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ABSTRACT 

 The present research proposed as a PhD thesis aims to present the main epidemics that 

affected the area/region of Bistrița in the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth 

century and the eradication measures taken against them. The epidemics and sudden deaths were 

investigated in terms of demographic, social, and mentalities in several works in Transylvania 

and also in various studies and articles for smaller regions.  In the county of Bistrița, research of 

this kind, a larger overview was absent until now, with only few studies on some specific 

epidemic episodes. 

 I began my work with a brief overview of the legal and administrative history of the 

county, necessary for an easier understanding of the local realities of the eighteenth century, 

which influenced the daily life of the population and also their health. In the eighteenth century 

the land included two different entities, on the one hand there was Bistrița with the Saxon district 

and on the other hand the Romanian villages in the Rodna district. Bistrița as a city had an 

important trade and craft role until the seventeenth century when it began to decline. The trades 

were made especially with Moldova, accused of spreading the epidemics of plague. Such trade 

routes and the continuous transit of people, as well as the Saxon fairs organized in the city could 

be means of expanding the epidemics. 

 A second chapter recalled and discussed the causes favouring the spread of epidemics. 

Infectious diseases were caused by certain germs and viruses, but they could hit hard the 

population of a region in times of troubles and the other gaps that weakened the bodies.  A big 

problem until the nineteenth century was the climate deviations, specifically during heavy rain, 

hail, flood or hot summers, cold winters and long drought. In years when agricultural production 

was weak or not existent, the population suffered from food shortages and hence they could 

easily contract viral diseases or develop diet related diseases. A real problem were the armed 

conflicts, wars, incursions, robberies, riots and etc., in these periods people could not carry out 

their activities and crisis would arise. Another major problem was the lack of hygiene, both 

personal as well as in their households and communities. Another shortcoming was the supply of 

drinking water to cities and towns. Bistrița had a lack of plentiful supply of drinking water until 

the second half of the nineteenth century, in the conditions in which the water consumed was 

derived from the same source in which the domestic waters and other rubbish was discarded, 



hence the population health was precarious. In addition there were few good water wells because 

the water table was on the surface, therefore the groundwater was easily polluted by elements 

that spoil the water quality. Over all of these there was an overlapped lack of relevant medical 

device in numbers and knowledge, as well as a public ignorance and their superstitions. 

 Next, I highlighted the major epidemics in the region of Bistrița until the beginning of the 

eighteenth century and the role of local health units in maintaining health. The biggest epidemic 

that affected the population of this region was the plague.  Among these stood out the epidemic 

of Basta, the epidemic of 1623 and the one in 1633. In these episodes, the locals lost a large part 

of the population even though arrangements have been made in accordance with the local 

medical knowledge of the time. 

 In the next chapter I discussed epidemics in the first half of the eighteenth century, 

compared to the rest of Transylvania and sometimes Moldova. During this period the Habsburgs 

began to get involved in preventing and stopping the epidemics, because of a fear of losing too 

many taxpayers. The Bistrița region was hit by an epidemic in 1712, after which they escaped the 

Armenian competition, driven to Gherla under the pretext that they spread the plague. Following 

this outbreak, which some historians have argued that was smallpox and not plague, only 121 

people died, a small number of victims compared to the same epidemics of the last century. Then 

the Romanian population in the villages from the Rodna region were hit again by the plague in 

1719, after the Tatar invasion that took place in 1717, and by which the population was seriously 

affected. But the worst plague that took over the region was in the period of 1742-1743, which 

affected seven towns and made 825 victims. During the time the plague was taking victims, local 

authorities received a number of clear instructions on epidemiological measures to be taken. A 

series of archival documents show how the measures dictated by the Habsburg authorities 

through the Transylvanian Government were applied in the region.  Sometimes mistakes were 

made by local magistrates because of fear of harder epidemic spreads. Central measures were 

sometimes doubled by local measures, the magistrate of Bistriţa multiplied the regulation 

regarding the cleaning of sick people’s houses in the hope that these places would not become a 

source of infection for the general population. These regulations had been issued by Vienna for 

the epidemic that struck in 1738-1739, epidemic which did not affect the region of Bistriţa, 

probably due to the severe preventive measures imposed locally. Neither the epidemic of 1742-

1743 extended to the population of the city. From the archive documents I was able to find out 



what medication was used in the region during the plague, for either the prevention or the 

treatment of milder cases. The epidemic episodes from this period highlighted the speed with 

which local authorities took initiative in the fight of epidemics. 

 In the next chapter, specifically in the sixth, I tried to emphasize the role of the Health 

Reform imposed by the Habsburgs in the fight for overall health. In this period in Transylvania 

at a regional level, physicians and surgeons were hired with studies as required by law, their 

operation was regulated, as well as those of pharmacies and the sanitary cordons guarding the 

border arose. The II Border Regiment based in Năsăud was formed at the same time and also had 

a health care role, more exactly had to halt the spread of epidemics from the East to 

Transylvania. Thus was born the quarantine cord at the border with Moldova, overseeing the 

entire population that crossed through this area. Travellers had to stay at the quarantine points for 

a certain period of time, for medical supervision under health care workers in quarantine stations 

and move through a disinfection process with the goods they held. The stationary period was 

determined based on the epidemiological situation across the border and the theories on disease 

transmission. In the border regiment a military medical service was born, dealing with health 

surveillance, both of enrolled personnel as well as civilians from the militarized district of 

Rodna. While the epidemics were present across the border or in neighbouring counties, the 

Saxon medical device from the district of Bistrița had to consult with the director of the border 

cord in order to take the best measures to stop the spread of epidemics.  

 The military health service had an important role in overseeing all the local health 

problems. Military doctors were required to identify all epidemics affecting children, all cases of 

venereal diseases and diet related diseases. They were also the ones who offered medical advice 

in how to stay healthy and medication to those affected by a disease. In the fight to preserve the 

general health, all the priests and teachers of the region were involved, who could read and 

explain to the population all the pre-printed materials and regulations given by the Health 

Commission in the three official languages of the province, German, Hungarian and Romanian. 

 After the reforms of the sanitary system in Transylvania, in the Bistrița district operated 

the following medical staff: a district doctor with a university degree, a city physician that had 

been educated as a surgeon, two surgeons who had only guild training and two pharmacists who 

had also learned the craft within guilds. The number of local health professionals was low for the 

population they served but in other regions the situation was even worse. In the Bistriţa region 



there were two different active health services, on the one hand the health service of the Saxon 

district and on the other hand the military one, of the Romanian militarized district. Since 1800, 

in the region also appeared a surgeon and a midwife serving the mining population from Rodna. 

 With the healthcare reform, marked by changes dictated by the Sanitary Commission in 

Vienna and the birth of the permanent quarantine cord at the border, generalized epidemics of 

plague in Transylvania disappeared. In the second half of the eighteenth century there were 

reported only sporadic episodes of plague, with lower mortality, which affected only the border 

regions. But outside the Carpathian arch plague made many victims in the nineteenth century as 

well. 

 A sporadic episode of plague was the one that struck the Bistrița region in 1771. 

Mortality at the time is not known as the reports issued by the local authorities for the authorities 

in Sibiu, which included the number of deaths and sick people, was lost from the Bistrița 

archives. There are however a number of documents that describe the severe measures imposed 

locally to stop the epidemics, including isolating the city and the municipalities from the district 

which are described in detail. Also from this period there is in the archives of Bistrița City Hall, a 

regulation issued by the protomedic of Transylvania, Adam Chenot, that clarifies how the health 

of locals was checked by physicians and surgeons. This regulation shows that all the 

observations that the medical device in a region had to make about the population were dictated 

point by point by the greatest experts of the Empire and the province. After the epidemic episode 

of 1771, the region of Bistrița has not been hit by plague again, in the eighteenth century or in 

the early nineteenth century. Nonetheless severe measures for the prevention of this epidemic 

were taken locally whenever plague was reported in Moldova and Bucovina. 

  In the next part of the thesis I tried to recall briefly other infectious diseases or common 

ones, which hit Transylvania and also Bistrița in the eighteenth century. Among them stood out 

smallpox, venereal diseases and scurvy. Smallpox was an infectious disease that mainly affects 

children in their first years of life. The disease was much more violent then, than it is today, and 

because of that many of those infected died. Those who survived most often remained disfigured 

or with different disabilities like blindness. In Transylvania, the populations most affected were 

the Saxons and the Hungarians, because the Romanian people knew empirical methods of 

immunization. In the West, this type of epidemic caused many victims annually, which was the 

reason why physicians sought possibilities to escape from smallpox. In the late eighteenth 



century an English physician discovered a vaccine against smallpox, immunization method that 

was immediately taken by the Habsburgs as well. 

 Another problem were the venereal diseases, especially syphilis, which in Transylvania 

spread through prostitutes who accompanied armies and troops in wars. In the eighteenth century 

most of the local population suffered from venereal diseases because of the society’s depravity 

and the general lack of hygiene. Since the venereal diseases threatened to affect generation after 

generation, the health authorities from Transylvania, imposed medical examinations and free 

treatment for all patients detected. The medical knowledge of the time however was not 

advanced enough to recognize that there were a number of venereal diseases, believing that all 

were syphilis. Therefore treatments offered were not very relevant. 

 Then another reported problem were the diseases related to poor nutrition in times of 

crisis. The most common disease of this kind was scurvy. The disease has been reported 

especially in the Romanian population from the mountains in the years with weak agricultural 

production. Vegetables grown by peasants from the mountains were few, the most famous being 

cabbage, which was preserved pickled. In dry years this was missing and with it disappear and 

the only source of vitamin C, which people consumed during the winter. Due to lack of adequate 

nutrition, the bodies weakened by the end of winter and early spring, until new vegetation grew 

again. A problem in the diet-related diseases was also the orthodox fasting, during which the 

bodies were dried of any energy as the food consumed was very poor in nutrients and vitamins. 

Therefore in the second half of the eighteenth century in the regions affected by famine, the 

authorities encouraged the waiving of fasting. For people suffering from scurvy it was indicated 

the consumption of all non poisonous herbs, and for those who had bloody diarrhoea the 

consumption of water containing iron. 

 At the beginning of the 19
th

 century, the authorities imposed the smallpox vaccine upon 

all children in each health region. The first vaccines in Bistrița were performed in 1802. Within 

the Romanian population in the militarized district, a large proportion of parents shielded their 

children from the vaccine because of rumours that existed in the period. It was rumoured that the 

vaccine could produce the death of freshly immunized children. Due to the fact that a large 

proportion of children were not vaccinated, violent smallpox epidemics were present until the 

second half of the 19
th

 century. To force people to undergo vaccination, the authorities have 

imposed that young people who could not prove they were vaccinated, could not have a religious 



marriage performed by priests, could not hold administrative positions in guilds and they could 

not be buried with pomp and religious service. Also parents who opposed the vaccination of their 

children could be punished by the local authorities with corporal punishment. In the battle of 

convincing the population regarding the need for the vaccine, of great importance were the 

priests. They had to read to the locals all the popularization brochures of the vaccine published 

by the Health Commission. They had to convince people that the immunisation vaccine was a 

cure left by God, and that those who did not use it were guilty of the death of their children if 

they got sick and died from smallpox. Despite all the measures imposed, immunization of a large 

number of children in the region of Bistrița was possible only after the second half of the 

nineteenth century. 

 In the period of 1813-1817, another issue affected gravely the people in the discussed 

land, a serious famine, which claimed the lives of many people affected by different diseases. To 

save the poor, the Austrian authorities have brought grains to the locals and loaned money to the 

border guards. And then they tried to impose a number of measures to prevent further similar 

periods. It was asserted the cultivation of potatoes and other new vegetables, as well as the 

demand that each border family had to have a garden with vegetables and fruit trees. At the same 

time new techniques have been implemented in agricultural work, and a strict timetable was 

given for these which had to be respected by people in order to obtain higher production. The 

population near the border regiments had to comply with all regulations imposed by the 

authorities, so that they would be offered as a model to the other inhabitants of Transylvania. 

 Another problem I tried to expose in the ninth chapter in my theses was the emergence of 

epidemics of cholera in Transylvania from 1831 onwards. The Bistrița region as well as the rest 

of Transylvania, was affected by this epidemic in the years of: 1831, 1836, 1848/1849. The new 

epidemic took the place of the plaque in the collective mentality due to the panic it produced in 

the population. The Habsburg and local health authorities imposed strict sanitary measures 

against this epidemic as well. But the preventive measures used were the same as the ones used 

during the plague. Cholera was transmitted in a different way than the plague and had a faster 

progress which proved the methods used to stop them, to be ineffective. The border cord of the II 

Regiment received a number of specific health instruction aimed at the disease among the guards 

that watched the border. More exactly, it explained what to do about the disease, so that it did not 

spread too much among them and affect the surveillance of the border. If an outbreak occurred in 



a village in the county of Bistrița, procedure was as in the case of plague, patients were isolated 

and treated. Their families were also isolated as well as anyone who came in contact with the 

patient, in order to be medically supervised. They closed down the affected areas by military 

cordons and checked each individual’s health passport passing from one place to another or from 

one region to another. At the same time each resident had to be alert to their own hygiene and 

that of their house, be well dressed, make little to no effort and take care of their food intake. 

Hard to digest foods were banned as well as unripe fruits and vegetables and too much alcohol. 

The dead were buried as in the case of plague, faster than normal after they were examined by 

doctors, in cemeteries outside the settlements. The population had to give up almsgiving and 

other habits like kissing the dead. 

 In addition to the sanitary measures indicated by specialists and the prayers of priests, the 

extremely scared people of the deaths, turned to magical practices for the protection of the 

community. The most famous practices were: the plague shirt, pulling a furrow around the 

village, chanting and wearing charms and amulets. Also because of superstition and pagan 

beliefs sometimes they resorted to unearth the dead and pierce the body in the heart with a stake 

because of the belief that the deceased was undead and will spread the disease in the community. 

 Despite the measures imposed the epidemic took a heavy toll locally. Of those who fell 

prey to death most were mature people over 25, who most likely had sensitive stomachs or were 

heavy alcohol drinkers. Regarding the mortality by sexes at certain times of epidemics, women 

were more affected. Doctors theorised that this was due to the fact that they consumed more, 

most likely undrinkable water and their bodies were weaker due to births and a worse nutrition. 

  Epidemics during the years of 1700-1850, influenced to some extent the numerical 

evolution of the population, but were not by themselves a destructive factor as high as the ones 

from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Due to the demographic boom that the population 

registered from the second half of the eighteenth century and due to the evolution of medicine as 

a science, epidemics could only stop the progression of population in correlation with a series of 

military conflicts, famine and related economic criseses. Naturally after an epidemic period, the 

number of marriages in the community grew as well as the number of births, and the number of 

deaths was reduced due to the natural selection that was made during the plagues. 

 In 1851, the II Romanian Border Regiment was abolished and with it, it disappeared the 

militarized district too. In its place during the years of 1861-1876, it was born the Năsăud 



district, with local Romanians as its leaders. Within this district was born the first Romanian 

health service which had an important role in the fight against cholera with the help of the health 

services of the Saxon district. 

 In 1866, in the Năsăud district a significant number of people have fallen prey to a new 

outbreak of cholera. In the Saxon district of Bistriţa because of the imposed actions, the 

expansion of this epidemic was stopped. Then in 1873, both districts were affected by cholera. 

 In addition to cholera, the population from the Bistrița region in the nineteenth century 

also suffered from other epidemics. The children were affected by measles, scarlet fever and 

whooping cough and the adults by typhoid and diphtheria, tuberculosis, and later even influenza. 

 The Bistriţa region like the rest of Transylvania, suffered in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries 

because of several outbreaks of epidemics. Local authorities have tried to prevent the spread of 

the plague, relying initially on the rules dictated by the local authorities and then by the 

indications given by the sanitary Commission in Vienna. In some periods, the city or the whole 

County managed to isolate themselves from the expanding epidemics of plague or cholera in 

nearby regions, due to the very severe health measures imposed. Sometimes the population of 

Bistrița overtaken by fear related to the occurrence of outbreaks, turned to magical practices and 

empirical measures, in addition to the measures imposed by the authorities in order to save 

themselves from contamination. The birth of the II border Regiment, headquartered at Năsăud 

and the related health cord, had an important role in halting epidemics of plague expansion both 

in the region and the rest of Transylvania. The sanitary measures implemented locally, were not 

obeyed by everyone, since most of the population was governed by superstition and fear in 

relation to the health care professionals in the region. Nonetheless the steps taken in the late 18
th

 

century the whole 19
th

 century were important for both medicine as a science and for the 

management of the collective health. 
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