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ABSTRACT
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Eighteenth-century historical records show that despite the large number
of livestock in the Principalities, the reserves of hay prepared for their food in
winter were minimal. The people rather relied on the livestock animals’ ability to
find their own food in the fields when winters were not hard, on transhumance,
or on the branches and shoots the people gathered from the forest and fed to the
animals. There are numberless mentions in the documents issued by the royal
chancelleries of haymaking day as corvée work, specifying only its temporal
duration (from morning till evening), without any mention of the actual area
that had to be mowed and then gathered. The hay was a valuable item; the hay
price was set by royal decree in major cities including Bucharest to prevent
excessive price rises. Hay storage was problematic because if left in the field, it
had to be protected with fences so as not to be eaten by cattle left to find their
own food; it could also be set on fire accidentally or purposefully. The Phanariot
regime issued special hay regulations and procedures, especially for hay storage
in the cities, to prevent fires as hay was highly flammable.

Romanian Principalities, Ottoman
Empire, eighteenth century, transhumance, feudality, Phanariot regime,
uncultivated fields, livestock

T

he testimonies of foreign travellers
visiting the Romanian Principalities
in the eighteenth century talk about
the vast uncultivated fields and pastures
that fed countless herds of cattle whose
good quality meat was mainly exported to
Istanbul, the great capital of the Ottoman
Empire. Among them, Friedrich Wilhelm
von Bauer’s testimony:
Meadows and orchards complemented
fertile plains. They nourish and fatten
numerous herds of horses, cattle, sheep,
whose meat is in high demand by the
Turks. The Wallachian pastures are so

rich and famous that even the neighbours
send there, every year, many thousands of
horses and numerous herds of oxen and
sheep that get fat in those fields. (Holban
et al. 2000: 146)

Given these testimonies, one might
expect that overwintering the livestock
was a tremendous effort. In reality, things
were not at all so. The practice was to buy
lean cattle at spring fairs, which they would
feed and fatten over the summer, and, in
autumn, (when the weather turned cold
and the risk of meat spoilage was lower),
they would bring them on the banks of
the Danube and slaughter them to make
15
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pastrami, beef tallow and suet, products
very much appreciated and demanded in
the Ottoman Empire.
The practice of animal slaughter in
autumn existed in the preindustrial West
too, where the slaughter of animals started
traditionally on St. Martin’s feast day, so
that the number of animals to be fed with
hay during the whole winter should be
significantly smaller.
In the Principalities, the quantities of
hay gathered as winter feed were minimal.
People relied more on the cattle’s ability to
find food on their own, usually out in the
fields.
In his Geographical, Historical and
Political Description of Moldova and
Wallachia, Jean Luis Carra mentions that
big and small cattle as well as horses
spend both the winter and the summer
out in the fields. Every now and then,
they are goaded to haystacks to feed and
to lick mineral salt. (Holban et al. 2000:
248)

This account is confirmed by Peter Zoldt
in his 1766-1767 Description of the Journey
through Moldova, who writes about the
inhabitants of the land, “they mostly raise
cattle, sheep and horses that they feed with
hay during winter only once in 10 years,
because even in winter the animals graze on
the pasture commons” (Holban 1997: 513).
Weismantel makes similar considerations on the Principalities, noting that
there were vast hay meadows and that “the
peasants do not gather hay or gather too
little although they could well do a thousand
stacks” (Holban et al., 2000: 351). This is
confirmed by an administrative document
this time, issued on October 18th, 1792 by
the boyars and endorsed by Moldavian
ruler Alexandru Moruzi, whose aim was to
protect the forests from the people who tore
branches and shoots to feed their cattle in
winter: “often people who live on the edge
of the forests do not bother with haymaking
in summer and then, in winter, they winter
their herds only on what they find in the
16

forest, tearing down the nicest trees and
groves” (Mihordea et al. 1996: 569).
Transhumance was an extremely
important strategy for the survival of large
flocks of sheep. In winter, the flocks were
brought down from the hills and mountains
slopes, where the weather was more severe
and the reserves of hay were limited, to the
plains, near the Danube or in Dobrogea.
Raicevich gives us valuable information
about this practice:
(Sheep) Live all the time outside, in
the open air, in summer time in the
mountains and in winter time on the
banks of the Danube. In November, they
go down to the banks of the Danube,
where is less windy and the weather is
milder, and, most importantly, the grass
stays green under snow, which the sheep
eat with pleasure, grazing it from under
the snow. It often happens that the snow
is too high and iced over or there is too
less of it, and therefore the ground freezes
and the grass does not grow. These
shortcomings urge the shepherds to do
their best to get hay and dry grass, which
are gathered in large stacks that rise
high in the fields, and to lead their sheep
around them so they can eat as much as
they need. When the northeast winds
are raging and the snowfalls are heavy,
shepherds drive their sheep continuously
around a pillar or they take them behind
a fence or to higher ground, beating them
often to take them out of the snow and
to force them to move to keep them from
being buried in the snow or freezing to
death. (Holban et al., 2000: 493)

Protecting shepherds, herds of cattle
and travellers from the blizzard was one
of the rulers’ concerns as illustrated in a
document issued by Constantine Racoviţă,
on January 2nd, 1755, to prohibit the cutting
of trees in a forest which was a refuge for
the aforementioned and a source of food for
the herd. Cotroceni Monastery had hired a
man to guard the forest on the Bărbuleşti
(Ialomița county) estate,

!"#$"%&'()&')*+,)-&(+*,,'*+).,'*/0#

for this forest belonging to the estate of the
holy monastery is located in the middle
of the fields, and this makes it very useful
both to the monastery for its mills and
cattle and other monastery affairs, and to
others – foreigners, shepherds – during
winter, when the wind blows hard and
the shepherds and other travellers have
no other shelter or refuge, so they all,
men and animals, make it for the forest
to escape of the blizzard. (Mihordea et al.
1961: 530)

Hay mowing and hay gathering were
corvées regulated by official documents;
peasants living on the estates of boyars or
monasteries were forced to perform 12 days
of corvée work annually under regulations
imposed by Constantin Mavrocordat. The
corvée consisted in, among others, a few
days of unpaid haymaking work and the
tithe for hay, i.e. one stack out of ten. The
eighteenth-century documents studied
show that there was no uniform legislation,
the situation differed from landlord to
landlord, the peasants being sometimes able
to negotiate better agreements, which by no
means excluded landlord abuses.
In some cases, the peasants’ obligations
were explicitly stated; for example, peasants
in the village of Sovîrcu were bound by deed
with Metropolitan Antim to make 40 hay
carts and to build it into stacks on the spot
(Mihordea et al., 1961: 238), while villagers
of Călimăneşti agreed on May 22nd, 1767
with the Abbot of Cozia Monastery that
“at haymaking time, we mow 100 hay carts
and the monastery Gipsy slaves gather it”
(Mihordea et al., 1961: 571).
In Moldova, the unit of measurement
was the haystack. In a document dated
December 10th, 1733, the inhabitants of
Văcăreşti and Mărcești villages undertook
to make on behalf of Răchitoasa Monastery
„five stacks of hay and the stack to be a
standard one, wherever his Holiness the
Abbot might wish to have them, on the
border between two estates and the stacks
shall be fenced” (Mihordea et al., 1966: 179).
Building the haystacks on the border
between two estates meant an extra effort as

the hay had to be transported by cart and
then fenced so as not to be eaten by animals
or herds. The practice of fencing haystacks
or ricks was common, being mentioned
by Johan Wendel Bardili who travelled
through Moldova in 1709: “the hay is built
into high stacks, and around them a corral
of canes where cattle enter to feed from the
haystack” (Holban 1983: 265).
In most cases, obligations were not
expressed quantitatively, the hay mowing
day being the unit of measurement; for
example, the subjects of Cozia Monastery
in the village of Orlea were forced “to mow
two days a week from morning till night,
and the monastery Gypsies would gather
it, and if we gathered it by ourselves, we
would mow only one day” (Mihordea et
al., 1961: 352), whereas the inhabitants of
the Bucharest Metropolitan Church estate
seemed to have had a harder life: in 1748,
“at haymaking time, each man who lived on
the holy monastery estate was to do corvée
work mowing and stacking hay for six days”
(Mihordea et al., 1961: 478).
Circa 1790, the peasants living on the
estate of Costeşti belonging to the Aninoasa
Monastery normally had to do 12 days of
corvée work yearly, “but because they had
an understanding with his Holiness the
Abbot, they only did six days of corvée work
every year, but all of them in the summer,
making hay” (Mihordea et al., 1961: 773).
The tithe, which, according to the law,
was one out of ten, was often raised in
favour of the landlords, especially in the
hills and mountains areas, where there were
more cattle and fewer meadows. The tithe
paid by the inhabitants of Corbi village was
one sixth, and by those of Domnești – one
seventh; additionally, they had to build the
hay into stacks and to fence it (Mihordea
et al.: 723). Finally, there was the case of
villagers in Schitu Golești from whom the
Abbot of Câmpulung Monastery perceived
a tithe of one fourth. In the complaint
submitted to the Council, the peasants
were demanding that the tithe be one fifth
(Mihordea et al., 1961: 735).
17
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The reason why the landlords in hilly
areas did not comply with the general rules
regarding the days of corvée work or tithe
is reflected in the petition the inhabitants
of Bogdăneşti made against the Abbot of
Arnota Monastery, complaining of the
abuses they had to bear – as hay was scarce
and expensive compared with hay in the
plains areas,
they would not take the usual tithe, as
they had taken before, namely four parale
for one cart of hay, or one out of ten
haystacks, but they would take one thaler
for one cart of hay, breaking the tradition
and taking this tithe money by force. To
justify his actions, the Abbot replied to the
Ispravniks [law enforcement deputies]:
indeed the petitioners ask to pay the tithe
in money, four parale for one cart, or
to pay it in kind, but here, high on the
mountain, the hay is never so cheap that
the price of one cart goes for only one leu
(as it does in the plains counties) and we
have information that the price of the cart
can get as high as 2 thalers, 20 lei even or
more. (Mihordea et al., 1961: 847-848)

Any attempt to quantify what a day
of haymaking meant and how much was
the area mowed by a haymaker per day
ventures into the land of speculation. In
the eighteenth century, the haymaking day
as a unit of measurement was more rarely
mentioned in the Wallachian documents
than the day of ploughing, and, when it
appears, just the duration is specified: from
morning till sunset, and not the area that
must be mowed.
Much more clearer are the documents
issued by the royal chancellery of Moldova:
“Should there be a need to make hay, every
man will mow half of falce per day, and
should there be a need to gather and to
build hay into stacks, every man will gather
and build half of falce per day” (Mihordea
et al., 1966: 407-408), i.e. an area of about
7,000-7,500 square meters, judging by the
equivalent figures provided by Nicolae
Stoicescu in his work (1971: 139-140, 146).
In addition to the unpaid work, the law
18

also provided the obligation of collecting
tithes in kind (hay) or in cash; in some rare
cases, it is specified how large the haystacks
had to be; on Bolboşani estate, in 1742, the
document issued by Mihai Racoviţă set
forth “to take one out of ten haystacks, but
the haystack should be ten carts, namely 45
bani, and the hay rick, namely one thaler”
(Mihordea et al., 1966: 404).
From the above document, it appears
that one stack was the equivalent of ten carts,
but a later one, from 1743, mentions stacks
made of five carts (Mihordea et al., 1961:
412). The stack was the unit of measurement
for hay. In light of the above documents,
we can get an idea about its weight, the
largest stack weighed around 6,350-6,500
kg and a smaller one around 3,175-3,250 kg
(one standard cart of hay weighed in mideighteenth century 500 ocale (one oca = 3lbs)
(Stoicescu 1971: 255) and the oca weighed
1.271 kg (Stoicescu 1971: 278). These figures
should be taken cum grano salis, however, as
they are approximations.
Another unit of measurement for hay
was the rick (șira) of varying sizes (used
mainly in Oltenia), governed by a document
dating from June 11, 1786:
For hay, we deem it appropriate that for
the biggest rick measuring six fathoms
in length, and two in width, and one
and a half fathoms in height the price of
one and half thalers should be paid, for
the second biggest rick measuring four
fathoms in length, and one fathom in
width, and one and a half in height, the
price of one thaler and 30 bani should be
paid, and for other smaller ricks, just one
thaler should be paid. (Mihordea et al.,
1961: 733)

In modern terms, the largest rick
had a length between 11.7 m and 12 m –
depending on the fathom used to calculate:
Șerban Cantacuzino’s fathom was 1.962
m long, while Constantin Brâncoveanu’s
was 2.004 m long (Stoicescu 1971: 47-48), a
width between 3.9 m and 4 m, and a height
between 2.95 and 3 m. The midsize rick
had a length of 7.8 to 8 meters, a width of
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1.962 to 2 m, and a height of 2.95 to 3 m. The
document helps us in this case to get an idea
about rick size, but we know nothing about
its weight.
In Moldova, the unit of measurement for
hay was still the rick (called stog). According
to a document dated January 19, 1774, the
villagers of Cozmeşti and Podoleni agreed
with the Abbot of Secu Monastery to mow
50 ricks per year “but the ricks made of this
estate’s grass should be big, this has to be
sought and mowed” (Mihordea et al., 1966:
458-459).
The size of the standard stack varied
over the time. At the beginning of the
eighteenth century, more precisely in 1709,
the inhabitants of the village of Comăneşti
were to make 36 stacks, which “should
have the proper size, 12 fathoms in girth
in diameter and three fathoms in height”
(Stoicescu 1971: 296). In modern terms, the
girth of the stack was about of 26.76 meters,
given that the Moldovan fathom measured
2.23 m (Stoicescu 1971:78), while the stack
height was about 6.7 m. Since we know
the approximate girth of the stack, we can
calculate its approximate measurements:
9.50 m in diameter and 6-7 m in height. In
1804, the standard stack had 15 fathoms in
girth and three fathoms in height (Stoicescu
1971: 297), the girth of 33.45 m meaning a
diameter of 10.60 m and 6-7 m high.
There was also the stack measuring
one falce, i.e. the amount of hay that two
men mowed in one day as noted in a 1786
document containing the ruling of the
Great Chancellor in the dispute between
the villagers of Solești, Boușor, Beneşti and
Tanacu, and Băneasa [Governess] Catrina
Roset. The villagers were accused to have
set fire to 18 stacks of hay belonging to the
Governess. As compensation,
after the ruling had been transcribed in
the registries, they shall owe her one day
of mowing, from sunrise until sunset,
at any place and time decided by her,
while the village of Solești shall owe her
to gather it [...]. Given that there are 60

people altogether in the three villages
and that they will mow 30 falce equal
30 haystacks in one day, from sunrise to
sunset, and because she lost 18 haystacks,
they are to give her back what they owe,
that is 18 haystacks (Mihordea et al.,
1966: 541-542).

The collection of tithes was made
only in the presence of the landlord or
his representative. A document issued
on January 1st, 1769 by Grigore Al. Ghica
clearly stipulates this:
And no one shall dare gather anything
from the field until the lord of the estate
or his man will have come to claim the
tithe, and the landlords shall make sure
to come or to send their men in due time.
(Mihordea et al., 1966: 407-408)

Similar provisions existed in Wallachia,
where the inhabitants of Milostea village
complained to the Ispravniks of Vîlcea of
the fact that the Abbot of Bistrița Monastery
did not claim his tithe, so “all the hay was
ruined on the fields, it was eaten by animals
and damaged by rain, and they had nothing
left to feed their cattle.” In his defence, the
Abbot accused the peasants that they had
only mowed the meadows that they liked
best, they had refused to build haystacks so
the tithe could be claimed, and instead
from whatever hay they had mowed, they
gathered some of it and took it, only a
few haystacks, which they did not like,
were left scattered on the field and they
were ruined, and then they claimed those
were the whole tithe for the monastery
(Mihordea et al., 1961: 752).

In addition to feudal obligations, days
of corvée work, and tithes, haymakers were
sometimes brought from distant estates to
help with mowing large areas. To limit their
financial claims, which were ever larger, an
act was issued on May 5th, 1792 setting the
price that they could receive for a day of
mowing: “for hay mowing, without meals
– 48 bani, and with meals provided by the
landlord – 42 bani per day, for hay gathering,
19
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with meals provided by the landlord – 24
bani per day” (Urechia 1893b: 327).
The price for gathering the hay,
considered an easier task than mowing, was
set under the same deed, at half the price for
mowing. The reason why hay mowing and
gathering prices were regulated transpires
from the same document, showing how
valuable this task was, “the labourers who do
vineyard work and other tasks throughout
the year have gotten into the bad habit of
asking ever higher prices” (Urechia 1893b:
327).
Precisely six years later, in 1798, the price
for a day of mowing hay had fallen to half or
even lower, judging by the complaint of 36
haymakers from Gorj about the Ispravnik
of Mogoșoaia estate who had not paid them
20 bani and one oca (3 lbs) of corn flour per
day.
And the Ispravnik said against the
petitioners that they had asked 25 bani
and 3 lbs of corn flour and then finally
they lowered their demand to 23 bani and
3 lbs of corn flour, but they did not close
the deal, and instead told the petitioners
that they had to ask the landlord first.
(Mihordea et al., 1961: 867-868)

The landlord of the estate did not agree with
the deal, using as a pretext the prices paid
by the other estates around Mogoșoaia, “the
other landlords paid less to the haymakers
from Oltenia, for instance on Sterianu
and Leditza estates and on Radu Vodă
estate, they paid 16 parale a day, and on
Nenciulescu estate – 17 parale” (Mihordea
et al., 1961: 867-868).
The document is very interesting due
to the fact that apart from daily wages,
the haymakers from Oltenia agreed with
the Ispravnik, without the landlord’s
knowledge, to receive corn flour and salt for
their daily meals: mămăligă.
In Moldova, the price for mowing and
gathering one falce of hay had reached,
according to a document dated May 5th,
1799, “2 lei and 95 parale, if the haymaking
is done well, that is no grass is left behind
20

and the haystack are built tidily” (Mihordea
et al., 1966: 699).
Haymaking was important farm work,
so, in order to ensure continuity, in June
20th, 1790, when hay work was in full swing,
the reign demanded the boyar judges, “that
none of the peasants be kept or retained for
judgment until after the month of July so as
to allow them to gather their harvests and to
make hay” (Urechia 1893b: 410).
The nart system consisting in the state
regulating the number of unpaid work days
and the prices for basic items, most of all
food, then soap, candles etc. has Turkish
origins, its purpose being to prevent price
rise and profiteering.
The hay was part of the nart system. This
1791 document issued by the ruler Mihai
Suțu shows that there were three categories
of hay prices depending on the hay quality:
first-rate hay could be sold at a maximum
price of “4 thalers the cart of hay, 2 thalers
for second-rate hay, and one thaler for thirdrate hay” (Urechia 1893b: 316).
The rulers were also concerned with the
supply of fodder needed to feed the travellers’
animals in winter time; innkeepers often
lacked reserves of hay and this was a
concern for the rulers: “Whoever keeps
a winter tavern should now know how to
manage it, to be able to store the hay needed
for the travellers’ horses, to make and gather
the hay now, before the haymaking time
passes” (Urechia 1893b: 392).
Stubble burning aimed at restoring
the fertility of the soil proved to be a
widespread practice, extremely dangerous
for the settlements, crops and wooded areas
in the two Principalities; the authorities at
the time were forced to intervene, trying
to keep it under control through various
regulations.
In 1785, August 27th, 17 acts were issued
to the attention of the Ispravniks of the
various counties:
Stubble burning, a habit very much
widespread among the villagers, is to
be carried out only in spring before
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sprouting and in autumn after harvesting
the crops from the fields to protect from
damages that may result from this habit;
given that in one or two counties, this
burning caused much damage to the
villagers destroying their crops and hay
and whatever else they had, here is why
we have deemed it appropriate to make
this known to the general public that it is
forbidden to burn the fields at any other
time, with the exception of autumn and
spring, as stipulated above, when there
are no crops on the fields and, therefore,
there is no risk of doing damage. (Urechia
1893a: 431)

Even if these rules were respected
(which was not the case since they had to
make them public time and again), the risk
of fire to haystacks and hay left on the field
was serious. A document dated June 22nd,
1784 tells of such a case. The inhabitants of
Peretu (Teleorman) undertake before their
landlord,
to pay the loss for some haystacks that
burned, to give tithe of two out of ten
haystacks instead of one, all for one
year, as it so happened that, because of
someone’s wrongdoing, two of landlord’s
hay ricks from last year had burned
entirely. (Mihordea et al., 1961: 700)

Setting fire to the fields in late autumn,
when the grass can no longer grow
back, endangered flocks of sheep during
transhumance as they could no longer find
the grass they needed to survive through
the winter.
The hay was a highly flammable material,
and the Phanariots rulers tried to limit
storing it in large quantities in the inner
cities, especially in Bucharest, where many
houses were built of wood. Haystacks and
ricks were a common sight in Bucharest,
since there were plenty of animals that
needed fodder – from the horses pulling
the carriages of the elite to the horses of
travellers transiting Bucharest and the
cattle of Bucharest’s regular citizens.
The royal chancellery issued several
more other deeds to limit the risk of fire in

the capital city, which essentially contained
the same measures. We mention here one
dated August 13th, 1782 (Urechia 1893a:
295) and another May 1792 issued by Mihai
Suțu,
to prevent the risk of fire, I, the ruler, have
issued ever since my previous reign a
Nizam (Decree) on hay: it is forbidden to
bring hay inside the city walls and to make
stacks and ricks out of it and to store them
between houses, or next to the houses,
more than it is needed for a few days in
the stables, while the large supply of hay
needed for overwintering animals is to be
stored on the edge of the city, as far away
from houses as possible, but where it can
be reached so that each can take whatever
he needs for the stables and the cattle,
and only this hay has been authorized by
ordinance of the spătar [sword-bearer] to
be given free admission into Bucharest
on condition that it is stored as ordered.
(Urechia 1893b: 375)

!!!!!!!!

To conclude, eighteenth century
documents show that fodder reserves for
overwintering livestock animals were
rather limited, that haymaking was carried
out mainly with unpaid labour, the number
of corvée days varying from one estate to
another, and that hay was considered a basic
item whose price was regulated under the
nart system.

21

Ion Blăjan

!"!#"$%&'()*+
Holban, Maria (ed.). 1983. Călători străini despre Țările
Române, VIII [Foreign travellers on the Romanian Countries, VIII], București, Editura Științifică și Enciclopedică.
Holban, Maria (ed.). 1997. Călători străini despre Țările
Române, IX [Foreign travellers on the Romanian Countries,
IX]. București, Editura Academiei Române.
Holban, Maria; Maria M. Alexandrescu-Dresca; Paul Cernovodeau; Ion Totoiu (eds). 2000. Călători străini despre Țările
Române, X [Foreign travellers on the Romanian Countries,
X]. București, Editura Academiei Române.
Mihordea, Vasile; Şerban Papacostea and Florin Constantiniu (eds.). 1961. Documente privind relațiile agrare în veacul al
XVIII-lea, Vol. I, Țara Românească [Documents with regard
to the agricultural relations in XVIIIth century, Vol. I, Romanian Country]. București, Editura Academiei Republicii
Populare Române.
Mihordea, Vasile; Şerban Papacostea; Florin Constantiniu
(eds.). 1966. Documente privind relaţiile agrare din veacul al
XVIII –lea, Vol. II, Moldova [Documents with regard to the
agricultural relations in XVIIIth century, Vol. II, Moldova].
București, Editura Academiei Republicii Socialiste România.
Stoicescu, Nicolae. 1971. Cum măsurau strămoșii. Metrologie medievală pe teritoriul României [How our ancestors
measured. Medieval Metrology on Romanian Territory].
București, Editura Științifică și Enciclopedică.
Urechia, A. Vasile. 1893a. Istoria românilor de la 1774-1786,
Extras din Analele Academiei Române, Seria a II, Tom XII,
Memoriile Secțiunii Istorice [History of Romanians from
1774 untill 1786, Exerpt from the Annals of Romanian Academy. Series a II. Tom XII, Memories of Historical
Section]. București, Lito-Tipografia Carol Göbl.
Urechia, A. Vasile. 1893b. Istoria românilor, Seria 1786-1800,
Tom II [History of Romanians, Series, 1786 – 1800, Tom II].
București, Tipografia Gutenberg Iosef Göbl.

22

