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SUMMARY 

 

 

Key words: salt, Mihail Apafi I, The Principality of Transylvania, salt trade, salt 

transportation, salt mines, salt docks, donations, leaseholders, salt chambers 

 

The second half of the 17 th century war context brought substantial changes in the history of 

the Principality of Transylvania. Apafi Mihály I ruled the principality for almost three 

decades beginning with the year 1661. In the beginning of his reign, the state lost Várad, 

Belényes, Lugos, Karánsebes and Jenő fortresses as well as important territories. 

Consequently, the state was hit hard causing an economic downturn. During his reign , Apaf i 

strived to revive the economy, paying special attention to the field of mining, especially  salt 

mining. Salt mining and salt trading generated substantial incomes to the ruler, the state and to 

certain categories in the society. 

When doing research about salt mining and salt trading during Apafi Mihály I, my main goal 

was to provide a transparent image, describing the whole process within which the salt got to  

exploitation and on the market, thus becoming indispensable to the economy of the country. 

By offering a broad description of the different stages in salt farming in the last decade of the 

17th century, one can get a clear image of the entire process.   

Between 1661 -1671 the salt business was mainly controlled by the principality , except the 

period between 1664-1671 when salt farming got under the administration of the diet.  From 

the beginning of Apafi’s rule, a significant amount resulting from the salt farming income was 

redirected to pay Turkish duties. The annual Turkish taxes owed by the Principality of 

Transylvania were raised from twenty thousand to eighty thousand thalers right before his 

reign, thus causing a great deal of hardships. The treasure house redirected annually twenty 

thousand thalers from the total salt farming income to Turkish duties, thus turning this f ield 

into a permanent and secure source of income.  

Starting with May 22nd 1671 the Transylvanian salt mines (Torda, Kolozs, Szék, Dés, 

Vízakna) and the salt docks (Marosvárad, Déva) were rented to foreign, mainly Greek deale rs. 

The lease agreement was always drawn out for a year, namely from May 22nd to the following 

year’s May 22nd. These dealers agreed upon managing the whole salt farming process, namely 

salt mining, transportation and trading. They paid fifteen thousand and later from the year 

1675, eighteen thousand thalers annually to the principality and twenty thousand thalers to the 
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Turkish duties. Moreover, they had to give out annual salt donations to churches, schools, 

priests, teachers, noblemen or to whomever decided the ruler. The lease holders could keep 

for themselves the remaining amounts after paying their duties and salt farming expenditures 

and these sums could reach twenty thousand thalers, according to the 1680-1681 annually 

rental accounts.  

Starting from the year 1671 until the end of Apafi’s rule, there were five lease holders, Budai 

Péter, Hedri Benedek, Páter János, Páter Kristóf and Szegedi György who either individually , 

or in pairs, signed these lease agreements. With the introduction of the leasing system, the 

principality handed over the control over salt farming, thus renouncing to a part of the 

income. Nevertheless, the principality still assured itself and the state a certain income while 

getting rid of the whole process of salt farming, thus lightening the workload of the state. 

During Apafi Mihály’s reign we encounter salt mining in the central territories of the 

Principality of Transylvania, Torda, Vízakna, Kolozs, Szék and Dés, in the Szekler Land in 

Sófalva, in Máramaros territory in Rónaszék. 

This research focuses on analysing the characteristics and history of the whole salt f arming 

process in inner Transylvania and Szekler Land. Salt exploitation centres housed chambers 

where the entire salt mining process and other related activities took place. In certain areas 

salt could be mined from the surface of the ground, for example in Szekler Land until the end 

of the 18th century. They dug square pits and deepened into the darkness until they could 

bring out the salt rocks on their shoulders to the surface. Once the process got diff icult,  they 

stopped and restarted from the surface in a new place. In contrast with the Szekler Land salt 

exploitation centres, the inner Transylvanian units were already using deep underground salt 

mining in the 13th century. 

The salt exploiting pit was designed in a bell-shaped mining territory and as a result there was 

a better quality and a bigger quantity of salt rocks mining. Some of the chambers housed more 

exploiting pits at once. In 1677, at the five inner Transylvanian chambers, there were 

altogether seventeen salt pits where salt mining was in full process: Torda 5, Vizakna 4, 

Kolozs and Desz 3 while in Szék 2 salt pits. Taking into consideration the salt exploitation 

factor, the number of salt pits gives us an idea of the salt chamber ranking. Designing new salt 

pits was troublesome and required great amounts of money. Firstly, the appropriate place 

needed to be located, secondly a vertical 2X2 meters pit needed to be dug in the ground  until 

the salt workers reached the salt layer. Provided the quality of the new found salt was 

appropriate and pure, they scaffolded wood girders to secure the vertical entrance. Then, they 

dug another similar entrance close to the first one. After the two entrances had been finished, 
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they started to exploit the salt rocks and design the bell-shaped pit. One of the entrances was 

called rope-entrance and the other ladder-entrance. At the rope-entrance, under the roof, there 

was a “gépely”, a vertical winding-gear rotated by two or three horses. A rope of arm width  

was fitted to the winding-gear. Sacks made out of animal skin carrying salt rocks, salt debris 

and water were pulled up from the salt pits to the surface. The other vertical entrance, the 

ladder-entrance, gave access on rope ladders to salt workers. Ditches were dug around the 

entrances in order to lead off the precipitation and protect the salt pit entrances against water, 

one of its biggest enemies. Salt pits were operated until they were both economically 

profitable and safe. Once the reached depth was too big, 150 meters deep f or example , the 

process was not thrifty anymore. The salt workers cut salt girders at the bottom of the pits 

with the help of pick axes. Light was provided by tallow candles. Each salt worker chiselled 

his initials on the salt rock so that nobody could steal it. Along with the salt cutters there 

worked the “millérek” who gathered the salt pieces, the salt debris and the water and put them 

into the sacks which they finally hang on the hooks of the winding gear rope.  The 

„gépelyesek” lifted the sacks from the bottoms of the pit to the surface using the “gépely”. 

There, other hired workers unloaded the salt sacks. The winding gear could lift approximately 

450 kilos which meant 16-17 salt rocks, each of them around 27 kilos. According to sources,  

the salt workers cut only one type of salt cube that was 27 kilos, during the 17 t h century. In  

contrast, at the beginning of the 16 th century, the so-called wagon and boat salt cubes were 

lighter. The “máglás” was the person who counted and recorded the salt cubes once they got 

to the surface. This was an important part of the process because the workers were paid 

according to the salt cubes they lifted. Following the recording process, the “taligások” 

transported the salt cubes with wheel-barrows and store them in the salt barns. The latter were 

wood structured buildings that usually had straw or sometimes shingle roofs. Their main role 

was to offer protection to the salt cubes against the bad weather conditions such as rain, wind 

or snow. These deposits were built next to the pits so that the salt cubes could be rapidly and 

easily stored after being brought up to the surface. According to that period’s inventories each 

salt pit had three or four salt barns at its disposal.  

During the 17th century the salt pits got their names according to their size, age and location 

but in the 18th century when the salt farming got under Habsburg rule the salt pits were named 

after rulers and other eminent figures of the age. 

Salt mining efficiency was assured by the activities of the appointed and hired leading team, 

who achieved their salt farming tasks operatively. The salt pit leaders were the pit reeves, who 

were appointed centrally to that position. This position required professional and managerial 

https://dictzone.com/angol-magyar-szotar/wheel-barrow
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skills. The given-out directions offer us an insight regarding the nature of the pit reeves’ tasks, 

their responsibilities and requirements while conducting the salt pits. The well-functioning of  

the salt pits depended on their managerial efficiency. They had to present annual accounts 

regarding their work, about all the activities related to the salt pit, salt incomes, acquisitions 

and anything else that was important. In case of deficits, they had to pay out of their own 

personal assets. They had to assure proper working conditions for their workers and to  pay 

their wages in due time so as not to be faced with lack of work force. The organisation of the 

transportation of the mined salt cubes to different docks was also an important task. Other 

office representatives were the “számtarto”, the “máglás”  and the horse boys who were all 

under the direct command of the pit reeves. 

The most important category of workers were of course the salt miners, who were divided in  

two groups: the locals and the guest salt miners. The local miners got a certain amount of 

cloth when employed and they had to work every day, except weekends and on holidays. 

They came from the local salt pit territories. Their obligation was to mine a quarter of salt that 

is thirty-eight salt cubes for which they got twenty denarii payment. They were paid for extra 

work around the salt pit. The guest salt miners were persons who came from other territories . 

They had no working schedule, they worked only when they wanted. Their wages were paid 

for mining one “iratás” (100+10 salt pieces) that was 1 forint. They could also mine a salt 

piece for 2 dinarii if they were asked to. Both group members could benefit, according to  the 

amount of salt they mined, from free salt cubes.  

Strict rules were applied to all salt workers. Working in mines was both difficult and 

dangerous. There were reported many accidents and even death cases, while working in  the 

mining field. The local miners were always notably fewer than the guest miners, 

approximately 10% from the total number of miners. In 1670, in Kolozs, there were working 

122 salt miners out of which 9 were locals and 113 guest miners. According to the 1668 

Kolozs salt pit exploitation data, the local salt miners worked 50 weeks per year, thus mining 

a maximum of 1900 salt pieces per person which meant a weekly 38 salt cubes per worker.  

They were allowed two weeks leave every year. One of the most well-known guest miners 

was Lippai János, who in the former mentioned year achieved 44 “iratás” (1 iratás = 100+10 

pieces) that is 4400+440 and 50 salt cubes for two denarii each, totally 4890 salt cubes being 

related to his name. 

These salt exploitation units housed other categories of workers as well, who ensured the 

good maintenance and proper functioning of the salt pit. The “millérek” gathered the salt 

pieces, the salt debris and the water and put them into the sacks which they finally hang on the 
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hooks of the winding gear rope. The task of the „gépelyesek” was to lift the sacks f rom the 

bottoms of the pit to the surface using the “gépely”, as well as assuring the maintenance of the 

device, organizing the horses and other activities related to salt mining. The “máglálók” and 

the” taligások” were responsible for transporting and storing the salt cubes. Every salt pit ha d 

its own blacksmith and carpenter, who built or mended different equipment. 

The salt chamber was formed out of the chamber yard and the exploitation unit. The chamber 

house was situated in the chamber yard and served as the reeve’s residence.  Along this there 

were other residents and logistical buildings such as barns, sheds and ice pits. The cultivable 

lands around were used for farming activities, which assured the people self-sufficiency when 

it came to farming products. 

In this period the salt mining towns like Torda, Vízakna, Dés, Szék and Kolozs, owed some 

obligations towards the salt chambers in exchange for certain privileges from certain lords. 

These privileges included tax exemption or no obligation for lodging soldiers. Apart from 

this, some salt mining towns owed the annually transportation of certain salt amounts to  the 

Marosvárad and Deva docks in exchange for a fee. Other waged obligations included field 

mowing, transportation of hay, grains, timber and coal. For example, Vizakna town during 

Apafi’s rule owed 88 thousand mined salt cubes and the dock transportation of 20-25 

thousand salt cubes. When according privileges to salt mining towns, the principality was 

definitely guided by the goal of assuring the efficient transportation of goods and thus quitted 

the tasks of shipping logistics.  

Apafi Mihály I was one of the rulers who endeavoured to support education, culture, churches 

or even needy people by significant salt donations. The beneficiary were especially the 

churches, priests, the educational institutions or the hospitals in the salt mining towns but 

other settlements benefited too, from these salt donations. Besides its role of supporting 

churches, education and culture, salt played an important role in prisoners’ exchange as well 

as supporting merchants who had undergone losses.  Along with its cultural and social values 

and due to its marketability and vendibility, salt came to serve political goals as well. Certain 

members of the Transylvanian lords as well as Turkish and Habsburgs soldiers and political 

elites, received salt donations in exchange for influencing favourable decisions  for the 

Transylvanian state. These salt donations guaranteed a permanent income to those who 

partook in this exchange. The nobility and their households received salt donations in 

exchange for minor material or contributions in kind, privileges that they held dearly 

according to the regulations of the diet.  
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The salt transportation, delivery, its trade and income were essential aspects when talking 

about salt farming material earnings. The organisation and the implementation of the shipping 

process both by land and by water, contributed to the most significant incomes. The 

transportation of salt to the recipient markets required significant shipping capacity. The 

transportation process was conditioned by seasons and weather conditions, whether the level 

of the water was high enough to allow shipping of cargo. The inner Transylvanian and 

Szekler land mined salt primarily supplied the country’s own demands, but the actual source 

of profitability were the foreign traders and consequently, the foreign markets. The salt trade 

took place in three directions – west, north and southwest – process by which this mineral 

arrived to the Hungarian Kingdom, to the subjected territories and to the north of the Balkan 

peninsula. 

The tricesime registers of that period, offer us valuable data regarding the direction and 

amount of salt trade. A substantial part of the Dés, Szék and Kolozs mines’ production was 

transported to the northwest, in the direction of Debrecen. The Vizakna, Torda, Kolozs mines 

supplied in lower quantities to the southwest by land through the Zajkan customs, through 

Vaskapu into the direction of Karánszebes. The Szekler land salt was not transported abroad 

because of the distance and the subsequently expenses and lack of appropriate routes. As f ar 

as the inner Transylvanian salt mines were concerned, the Maros river ensured the route with 

the help of its two docks at Marosvárad and Déva. These two docks were responsible f or the 

export of the most significant amount of Transylvanian salt. The Maros docks shipped salt 

from every salt chamber especially from those of Torda, Kolozs and Vizakna. The tricesime 

registers offer us evidence regarding the process of salt trade, its routes and quantities that 

were widely explained in the research. 

All in all, the vast amount of existing data outline new research possibilities.  By the income 

resulted from salt merchandizing, we can state that in that epoch, salt was considered as an 

equivalent to cash money for the ruler and its state. A quarter of the Turkish duty payment 

relied on the salt farming income. With the introduction of the lease system in 1671, the salt 

business passed to the lease holders but according to the stipulations drawn in the lease , they 

provided a secure annual income both to the ruler and to the state. 
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