Casey (1997) and will not bee thoroughly explored here but this is the place to 
comment on the connection between common lands and place. The concept of location in 
Greek was either topos or plateia, from p?at??: wide, flat. Plateia or the Latin platea was 
an open square, a common place, etymologically a wide street surrounded by private 
houses (Howrath 2001 p. 57). These roman squares, or places, got into the Roman and 
Germanic languages as: e.g. plaza, piazza, Platz, plats, plass, plads and place. These 
squares were according to Roman law res publica. This is the point of Hénaff and Strong 
(2001). They discuss the need for a common place for discussions based partially on the 
fact that these squares were the birthplace of the modern democracy in classical times. 
I will not pursue this discussion any further here but simply conclude that the concept of 
place was used for something that was used collectively for a group of people. It is hence 
not unreasonable to us place in context of commons, rather the opposite. It must be stated 
here that the roman places were not res privatae, as the commons that we are to study here 
but belonged to the state, i.e. they were res publica.  
 
The history of commons in Sweden 
In the early regional laws from the 13th and mid-14th centuries as well as in the laws 
covering the entire kingdom from the 1340’s, the texts mention commons belonging to a 
hundred or an entire region. In the oldest of the regional laws from Västergötland, the only 
thing mentioned in the law is the commons belonging to the entire province. This could 
imply that commons belonging to a hundred are of earlier date (Ihrfors 1916 p. 50).  
On a later stage the commons used by an entire parish was created. This however could not 
have happened before Christianity and the construction of parishes was completed. This 
would have occurred before the end of the 12th century (Brink 1990). During the 10th and 
the 11th centuries the king often claimed one third of the commons in southern Sweden, 
Götaland (Ihrfors 1916 p. 45). During the later parts of medieval period, the crown was 
claiming ownership of uninhabited areas of northern Sweden. Gustav I stated during the 
early 1500’s that “all properties that were inhabited belonged to God, the King and the 
Swedish Crown.” (Betänkande 1915 p. 2). From the late 16th century the crown said 
officially that the crown had full property right over the commons.  
Researchers, legal historians and others have often claimed that this was not a legitimate 
demand from the crown. And that it can be considered to be nothing less then a 
confiscation of property. In court rulings at the time something called double ownership 
was discussed, that is the king or the crown actually owned the entire country and that all 
other properties rights were of a second nature. This resulted in a transition from a situation 
were the farmers and landowners could manage the commons themselves to a situation 
were the local representatives of the crown were completely in charge.  
The process of creating parish commons from commons belonging to the hundreds 
continued during the 19th century. In the legal and political discussions during the 17th and 
18th century the two types were never clearly differentiated (Betänkande 1915). According 
to the forest law of 1734 the shareholders of the parish commons were allowed to divide 
the land amongst them, and this happened relatively often during the 18th century. There 
were also conflicts between seigniorial estates and the local farmers, especially in the 17th 
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century when colonisation and use of these types of lands was greater than before 
(Sundberg 2000).  
The commons belonging to the hundreds were, during the 17th century transformed into 
crown commons. In central and middle Sweden most of these commons were treated as all 
other crown lands. The crown commons were successively abolished during the 1800’s, 
and in the later part of the 19th century the crown or state forests were sold to private 
landowners. This also meant that the farmers got their commons back, if it had not already 
been sold or leased out to the expanding iron industry such as blast furnaces and hammers. 
The farmers got full property rights back after it had been taken away during at least 200 
years. 
A large proportion of these commons that belonged to the hundreds quickly got sold to 
various buyers. It could be someone in the local community or an entrepreneur for example 
from a sawmill. This decline in forest commons was stopped by a legislation that made it 
illegal for the commons to reduce its original area. This has led to a somewhat surprisingly 
effect that the area of forest commons in central and southern Sweden has increased during 
the 20th century, and continues to do so. The modern commons work as modern forest 
corporations were all farmers that belonged to the now ancient district of the hundred have 
“shares” in the commons and there is a board that governs the activities in the forest. 
Apart from the more commonly known commons there were other types of communally 
owned forests, the so-called skogelag that apparently were to be found in southern Sweden 
(Tollin 1986, 1999). For an overview in English on commons in Sweden see Sundberg 
(2002). 
 
Viby parish in Grimstens hundred 
Grimstens hundred in Närke consisted of two complete parishes and smaller parts of other 
parishes. It is clear in this case that there is a mismatch between the younger division into 
church parishes and the old juridical division into hundreds. The major parish is called 
Viby, and will be the area of investigation. During the 16th century a part of the medieval 
parish was added to a newly established chapel, that during the 17th century became a full 
church parish. This new parish originally called Boderna (roughly meaning shielings or 
huts) later renamed Ramundeboda. There was a small medieval convent in this area. The 
convent belonged to the antonites and was located very strategically at a passage were most 
travellers had to pass when going between Western Sweden and the Mälar Valley in the 
medieval period. Today both the railroad between Stockholm and Göteborg as well as the 
main highway E20 still runs through this forested area. 
The prehistoric settlement, as indicated by the Iron Age cemeteries from the 9th and 10th 
centuries, is usually found below the fault-line on the sediments. This is also the general 
impression of the medieval situation as well. With the exception that a number of single 
farms were located on a row just above the escarpment, and a few more are scattered in the 
forested areas (see figure 2). 
A substantial part of the area is in the hand of the nobility during the medieval period, 
which makes not completely representative for the Swedish situation. Quite a few of the 
farms have been donated to various convents in the vicinity, mostly Cistercians.  Some 
hamlets and farms belonged to Karl Knutsson Bonde.21 Some of his lands were inherited 
and others he acquired in other ways. A part of this estate became part of the permanent 
crown land belonging to the future kings. Only a handful of farms were freehold (Brunius 
1980 p. 187–188). 
In the southern parts of Viby parish there was relatively much forests, especially above the 
marine limit, terrain consisting of mainly till. The majority of the farms were located in the 
                                                 
21 Karl Knutsson Bonde was born in 1409 and was king during three seperate periods: 1448–1457, 1463–
1465 and 1467–1470. 
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low-lying areas covered in fertile clays. Separate farms today own most of the forests. 
There are two large commons that belong to all the farmers in the old historical region of 
the hundred. One in the west (Västra Tiveden) that in 1841 covered an area of 3,180 
hectares and a smaller area in the east (Östra Tiveden) covering 348 hectares (Hanson 1971 
p. 66). The ownership structure is a result of the enclosure or land reforms in the 18th and 
19th centuries. One interesting observation is that almost all of the forests that are now 
privately owned were previous to these land reforms also owned by groups of farms in 
several hamlets and villages. The number of owners or stakeholders could vary in different 
jointly owned forests. One forest had for instance 17 different owners, but some had only 
three or four. The forests were known as “marker” (literally ground or land c.f. German 
“Marken”) or simply “byaskogar” (the villagers’ forests). Clas Tollin has previously noted 
that some of the forests in Viby parish were jointly owned, but a complete study shows that 
the forests, with some exceptions, were all owned by farmers from more than one village.  
One interpretation in accordance with arguments made previously by Clas Tollin, is that 
these large commonly owned areas once belonged to on big domain, a prehistoric 
settlement that was later divided into several of the medieval villages and single farms. In 
one case this is a very plausible interpretation. It concerns the forest called Skävimarken. It 
was jointly owned by a hamlet called Skävi and the single farm Björstorp. Björstorp could 
very well be a later settlement established in the forest in Skävi.  
 
In the case of Onsvimarken this type of interpretation is much harder to make. The hamlets 
Odensvi, Ybby, Lybby and Tystinge have no apparent spatial or temporal relation to one 
another.  The farm Lindhult, inside the forested area and the single farms Kalvslätt and 
Frotorp could be interpreted as a later established settlement. Place-names ending in -torp 
indicate that it is a newly established farm. Frotorp however is known already in 1331 and 
Kalvslätt from the 15th Century (Brunius 1980 p. 186). Furhtermore most of the above 
mentioned farms and hamlets that are stakeholders in Onsvimarken have Iron-age 
cemeteries, which would imply an older history on the site.  
 

Figure 1. In the forest 
Husbymarken one can see 
several place-names that 
indicate older settlements. 
Parts of the forest is known as 
North farm (Norra gården), 
Middle farm (Mellangården) 
and South farm (Sörgården). 
This can be interpreted as 
place-names belonging to a 
deserted farm in the area. 
During the 16th century a 
settlement called *Sörtekirkio 
is noted in the records, since 
this is south of the church this 
might be it (LSA S68-43:3, 
1897).  
 
In one case in the so-called 
Husbymarken, it is possible to 
interpret the settlement changes 
in such a way that the forest at 
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least in parts consists of an abandoned hamlet or farm. In the forest one can se different 
place-names such as: Norrgården (The North farm), Mellangården (The Middel farm) and 
Sörgården (The south farm). These place-names can not bee interpreted in a simple and 
straightforward manner but one possible interpretation is that these place-names denote an 
earlier settlement in this location. There are no existing farms within these names in the 
surrounding hamlets that could indicate that these forests belonged to farms with these 
names. A further indication is that the historian Jan Brunius has found a not located 
abandoned settlement called Sörtekirkio, roughly meaning: south of the church. This farm 
was recorded as deserted in the early 16th century, but it could be a settlement that had been 
abandoned during the 14th or the 15th centuries (Brunius 1980). The area Husbymarken is 
located to the southwest of the church whereas the farm Nordankyrka is located to the 
north. This is not a positive proof that this was the case, but it is an indication that forests 
could be created on deserted farms and hamlets. During the last 15 to 20 years, studies on 
present-day forests indicate that a large proportion of the forests in southern Sweden had in 
prehistoric times been settled (Mascher 1993, Pedersen & Widgren 1998). 
 
The local court (häradsting) 
One important source material is legal documents related to the local courts, in Swedish 
ting, that treated amongst other things also matters concerning the commons that belonged 
to the hundred. There are records from 1611 but there are some gaps in the series of books. 
The first ledger consists only of fragments that cover the period 1611 to 1612. It is 
furthermore damaged and very hard to read. From 1644 there are continuous records from 
1644 to 1700. Normally the court convened two or three times a year if nothing exceptional 
happened. The records are sometimes very detailed about the different parties’ views and 
witnesses are often heard about the situation today and in older times, especially to clarify 
customary rights not present in any written materials.  
When it comes to activities in the forests in general and especially the commons most cases 
deal with illegal logging of “royal trees”, i.e. oak and other trees with nuts or fruits. The 
first sentence is from 1647 when 14 farms are mentioned where oak, Swedish whitebeam, 
beech, hazel, currant bush (tree), apple-tree and hawthorn were illegally cut down by land-
owners and others (ULA Dombok, Grimsten 1).  
The neighbours Nils from Spjutmåsen and Peder from Solberga, both farms in Snavlunda 
parish, just to the south of Viby were in 1644 accused of cutting 57 and 30 trees 
respectively in the commons. They defended themselves and said that they had permission 
from a man called Bengt, who lived in Stavkärr, on the other side of the parish-border, i.e. 
in Viby. Apparently Nils and Peder had previously lent Bengt a horse and this was the 
payment. The two loggers were convicted to 10 and 6 Dsmt. But also Bengt, which had 
moved to another farm, was fined 3 Dsmt because he was not allowed to use or allow 
others to use the commons without consulting the other stakeholders (ULA, Dombok 
Grimsten 1).  
A good example of how questions about use of the commons were resolved can be found in 
1645 when the councillor of the realm Seved Bååth requested to cut down 30 trees in the 
commons from the landowners at the local court. His offer was that if he was allowed this, 
the stakeholders could free of charge use his sawmill. The court reaches the decision that 
Bååth can take the 30 trees if the landowners in the hundred are allowed to use the sawmill 
for a year (ULA, Dombok, Grimstens härad 1, 1645). In this case there is no exchange of 
money, but it is still a compensation for the lost timber. 
 
Colonisation 
New settlements were established during the 16th and 17th centuries on the commons and in 
the forested areas as such in Viby During the late 1500’s there was a colonisation of both 
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the commons and the jointly owned forest. In some cases there were Finns that established 
new farms.22 The colonisation was by all standards modest in Grimsten hundred. In the 
neighbouring Kumla hundred Lars-Olof Larsson has observed some colonisation of 
common lands (Larsson 1983 p. 134–136) 
In 1645 we can also find a dispute of a newly established croft called Bäckatorp that was 
located on the border between the commons belonging to the hundred and the jointly 
owned forest belonging to the farms and hamlets in the south-west. Erik Eriksson, a local 
official (Sw. länsman) based in the crown common, is the one addressing the problem. He 
means that Bäckatorp is not established in the jointly owned forest but in the crown 
common. This is also the first time that the concept of crown common is used in Viby. Erik 
argues that the establishment of this settlement is neither beneficial for the crown nor the 
landowners in the hundred. This is an interesting line of argument. Here one can see that 
there is a concern both for the crown, probably the diminished forest, and the wellbeing of 
the farmers, probably their ability to pay taxes. This is seen in a large number of official 
documents from the time and even back to the mid-16th century. The situation seems to be 
a bit unclear, but the court rules that Bäckatorp gets 6 years freedom from taxes, and it is 
henceforth regarded as a legitimate settlement (ULA Dombock Grimsten 1). It is very 
common in early-modern Sweden to get a tax-reduction for the starting period of a new 
settlement. This is along the policy to increase the number of farms and thereby increasing 
the incomes of the state.  
 

 
 
Figure 2. Settlement in Viby parish 1556 to 1600 (above) and in 1699 (below). Some 
settlements have not been located in the map from 1699. Source: Brunius 1980 and tax 
registers from 1699. 

                                                 
22 For an overview on Finns see Bladh 1995 p. 83–89. 
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Figure 3. Commons and jointly owned forests in Viby parish circa 1700. The extension of 
the forests has been generalised an as seen in figure 2 several settlements were located 
inside the commons to the west. 
During the 17th century there were new settlements in the commons and in the part that 
became a leased-out forest (Sw. rekognitionsskog), but most were located in what was left 
of the commons. It is during the 1650’s that the colonisation takes off in the area (table 2). 
 

unit 1652 1684 1699 unit 1652 1684 1699 
1 freehold 1 1 2 1 crown 43 46 51 
1/2 
freehold 

2 2 3 3/4 crown   1 

1/4 
freehold 

12 13 12 1/2 crown 6 8 8 

1/8 
freehold 

6 1 1 1/4 crown 11 28 34 

freehold 
meadow 

1 2 2 1/8 crown 8 7  

freehold 
mill 

1 1  Newly 
establishe
d crown-
croft  

2 1  

1 noble 84 82 75 not taxed   10 
1/2 noble 4 4 4 crown 

”utjord” 
  1 

1/8 noble 1 1 1 crown 
meadow 

4 5 8 

noble 
“utjord” 

2   crown mill 6 6 6 

    totally 194 208 219 
 
Table 1. Settlement in Viby parish, including Öja fjärding (a small area that is often in the 
cadastral material associated with Viby). In the categories of smaller crown-settlements 
1/4, 1/8, newly established and not taxed are predominantly found in the commons. The 
change of “full” farms “1 noble” and “1 crown” is related to the confiscation of noble 
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property and the creation of mansion on these noble farms. Utjord is an uninhabited area 
that someone pays taxes for. (RA, Jordeböcker Örebro län 1652, 1684, 1699).  
 
 

year number 
1600–1619 - 
1620–1639 3 
1640–1659 6 
1660–1679 9 
1680–1699 10 (oskattl 1699) 

 
Table 2. Years for different new farms when they were put into the tax-register in 
Viby parish according to records from 1650, 1688 and 1699. The year is not the 
time when they started to pay taxes but when they were established. Most new 
farms got several years of tax-exemption. 

 
The use of the forest during the 17th century 
One important change was when blast furnaces and hammers were located in the commons 
during the 17th century. Two entrepreneurs Anders Boij and Anders Nilsson got permission 
to establish two hammers in 1643. The activities expanded during the century and several 
new hammers were built. Anton (Antonius) Boij, the son of Anders Boij, leased a large 
proportion of the commons. This type of forest called rekognitionsskog still belonged to the 
crown but was leased out to sawmills and different metal-works. By obtaining the 
commons Anton Boij could secure the charcoal.23 Boij later during the 1670’s and 1680’s 
acquired more farms from the crown (RA, Jordebok, Örebro län, 1699). 
Illegal charcoal-burning and swidden-cultivation was relatively commons during the 
1660’s and 1670’s in the legal documents. The year 1669 a long row of farmers were 
summoned to the court because they had cut clearings in the forest for slash and burn 
cultivation as well as charcoal-burning. The farmers claimed that they were doing this in 
their jointly owned forest but the forester meant that this was in the doing tit in the crown 
and hundreds commons (ULA, Dombok, Grimstens härad 1, 1669). It is of course the 
opportunity to sell charcoal to the blast furnaces and hammers that gives people an 
increased incitement to produce these products. At the same time the taxes increased during 
the period so both landowners and the farmers that paid rents to a landowner had to 
increase their income. 
In the 1660’s it became more common for farmers to cut in the commons whereas in the 
earlier period it was mostly crofters that were charged for illegal logging. In one case the 
farmer had even sold illegal timber from the commons to the local judge (Sw. härads-
hövding). The farmers apologise and say that they have not fully understood the forest law 
of 1664, but this law has been read for them at church so they are sentenced according to it  

(ULA, Dombok, Grimstens härad 1, 1664). The legislation on forests in 1664 meant that 
heavy restrictions were imposed on the farmers. Successively more restrictions were added 
during the latter half of the century (Eliasson & Hamilton 1999). 
One other somewhat surprising effect is that local officials were allowed to establish 
shielings and crofts in the crown commons in order to compensate their lack of forest close 
to their farms. The local judge was in 1644 allowed to create a shieling for transhumance in 
the commons because he had very little pasture on his farm (ULA, Dombok, Grimstens 
härad 1, 1664). 

                                                 
23 RA, Jordebok, Örebro län, 1688. The church in Bodarne was paid by the then knighted von Boij. For 
monuments and field evidence of iron-production in the area see Skyllberg 1998 p. 195–200. 
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Figure 4. When the forests were divided among different farms and hamlets this is often the 
result. The maps shows Nordkyrkeskogen (The forest north of the church) where this 
process took place during the mid-1700 (Source: LSA 68-83:1, 1756). 
 
Concluding discussion 
We can assume that the farmers, that were predominantly not owners of their farms in this 
region, had some customary rights to the commons and prior to the mid-17th century the 
made sure that no crofters or squatters were using the forests too much. Officials such as 
crown-foresters were during the 17th century increasingly being the ones policing the 
forests. At that time landowners, be it a farmer or a nobleman, were the ones that were 
controlled and accused of use of the king’s land. The local institution had lost its control of 
the resources and the local people no longer cared for the commons and its sustainability. 
The tragedy of the commons came when the state intervened. Ronny Pettersson has made a 
similar interpretation in connection to the land reforms in the 19th century. The transition 
itself from one system to another resulted in an overexploitation of the forest (Pettersson 
1995). 
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The Crown had all the time since the medieval period attempted to limit the common 
space, and the place, for the local institutions by proclaiming that all uninhabited lands 
belonged to the king. During the early medieval period large proportions of the commons 
were effectively donated to monasteries. In the rhetoric used by the kings during the 16th 
century this view that the forests belonged to the crown was obvious but in reality this 
probably did not mean that much apart from some new settlements established on the 
commons. During the 17th century the crown enforced its power and the use of the 
resources were limited and later on even the property-right was attacked. The local 
common became a crown common and in some cases it was leased out to private 
entrepreneurs. The local institution had by that time ceased to exist and their place to 
discuss had eluded them. This process can be interpreted in various ways. It can be seen as 
a predecessor to many of the forest land-reforms were all farmers got separate parcels of 
land instead of a communally owned and managed forest. This can in its turn be seen as a 
necessary factor for the modern agriculture and the capitalisation of land.  
Another interpretation is that this is a deliberate attempted by the crown to actually limit 
the local institutions as such. To deal with a consolidated strong local institution consisting 
of farmers can be problematic for the crown. By reducing their legitimacy when it comes to 
the commons also their political and social power will be reduced. Fernandez (1987) makes 
a similar interpretation concerning immaterial values in Asturia in Spain. Apart from the 
change in use of resources, often a decline, the social relations change a great deal when a 
common land is dissolved. 
During the described period a new group of people had gained control of the management 
of the forests, the professional forester that worked both as a police and a prosecutor in the 
local courts, apart from managing the forests. 
The local institutions that had previously managed the forests had ceased to work and their 
place, the commons, had eluded them. In this case the commons were not, as in classical 
Greece a place (plateia) to meet at but a place to discuss about. The meetings and 
discussions amongst stakeholders were reduced by the fact that the decisions were taken by 
the crown-officials. Discussions as the ones concerning Seved Bååth´s sawmill in the 
1640’s were not found in the records during the later part of the century. 
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