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ABSTRACT

Spanish dehesas, the most extensive wood pastures in Mediterranean Europe, 
are a vivid example for demonstrating that the impact of rural communities 
on forests has not always been a bad thing. Environmental history is vital for 
understanding this cultural landscape. This article first analyses the origin of 
the dehesa. The border logic and the medieval Reconquest are elements that 
undoubtedly played a decisive part in its genesis; but, for the significance of 
Roman influence in Spain, it is necessary to consider the question of the possible 
existence of dehesas in Antiquity. The second aspect concerns the spreading of 
this landscape from the Middle Ages onwards. Dehesas are usually linked to the 
large properties owned by military orders, but most of all the spreading of the 
dehesa was favoured by the rise of transhumance from the thirteenth century 
onwards. Finally, the article emphasises that the durability of the Spanish wood 
pasture can be explained by a combination of several factors: insecurity along 
the border, the fact that transhumance was the most important industry in Spain 
for many centuries, and the protective laws adopted by the rural communities 
in order to protect their dehesas.
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INTRODUCTION

In Mediterranean Europe, human action on forests is generally perceived in a 
negative way. Rural communities are thought to have dramatically depleted 
the forests. Because of this well-established dogma, analysis of the interaction 
between humans and the forest frequently amounts to a vague chronicle of 
forest degradation. However, this assumption is sometimes contradicted in 
reality. Without denying the existence of important deforested expanses in the 
Mediterranean area, the impact of rural communities on forest evolution has 
not always been a bad thing.

In fact, in many cases rural communities have contributed to the shaping of 
valuable forest landscapes. Spanish wood pastures, called dehesas (montados 
in Portugal), are a vivid example of this. Dehesas are among the most original 
forest landscapes in Mediterranean Europe. They are composed of two strata: 
a more or less sparse blanket of trees (mostly evergreen oaks) and, under the 
trees, a herbaceous stratum often used for grazing. This cultural landscape oc-
curs in the western Mediterranean area (Sardinia, Morocco, Spain, Portugal) as 
well as in the east (Crete, Cyprus, Greece). Dehesa landscapes are not restricted 
to the Mediterranean countries of the Ancient World: extended wood pastures 
cover large surfaces in central Chile and also in North America, especially 
in Michigan and Texas. But they are not as well represented as in the Iberian 
Peninsula, where dehesas stretch out over 3,000,000 hectares, of which more 
than 90 per cent are located in South-west Spain (Figure 1). They represent the 
biggest wood pasture cover in Europe.1

Environmental history is vital to our understanding of this cultural landscape. 
The first aspect of this article is to look for the origins of the dehesa landscape. 
In the particular context of South-west Spain, the border logic and the medieval 
Reconquista process are elements that undoubtedly played a decisive part in its 
genesis. But in this area of ancient agrarian civilisation, it seems necessary to 
raise the question of the possible existence of dehesa landscapes before medi-
eval times, as well as the question of the place of the dehesa in the well-known 
triptych ager, saltus and silva. The second aspect concerns the spreading of 
this landscape from the Middle Ages onwards. Dehesas are usually associated 
with the large properties owned by military orders who took an active part in 
the Christian Reconquest. Is the spreading of the dehesa landscape really con-
nected with the large properties which belonged to military orders, or is it the 
outcome of the rise of the transhumance from the thirteenth century onwards? 
The third question is how can the surprising durability of the dehesa landscape 
be accounted for? What are the historical factors that explain why the dehesa 
landscape has been preserved over the centuries and is still widespread today 
in South-west Spain?
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I. DEHESAS AS AN ANTIQUE LANDSCAPE

Our contemporary reading of rural landscapes in the Mediterranean area is largely 
dependent on the famous Roman triptych ager, saltus and silva. What is the 
place of the dehesa in this apparently simple rural picture, in which every form 
of land use seems to fit neatly into one of those three types of landscapes? Do 
we have to consider the dehesa as a completely atypical landscape? Or should 
we challenge the landscape triptych, which seems suspiciously simple?

In the classic conception, ager corresponds to cultivated areas, saltus to 
grazing lands and silva to forest stretches.2 Nevertheless, these three categories, 
which are used for describing the Mediterranean rural landscape, are in fact legal 
concepts inherited from Roman legislation. They were used for distinguishing 
different kinds of properties. In the Roman Empire, ager and saltus were pro-
vincial properties, while silva belonged to the public domain of Rome. Ager 
was a kind of individual property corresponding to the cultivation plots which 
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were assigned to the Roman settlers after a centuriation process.3 The individual 
plots as a whole composed what the Romans called ager cultus. The plots that 
were not allotted to any particular settler were broadly named saltus. The saltus 
areas were intended for common use.4

Ager, saltus and silva did not imply that the land was intended only for either 
agricultural, pastoral or forest use, or that they were well-determined landscapes. 
Ager cultus was certainly intended first and foremost for agriculture, but herds 
were not excluded from it.5 The Romans set up the two-field system in which 
lands were cultivated only every two years. Every year, half of the cultivated 
lands were left fallow and herds were led onto them to graze. The fallow lands 
became temporarily a saltus appendix.6 Herds  ̓intrusions into ager cultus were 
not merely anecdotal. According to the Lex de modo agrorum, mentioned by Cato 
in 167 B.C., the Roman legislators wanted to regulate such a practice in order to 
protect the cultivated plots better because herds invaded them too often.7 Saltus 
was not a scrub landscape without trees as is often claimed; on the contrary, 
the saltus concept was applied to all the wooded areas.8 As opposed to silva, 
saltus was a forest close to the cities and villages and used as wood pasture. It 
could include some temporary cultivation plots.9 Silva, on the other hand, was a 
deep forest, remote from cities and villages, where tall trees were occasionally 
cut down to supply the Empireʼs needs for building or navy timber. But even 
then, the difference between saltus and silva was not very strict. Sometimes, 
silva took the name of ʻsilvae et pascua publicaʼ, which leads to suppose a use 
of these forested areas for breeding.10 Some silva parts, called ʻpratumʼ, were 
reserved as pasture for animals belonging to the Roman army (horses, mules, 
donkeys). Finally, extended silva blankets that were less accessible were out 
of the control of the Roman legions. The rebel Iberians found shelter there and 
moved around in the forest with their livestock.

So the idea of an antique rural landscape, which was rigorously divided 
into ager, saltus and silva is largely a myth.11 The different types of rural space 
in Roman times more or less included agricultural, pastoral and forest activi-
ties. The borders between fields, pastures and forests were often vague.12 Latin 
agronomists recommended this agrarian pattern. Columella, born in Cadiz 
(Gadès, Spain), defended the coltura promiscua system in which the farmer 
could associate on the same plot crops, fodder trees for the feeding of herds 
(in particular oaks, elms and ash trees) and a vineyard.13 Cato insisted on the 
necessity of preserving forests for firewood (silva caedua) and forests with 
acorns (silva glandaria) for pig feeding. He established a hierarchy between 
nine productions: vineyard, irrigated plots, willow trees, olive trees, meadows, 
cereal crops, coppice, orchards and forests with acorns.14 Such a classification 
implicitly proves the considerable contribution of trees and woods to the rural 
economy. It also underlines that in Roman times many forests were integrated 
into the rural space, in particular for stock breeding. At times, they were even-
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tually transformed into wood pastures.15 For example, Roman Umbria (Italy) 
was famous for its good acorns and for its pig breeding. Oaks played a major 
role in pig feeding, so the farmers absolutely had to maintain trees on their 
lands, especially oaks called quercie camporili. Desplanques  ̓point of view is 
that the oaks preserved in Umbria formed a particular landscape similar to the 
Iberian wood pastures.16 Barker considers that most of the Italian forests were 
affected, more or less, by this landscape dynamic, because of the development 
of livestock breeding.17

In Roman South-west Spain, the rise of the transhumance system had con-
tributed to the shaping of dehesas.18 But it is difficult to assess the real incidence 
of such a process. Surprisingly, the landscape dynamic of the forest produced 
by the increase in pastoral activity is little understood. Traditional historiog-
raphy laid more emphasis on Roman agriculture, showing little interest in the 
relationships between the breeding system and forest evolution. This is because 
agricultural activity left a lot of built structures (for example, Roman villas and 
small hydraulic dams), whereas remains of pastoral activity are obviously less 
numerous and more difficult to find.19 But it is quite clear that the Romans were 
not the inventors of the dehesa. The analysis of pollen and wood charcoal carried 
out by Stevenson and Harrison set the origin of the dehesa landscape at about 
4,000 years B.C. in the Huelva province.20 Other researchers have confirmed 
those results. In the Medellín region, pollen studies realised by Almagro Gorbea 
highlight the fact that the dehesa landscape dates back to 2,500 years B.C., long 
before the Roman occupation.21 Davidson and Chapman, both archaeologists, have 
also demonstrated that the transhumance system and the formation of dehesas 
were perfectly integrated into Palaeolithic and Mesolithic cultures of South-west 
Spain.22 For Edmonson, the dehesa landscapeʼs appearance in prehistoric times 
is connected with developments in livestock breeding.23

In conclusion, the landscape of wood pastures has its roots set in prehistoric 
times, before the Roman occupation. In Roman times, such a kind of land-
scape was also present in the countryside. But, because of insufficient research 
concerning its spread in antiquity, it is difficult to have a definitive idea of its 
relative importance in Spain. Nevertheless, the dehesas were certainly not as 
extensive as the croplands, vineyards and orchards along the Guadiana and the 
Guadalquivir valleys (called Anas and Betis in Roman times) where the Roman 
settlers were chiefly concentrated. After the fall of the Roman Empire, invasions 
of the Early Middle Ages (Barbaric invasions, Arabic conquest) widely contrib-
uted to depopulation of this area, in particular in what is today the Extremadura 
region, where dehesas are currently so widespread. The dehesas of Antiquity 
mostly disappeared under the combined effect of human depopulation and for-
est recovery. In the twelfth century, Extremadura was still a thinly populated 
marsh.24 So the spreading process of the current dehesa in South-west Spain is 
certainly a genuine product of the Reconquest.
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II. DEHESAS AS AN INHERITANCE OF RECONQUEST

Dehesas are undoubtedly one of the most visible consequences of the Christian 
Reconquest in the rural landscape.25 But we must never forget that during the 
Medieval period the dehesa was above all a legal concept before being a kind 
of landscape. The term was used to refer to an enclosed forest.26 In the Fuero 
Juzgo, the Visigoths  ̓Code of Law enacted in 654, the dehesa appears in its 
ancient form of pratum defensum, which stemmed from Roman legislation.27 
According to the Corominas dictionary, the word defesa was only mentioned 
for the first time in 924. The dehesa concept occurs in this form in the Fuero of 
Sepúlveda of 1076.28 This particular status of forest can also be found in other 
countries of Mediterranean Europe. In Lombardy (Italy), a gazium (plural, 
gazzio) was an enclosed forest, which was reserved for hunting and grazing.29 
In Languedoc (France), the words devesa, devès or devèze also indicated en-
closed forests.30 Nevertheless, the spreading of the enclosed forests in Spain 
has no equivalent in Mediterranean Europe. After the Christian Reconquest the 
greater part of Extremadura was progressively covered by dehesas. The dynamic 
began in the late thirteenth century. But as demonstrated by Martín and Oliva 
the process accelerated considerably during the course of the fourteenth and 
the fifteenth centuries.31 Why was there such an expansion in enclosed forests 
after the Reconquest? Did the dehesas grow either with the development of the 
large properties of the military orders as is usually accepted, or rather because 
of the rise of transhumance?

Before analysing this point, it is necessary to have a clear idea of what the 
concept of large property was in the Medieval period. The large properties of 
South-west Spain had their origin in the process of territorial appropriation after 
the Christian Reconquest. In the south Tagus River, the Reconquest progressed 
in a significant way only after the storming of Alcántara in 1213. Southern 
towns of Extremadura were conquered some decades later: Cáceres in 1229, 
Badajoz in 1230, Trujillo in 1232 and Medellín in 1234. The repopulation of the 
conquered territories had a strategic aim.32 In order to strengthen the Christian 
Reconquest, it was necessary to attract new settlers into this forested and weakly 
populated marsh. The appropriation of the territory took place according to two 
modalities. The military orders (orders of Alcántara, Calatrava and Santiago) 
played a very active role in the advance of the Christians. They were composed 
of monk-soldiers. To reward them, the king gave them large properties. Around 
1350, the orders of Alcántara and Santiago owned almost two million hectares 
between them.33 As in the north Tagus River,34 the king also granted large ter-
ritories called ʻcomunidades de villa y tierra  ̓to the communities of colonists. 
They were usually situated around fortified towns like Cáceres, Trujillo and 
Badajoz, though this was not systematic. In the case of Mérida, the king gave 
the land to the military order of Santiago.35 These modalities of territorial ap-
propriation thus created a dual situation: on the one hand, there were the large 
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properties of the military orders and, on the other, what we can qualify as the 
large properties of communities, for the territories of the comunidades de villa 
y tierra had often tens thousands of hectares.

The idea of large property was rather different from our current concep-
tions. The owners, whether from the military order or from the community, 
did not have an exclusive use of their territories. They had to organise the 
military defence of their territory, and they were also allowed to levy taxes and 
to exercise justice. But there was no rigorous separation between seigniorial, 
community or individual ownership. In the territory of Mérida, which stretched 
over 35,000 hectares, the Order of Santiago could only keep a third of this estate 
for its own use. The remaining two-thirds had to be given up to the colonists. 
So the new settlers used the greater part of the territory of Mérida, mostly in a 
collective way. But they could also possess individual plots or small dehesas in 
full property.36 In the territories of the communities, as in the case of Cáceres, 
the king or the council of the community also allowed some settlers to possess 
private plots or dehesas.

In the large properties of the military orders, breeding of livestock was an 
effective way to exploit the territories conquered against the Moors. Moreover 
in Extremadura the omnipresence of the forest was an ideal condition for the 
development of the transhumance.37 In the eleventh century, most of the convents 
in the northern Duero area (Cardeña, Oña and Sahagún) possessed large flocks 
of sheep, and they already practised transhumance over short distances.38 But 
transhumance increased thanks to the progress of the Reconquest towards the 
south, because the military orders could develop a system of transhumance over 
long distances. The lands conquered in the territory of al-Andalus favoured the 
herds  ̓moving over more than a thousand kilometres. Thus, functional links 
were established between the summer pastures in the north (agostaderos) and 
the winter pastures (invernaderos) in the south of the country.39

From the late thirteenth century onwards, the transhumance system increased 
in an unprecedented manner because of two historic events: in 1230, the union of 
the realms of León and Castile, and in 1273, the creation of the Honrado Consejo 
de la Mesta, a powerful association of transhumant breeders. King Alfonso X 
(1252–1284) granted vast privileges to the members of the association.40 The 
breeders of the Mesta were allowed to take their herds in all the forests of the 
kingdom.41 They had a monopoly on the use of every highway and byway 
(cañadas, cordeles and veredas) of the transhumance routes. The Comendadores 
of the military orders were among the Mestaʼs biggest breeders. So, at the end 
of the Middle Ages, the territories under the authority of the military orders, all 
of the Mestaʼs members, had become a succession of enclosed forests. In the 
fifteenth century the Order of Santiago already possessed at least 11 dehesas 
in the territory of Mérida alone.42 In all of the territories of Calatrava, there 
were at least 114 dehesas belonging to this military order. 43 Transhumance 
routes connected all of the dehesas of the military orders. The breeders of the 
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Mesta led up to the enclosed forests their numerous sheep, which were around 
2,700,000 in 1467.44

What was the situation in the large estates of the communities? The enclosed 
forests also increased in those territories between the fourteenth and the fifteenth 
centuries.45 For instance, at the beginning of the fifteenth century the territory of 
Badajoz already had at least 25 dehesas.46 The reasons for such an increase were 
the opposite of those applicable to the military orders. In fact, the dehesas of the 
communities grew in reaction to the development of the transhumance herds.47 
The settlers wanted protection against the sheep of the Mesta, which too often 
invaded the forests of the peasant communities. The uses of the communities  ̓
dehesas were quite different from those of the military orders, as shown in the 
old Ordinances of Badajoz (1500).48 The magistrates of the community compiled 
the document in order to regulate all the common practices in the territory of 
Badajoz. The document is composed of 52 articles, of which the first 15 concern 
the dehesas of Badajoz, and underline their importance for the community. The 
enclosed forests were named dehesa boyal, as in other communities.49 They were 
reserved for the oxen, which were the most valuable animals for the farmers 
(article 3).50 Sheep, goats and pigs were excluded from the dehesas (article 1). 
Guards, called boyeros, had to watch over the dehesas (article 5); they had 
to stay and live all the time in the dehesa (article 13).51 The agreement of the 
ploughmen of Badajoz was necessary for designating the boyeros (article 15).52 
In return, the community undertook to respect the cañada which crossed their 
territory (article 25).53

Nevertheless, these Ordinances did not put an end to the conflicts between 
the breeders of the Mesta and the community. The clauses of the new Ordinances 
of Badajoz (1767) were almost the same clauses which had been used to resolve 
the conflicts inherited from the Late Middle Ages.54 The memory of the conflicts 
between Mesta breeders and peasant communities persisted from age to age, 
because they were often violent. One of the most famous examples concerns the 
village of Fuente Ovejuna. In 1792, the geographer of the king, Tomas López, 
recalled the incident: in 1476, the villagers put to death the Comendador mayor 
of Calatrava, Fernándo Gómez de Guzmán, because of his abuses concerning 
the dehesa boyal.55 The event inspired Lope de Vega (Fuente Ovejuna, 1612).

So the growth of the dehesas was chiefly due to the development of tran-
shumance, rather than to the existence of the large properties belonging to the 
military orders. In the territories of the military orders, the forest had to be enclosed 
to ensure that the breeders had enough pasture to feed their sheep. The turning 
point came in the second half of the thirteenth century, when transhumance 
breeding experienced an unprecedented rise. The enclosed forests continued to 
spread afterwards, mostly over the fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries. At the 
same time, surprisingly, transhumance also caused the development of dehesas 
in the territories of the communities, so that they might protect their own forests 
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against the sheep of the Mesta. But did the dynamic of enclosure necessarily 
imply the development of the wood pasture landscape?

III. DEHESAS AS WOOD PASTURE LANDSCAPES

Researchers have neglected the question of the origin of wood pasture land-
scapes in the dehesas. Llorente Pinto recently underlined the lack of detailed 
research on the subject,56 as did Grove and Rackham: both scientists blamed 
Julius Klein, author of a masterly thesis on the Mesta, for failing to back up his 
statements on the landscape of the dehesa with historical sources.57 That is why 
two contradictory dogmas have resulted from this vacuum. For some academ-
ics, the appearance of the wood pastures goes back up to the Reconquest, while 
others assert that the landscape of wood pasture dates no farther back than the 
eighteenth century.

The origin of the dehesa as a wood pasture landscape is indeed a difficult 
matter. Written medieval sources often mention the existence of dehesas but 
without giving any description of the landscape. Nevertheless, there are some 
sources which have been barely exploited and which supply invaluable informa-
tion: the boundary surveys. Such demarcations were numerous in the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries. They were drawn up for the lawsuits establishing the 
owners  ̓ rights on particular dehesas. Boundary surveys are legal documents 

FIGURE 2. Dehesa landscape in Cáceres, South-west Spain
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with great reliability.58 They were made under the authority of magistrates who 
represented the different parties involved. The magistrates followed the limits 
of the dehesas on the ground and confirmed or added boundary marks, in order 
to fix the borders of the controversial rustic goods. Later the magistrates drew 
up a report describing exactly the place and nature of every boundary mark. 
Trees were often used as boundary markers.

The example of the territory of Cáceres is quite interesting because it is situ-
ated in the heart of the large dehesa expanses of South-west Spain (Figure 2). 
Several boundary surveys were made in this territory in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries. The three demarcations described here are respectively situ-
ated at the east, south and west parts of the territory of Cáceres. They concern 
different kinds of owners, either collective or private ones.

In the first document, dated 20 February 1300, the magistrates of Cáceres, 
responding to a royal demand, carried out a boundary survey of the dehesa of 
Guadiloba belonging to a woman named María García. This dehesa was situated 
east of Cáceres, close to the road going towards Trujillo. The following extract 
leaves no doubt as to the existence of a wood pasture landscape at that time:

[…] on the road going towards the atalaya towers, [the limit] gives on to a forked 
holm oak, and farther on the right, big slate rocks situated over a spring, and farther 
on the right, a round shaped holm oak near a brook valley at the bottom of which 
there are two forked trees by a stump. And farther upwards in this valley, a big 
forked holm oak, and on the right, another tall holm oak which is between slate 
rocks near the brook valley, and farther up the brook valley, a holm oak which is 
at the summit where there is a boundary mark by a tall oak which is on the crest 
covered with brooms and oak coppices […]. 59 (Translated from Spanish)

The document highlights the presence of a landscape which is mainly composed 
of holm oaks. Most of the trees were ancient, large-sized and pollarded, hence 
their forked shape. Between those trees, there were spaces without shrub veg-
etation. This landscape clearly corresponds to a wood pasture. In the treeless 
spaces, the magistrates of Cáceres used topographic or rocky elements to limit 
the dehesa. The presence of stumps on the boundary proves that there were some 
former trees that had been cut down. The holm oakʼs capacity to bud again from 
its stumps after having been chopped down explains the existence of isolated 
clumps of oak coppice on the boundary line.

In the south of Caceres, a second boundary survey, dated 15 March 1406, was 
made for clarifying the limits between the territories of Cáceres and Mérida:

[…] another boundary mark has been renewed by putting stones on a rock which 
is up a hillock, and there is another boundary mark by two cork oaks near an old 
majada […] on the right of the majada, farther up towards the summit where 
there are rocks and a grove of cork oaks, and farther on the right, there is a 
large boundary mark by the cañada of Valdecintados, and from there, towards 
the veredas which is coming from the Rincón […] and farther, on the left, there 
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is another boundary mark by a holm oak with a cross against it, and farther a 
cork oak near slate rocks and with two crosses against this cork oak […]. 60 
(Translated from Spanish)

Here, the boundary marks are mostly associated with cork oaks and secondarily 
with holm oaks. It is also a wood pasture, composed of sparse trees and areas 
without shrub stratum. As in the previous case the magistrates defined the limit 
of the dehesa by using topographic elements (hillocks, slate rocks) in the treeless 
areas. In the places with neither trees nor rocks they set the borders with stone 
heaps. Breeding activity in this dehesa is attested by several words associated 
with the transhumance routes (cañadas, veredas) or suggesting the presence of 
a small fenced park used for keeping animals (majada).

In the third document, dated 21 November 1457, another boundary survey 
was made on the territory of Cáceres between the dehesa of Puerto de Carmonita, 
belonging to Cáceres council, and the dehesas of Mayoralgo and Mayoralguillo, 
ownership of Diego de Mayoralgo. Those dehesas were on the western part of 
the territory of Cáceres, more exactly on the eastern hillside of the Sierra of 
San Pedro:

[…] and off from the cistus heath, on the right another boundary mark at the 
foot of a pollarded holm oak and with a cross against this holm oak, and farther, 
on the right another boundary mark up a small hillock near a holm oak coppice, 
and from there, farther on the right another boundary mark at the foot of a cork 
oak close to a few little houses and a cross against this cork oak, and nearby in 
a brook valley another boundary mark, and farther on the right another bound-
ary mark on the top of a mound near some holm oaks, and on the right another 
boundary mark made with three pebbles at the foot of a cork oak and a cross 
against this cork oak […]. 61 (Translated from Spanish)

The document also gives us the clearest evidence of a dehesa landscape. It is 
composed of holm oaks and cork oaks. Sometimes, the magistrates mentioned 
the presence of gum cistus. This plant colonises the burnt areas. On the border, 
the particular shape of the trees was sometimes specified (pollarded holm oak). 
Thus, the trees used as border markers were easily spotted. The magistrates 
also put crosses on the trees. Transhumance routes going through those wood 
pastures indicated the importance of breeding activity on them.

These three examples, taken from the territory of Cáceres, demonstrate that 
the dehesa landscapes were already widespread in the fourteenth century and 
were always associated with pastoral activity. Indirectly, the documents inform 
us about the two ways used for thinning the tree coverage and eliminating the 
shrub stratum: by cutting some trees down (presence of stumps) or by burning 
the shrubs (presence of gum cistus). The introduction of herds into the forests, 
however, had certainly accelerated the clearance of the shrub stratum. In this 
way, the breeders managed to obtain large grazing spaces for their droves. They 
protected the tall trees because of their usefulness for breeding activity. The trees 
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preserved the moisture of the soil, and so ensured the preservation of grazing 
spaces. They were also fodder trees. Foliage, young branches and acorns were 
used to feed the herds. Finally, they supplied shade for the animals.

We can conclude that dehesa landscapes did not appear in the eighteenth 
century. Wood pastures were still widespread in the Late Middle Ages, at least 
in Extremadura. In the territory of Plasencia (northern Extremadura), Clemente 
Ramos has arrived at the same conclusions.62 From the Middle Ages onwards 
wood pasture became an extensive landscape pattern in South-west Spain. The 
spreading of the wood pastures indicates that this landscape form was well adapted 
for developing livestock breeding activities. Moreover, the soils of Extremadura 
were poorly adapted for cultivation. The stock breeding industry, and especially 
transhumance, was the best way to exploit an area which in the Late Middle Ages 
was still mostly forested and thinly populated. But is that enough to understand 
the durability of the dehesa landscape over time? Are there any other historical 
factors to explain the amazing longevity of this landscape to this day?

IV. DEHESAS AS AN ENIGMATIC DURABLE LANDSCAPE

The durability of the dehesa landscape is a real historical enigma. How can one 
explain the fact that the wood pastures, which were largely diffused thanks to the 
particular conditions of the Reconquest, are still today an essential component 
of the landscape in South-west Spain? The situation is all the more surprising 
given that in the other Mediterranean countries wood pastures have almost 
disappeared, as in the south of France or in the Italian Peninsula.

The durability of dehesa landscapes can be explained by a combination of 
several factors. The first factor is the permanence of the border logic over time.63 
After the Moorish conquest in 711, the current Extremadura was included in a 
border marsh which extended from West to East between the territories of the 
Moors and the Christians.64 At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the Chris-
tian Reconquest of Extremadura did not put an end to the border logic. There 
was only a change in its direction: it became a north to south border between 
the Portuguese and Spanish. The permanency of the border has influenced the 
perception of Extremadura a great deal. Indeed, today it is still considered as a 
marginal territory and as a less populated area of Spain.65 Insecurity along the 
frontier with Portugal for a long time ensured only a very small population. In 
the fifteenth century, the Cáceres council regretted the depopulation of the fre-
quently attacked villages of the border. The village of Aliseda, situated close to 
the boundary with Portugal, provides a telling example. Armed gangs regularly 
destroyed, plundered and set the village on fire. In a document of 1426, about 
two centuries after the reconquest of Cáceres, the council granted tax exemp-
tion to the present and future inhabitants of Aliseda in order to attract new 
settlers.66 The council also allowed the inhabitants of Aliseda to take shelter in 
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the fortified town of Cáceres in case of Portuguese attacks. Twenty years later, 
the problem was not yet solved, as another document of 1446 shows.67 The vil-
lage of Aliseda was always almost deserted and the rare inhabitants were often 
threatened. Insecurity affected all the territories near the Portuguese border. In 
the bylaws of Badajoz (1500), men were allowed to wear a lance and a sword 
for self-defence. 68 Danger was, for many centuries, a real threat in the border 
region. It not only limited the populating process, but favoured the development 
of a rural economy based on stock breeding, which was less vulnerable than 
cultivation in case of attack or conflict.

However, the border logic alone is not enough to explain the durability of 
the dehesa landscape. A second factor also needs to be considered: the surprising 
longevity of the Mesta. Created in 1273, the powerful breeders  ̓organisation 
survived for almost six centuries. It widely contributed to the conservation of 
the dehesa landscapes, for three major reasons. First, because the Mesta breeders 
had a right to go through all the dehesas:  through those belonging to military 
orders of course, but even through the dehesas of the communities. The right 
of way was a privilege of the Mesta breeders granted by the king. The local 
ordinances had to recognise it as shown in the fourth article of the bylaws of 
Badajoz (1500): ʻ[…] the droves can cross our dehesas, but without stopping, 
eating or sleeping in them […]  ̓(translated from Spanish).69 The right of way 
strongly limited the change of dehesas into cultivation lands or towards others 
kinds of use. The second reason is that the Mesta breeders, through renewable 
rental agreements, sometimes hired the dehesas of communities or private own-
ers. This was the case in Trujillo.70 So the evolution of dehesas towards another 
form of exploitation was quite limited. The third reason is due to the importance 
of the Mesta in the Spanish economy. Between the sixteenth and the eighteenth 
centuries, the wool of merinos was one of the main sources of Spainʼs wealth. 
Wool was exported towards Flanders and England. For that reason, all endeavours 
on behalf of the political powers to call into question the powerful organisation 
of breeders was rather a risky venture. The conservation of the dehesas was vital 
to feed the herds of the Mesta, which did not stop increasing over the centuries: 
from 2,700,000 sheep in the late fifteenth century,71 the number increased to 
3,500,000 in the early sixteenth century 72 and to 5,000,000 in the late eighteenth 
century.73 Nevertheless, progressively the Mesta was a victim of its own success. 
In the particular context of a growing population and the need for cultivable lands 
in Spain, the pressure caused by the Mestaʼs herds had become intolerable in 
the eighteenth century. This explained the criticisms formulated in enlightened 
circles, in particular by the Minister Jovellanos who recommended, around 
1750, the abolition of the Mesta.74 But the powerful breeders  ̓association that 
was inherited from the Reconquest was abolished only in 1836. The decision 
on behalf of the political powers took place in a particular context: after the 
war for independence against France and the advent of the bourgeoisie after the 
Cortes of Cadiz in 1812, the Spanish State wanted to abolish the structures of 
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the Ancien Régime of which the Mesta was one of the strongest symbols. The 
end of the large privileges of the Mesta made the wool economy less and less 
profitable. In 1892, only 1,355,000 transhumant sheep remained in Spain,75 less 
than a quarter of the herds of the late eighteenth century. But for many centuries 
transhumance had contributed to the preservation of wood pastures for they 
were a kind of landscape well adapted to this activity.

The third factor concerns the protective law adopted by the communities of 
Extremadura to preserve their own dehesas. All of the local ordinances contained 
number of measures intended to protect the wood pastures. It was absolutely 
forbidden to cut down trees in the dehesas. In the bylaw of Mengabril (1548, in 
the territory of Medellín), several fines were imposed as punishment according 
with the size of the trees or branches illegally chopping down in the dehesa:

[…] any person caught chopping down, conveying or loading a holm oak tree 
or coppice in our dehesa will be fined five hundred maravedis in benefit of the 
council; and for a branch as large as a manʼs body, the person will pay a fine of 
three hundred maravedis; and for a branch as large as a manʼs thigh, two hundred 
maravedis; and for a branch as large as a manʼs calf one hundred maravedis; and 
for a branch as large as a manʼs wrist twenty-five maravedis; and for smaller 
branches ten maravedis […]. 76 (Translated from Spanish)

To make it more understandable to everyone, the different size of trees and branches 
were compared to various parts of the body. The detailed fines demonstrate the 
great determination of the community to protect the tree coverage (called vuelo) 
of the dehesa. The pasture of the dehesa (called suelo) was also protected. It 
was forbidden to cut grass and take it away from the dehesa. Any person who 
did so had to pay a fine, and the council confiscated his tool as punishment.77 
The exploitation of by-products, like gathering acorns, was subject to a previous 
permit given by the council of Mengabril.78 As in Mengabril, other communi-
ties of Extremadura took the same measures; there were only slight differences 
in the size of the fines. So the use of the wood pasture was strictly regulated 
by the local ordinances of the sixteenth century, which remained in effect until 
the nineteenth century. Then, the desamortización created a new situation. The 
desamortización was a process of compulsory sale of goods belonging to the 
Church and to the military orders (Law Mendizábal of 1836), as well as those 
of the communities (Law Madoz of 1855). Some dehesas disappeared after 
having been bought, because the new owner wanted either to pay them off by 
selling the trees, or to convert them into cultivation lands. But in most cases, the 
constitution of large private properties of dehesas in Extremadura mainly turned 
towards two new extensive breeding activities: on the one hand, the breeding 
of brave bulls for corridas and, on the other, the breeding of black pigs (a local 
breed) to produce a fine ham called Jamón de Pata Negra (Figure 3). These new 
breeding activities resulted in quite a profitable business, and have enabled the 
conservation of the dehesas in South-west Spain to this day. 79
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CONCLUSION

The origin of the Spanish wood pastures extends back as far as Antiquity. They 
were present in South-west Spain before the Roman occupation. The wood 
pastures of Roman times can be considered as a particular form of the coltura 
promiscua system, which was defended by Latin agronomists. Nevertheless, as 
demonstrated in this article, the current dehesa landscapes are more directly linked 
with the particular modalities of the Christian Reconquest. After the advance 
of the Christians, the monk-soldiers of the military orders and the new settlers 
appropriated the territory. Far from destroying the forest, they shaped an original 
wooded landscape by clearing the shrub stratum while preserving the tall trees 
and developing transhumance over long distances. In that way, they managed 
to exploit the large forest blankets of the border marsh of Extremadura. The 
development of stock breeding activity enabled them to turn to good account 
this thinly populated area, which was unsuited for agriculture. The spreading 
of the dehesa landscape in South-west Spain began in the thirteenth century, 
and the dynamic accelerated during the fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries. 
At the end of the Middle Ages wood pastures extended over the greater part of 
Extremadura.

The durability of the dehesa is a result of a combination of several factors. 
The permanency of the insecurity along the border with Portugal and, most 

FIGURE 3. Dehesa with black pig in the territory of Cáceres.
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of all, the importance of transhumance in the Spanish economy from the Late 
Middle Ages to the nineteenth century played a decisive part in the conservation 
of the dehesas in the territories of the military orders. Moreover, the protective 
measures adopted by the rural communities against the numerous sheep of the 
Mesta breeders helped to preserve their own dehesas. In the nineteenth century, 
the abolition of the Mesta in 1836 and the selling of the dehesas to private 
owners did not lead to the disappearance of the dehesas in Extremadura. New 
breeding activities (brave bulls and black pigs) have enabled the preservation 
of the dehesas to the present day.

Two lessons of a more general scope can be draw from the example of the 
Spanish dehesas. Firstly the Middle Ages are usually known in Europe as a 
period of intense deforestation favoured by monks and colonists. The shape of 
the dehesas of the Medieval period clearly challenges this thesis. Secondly the 
preservation of the dehesa landscapes also proves that the study of the relation-
ship between humankind and the forest cannot be reduced to a systematically 
negative discourse. If the rural communities in Mediterranean Europe sometimes 
eliminated the forest to extend croplands because of demographic growth, in 
other cases, as in Extremadura, they were able to preserve the forest by shaping 
valuable landscapes. Today, forest engineers, agronomists, geographers, rural 
historians and politicians recognise the importance of the conservation of the 
dehesa, which is a cultural landscape that has been shaped over the centuries 
by rural communities.
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