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The PHD Thesis Demographics and Society on Bargaului Valley in the XIXth Century
and the beginning of the XXth Century focuses on the local parish communities, individuals,
couples, families and what they were motivated by; expected and intimate demographic
behaviours (birth, marriage, death), relationships and values of the rural community during the
transition to a modernised society in the XIXth and XXs centuries, in the local area of Bargaului
Valley. Under the generous cover of the new cultural history, I have chosen to research through
systematic and interdisciplinary methods of historical demographics, historical anthropology,
microhistory, social, family, sexual and death history elements, all conveying a true insight in
the life styles of individuals and traditional rural communities.

Until now, there has not been a thorough research of this scale focusing on Bargaului
Valley, but only brief, isolated mentions to various aspects of the developing community and
the lives of some local celebrities. Compared to the neighbouring area of Nasaud, there has been
very little work published, focusing on the social and political aspects of this area. Although
this area has been integrated in the Nasaud military border, and later on in the district Romanian
administration, I believe that the communities living in Bargaului Valley had their own
identities, which, over the years, furthered away from that of the Nasaud one. The different
Bargaun identity is obvious in the names of the villages, geographical axis, the majority of the
Orthodox worshippers as opposed to the less Greek-Catholics, the fact that they had their own
local administration centre at Prundu Bargaului, being near the town of Bistrita, the road that
crosses the area towards Bucovina, their customs, their specific clothes and so on. All these have
shaped this unique community and my thesis will focus on bringing arguments to prove the
different identity of the local community living in Bargaului Valley.

The fact that I am researching this community over a long period of time, more than a
century, is to highlight some changes, or on the contrary, to emphasise the continuity of some
demographic factors. During the time my research focuses on, this community has been subject
to a great number of political, social and administrative changes. Being on the border of the

Habsburg Empire, from 1783 to 1851, meant that the area was governed in a military style, to



guard the borders, with certain economic, social, religious benefits and constraints, specific to
the border areas of Transylvania. During this period of time, on top of the military duties of
guarding the borders, the local people took part in the European wars of the Habsburg Empire
and also in the revolutionary movement, in 1848 - 1849, which had some local implications.
The year 1851 brought the abolishing of the border regiments and during the following years
the whole area underwent a territorial administrativ transformation. The administrative
influences from the Austrian and Austro-Hungarian period led to the creation of the Nasaud
District, which lasted between 1861 - 1876, and covered the same area as the one where the
border control regiment was previously based. After 1876, the villages on Bargau Valley were
territorially included in the Bistrita Nasaud area, Prundu Bargaului circle, until 1918 when the
Bistrita Nasaud county was created, as part of the newly unified Romanian country. The six
orthodox parishes were part of the Orthodox Deanery of Bargau, which became the Deanery of
Bistrita later on, and the three Greek Catholic parishes were part of the Rodnei Deanery, based
in Nasaud. During the same period of time, they also had to deal with other pandemic spurts
(cholera, chicken pox, diphtheria, Spanish flu), extreme weather conditions (years of drought,
rain, and so on), financial and political (attempts to magyarise) crisis. All these changes created
some confusion in the local communities from Bargaului Valley, giving them their well known
features of this Transylvanian border area.

To give a flavour of and really define the Bargau identity, I started my research by
analysing the novel documents stored in archives and stripping the parish registers, using the
theoretical foundations of the French demographic history school to obtain quantitative serial
analysis. The novel serial data collected from the parish registers was complemented by
exploring the notes made by priests outside the oficial expectations on filling in the registers.
Furthermore, to get an in-depth idea of the three great demographic events, I analysed
documents found in parish and deanery archives, judicial authorities, political-cultural
associations (ASTRA), and personal archives. All the data collected was interpreted and
analysed from the historical demography perspective.

Although this research offers a glimpse in the demography of the microregion of Bargau
Valley, it also gives an insight in the three demographic events across an extended period of
time, from the beginning of the XIXth century to the first decades of the XXth century. My aim
was to gain an in-depth insight of the demographics from the second half of the XIXth century,



which has been researched by other transilvanian historical writers, this being the innovation of
my research. Due to this, the flow of my writing is occasionally interrupted in portraying the
demographic image for some parishes because of the inconsistency in how the information was
recorded and stored, the types of registers used, the priests’ attitudes towards keeping these
records, the preservation of the registers, etc. I came to the conclusion that there were some
inconsistencies in keeping demographic records not just before 1830, but also after 1895 and
sometimes at the beginning of the XXth century.

My investigation started with an in-depth research of the parish registers of nine rural
parishes (six orthodox and three greek-catholics), inhabited by mainly Romanian people,
focusing on the three main events: birth, marriage and death, regarded as the most crucial and
solemn in the peasants life. The novelty of my research is that I am the first to use the well
established techniques of Michel Fleury and Louis Henry to put together a monography focusing
on a village in Transylvania. These demographic events were perceived by me as the
foundations of my analysis of the changes in dynamics and the evolution in the structure of the
population by processing the qualitative and quantitative data from the parish registers. This
outlined the history of the rural world, of the humble, the law abiding, the inventoried and
organised peasants, taken out of its secular immobility. The careful reading of the sources
allowed the image of the people from the bargauan communities to become alive and animated
through the use of historical demography, historical anthropology and microhistory. The
demographic cycle left a powerful imprint on the existence of these people from birth to death.
The essential anthropologic evidence was drawn from the parish registers and from the
additional paperwork filled in for the three demographic events. This is the research model that
[ used to give an insight into the bargauan identity.

[t came as a surprise to me that these ‘quiet’ and ‘simple’ people, living in rural parishes,
allowed themselves and their lives to be recorded in registers by the priests, lives filled with
very little happiness, plenty of misery and very little hope, considering that there is very little
written evidence from the peasants themselves.

A third unique aspect of this research is given by the focus both on the community and
individual, but not from using evidence from family reconstitution files, which is a technique
used very seldom or not at all in the research up to now. As recorded in the parish registers for

births, marriages and deaths, the rough information brings to attention some unusual characters,



different from the peasant majority, for which the priests made sure to highlight their status and
Jobs in the local communities. The ugly face of death, serial in the parish registers even during
pandemics, was portrayed in a different light through the individuals that suffered
‘extraordinary’ deaths and could not have the traditional end of life ceremonies. The regular
deaths are mixed with ‘extraordinary deaths’ for which the priests could not administer the end
of life, holy rituals, for children and adult accidents, killings, suicides, death penalties. The
special interest in recording the deaths of members of the local elites (priests and their wives,
church singers, teachers, solicitors, mayors, doctors, captains, death inspectors, officers, police
men, flag bearers, etc) allows a glimpse in the social structure and the everyday life of these
individuals. The fourth new aspect of this research is the use of the data collected from birth,
marriage and death transcripts to complement the information about the three demographic
events, gathered in conjunctural documents. Upon remarrying, one or both of the partners
sometimes asked for exemptions from the mourning period, this information was collected
through microsurveys, allowing to establish the age of the partners, the length of the marriage,
the length of time from the death of the former partner to the mourning exemption. The records
also allowed me to establish for those that left wills, the age when they made the will, the time
and the likely cause of the death, the person in charge of the funerals.

My attempt to create a true image of the evolution of the rural bargauan community over
ahundred and twenty years, between 1801 and 1920, portraying the births, marriages and deaths,
like serial events in the lives of individuals and communities, resulted in this research, organised
in nine chapters, each having as focus a different parish, interpreted using the same tools and
methods.

To record the evolution of births in each of the nine chapters, I tried to focus on the
evolution through decades and months of legitimate and illegitimate births. Similarly, to record
the evolution of marriages through decades and months (seasons), for the nine separate chapters,
I'analysed the data regarding the time the marriages took place, the origins of the exogamous
partners, the evolution of the right to marry and remarry and the average age for marrying. To
record the dynamics of deaths in the nine chapters I have used this structure: the evolution of
death through decades and months ( seasonal), the evolution of the natural growth, the evolution
through decades based on the age and the sex of the deceaseds.

My thesis is structured in nine chapters.



The first chapter has as focus the orthodox parish Rusu Bargaului, between 1801 - 1920,
with some short gaps caused by the lack of evidence. This is the first downstream parish if we
look at the order of the bargauan villages from Bistrita to the Tihuta Crossing.

The demographic, religious and socio-economic profile of this parish is analysed
through the stripping of non-nominative quantitative of births, marriages and deaths, ending the
chapter by comparing the three events. Due to the fact that this is a medium size parish, any
larger scale population movement had a greater impact than in a bigger parish. My qualitative
analysis looked in depth into the lives of individuals and their families through the records of
the great events in their lives, births, marriages, ‘extraordinary deaths, but I also focused on the
lists with the First World War participants.

The second chapter, based on its geographical location, has as focus the othodox parish
of Josenii Bargaului, a large parish, analysed through the same tools, having the three
demographic events at its core. The demographic events had a much more linear evolution.
When comparing with other parishes, it is striking that the demographic events happening in a
little hamlet called Dornisoara, which was situated 35 km away from the village, in the
mountains, where a little wood factory opened up, were also included in this villages’ registers,
although they were meant to be recorded separately. People living in the Dornisoara hamlet, a
mix of ethnicities and religions, displayed some very different behaviours from the morales of
the traditional village, more common in towns, although these behaviours had little impact on
the main parish, due to it being located further away.

The third chapter has as focus the demographic, religious and socio-economic profiles
of the orthodox parish of Mijlocenii Bargaului, between 1801 - 1920, a middle sized parish,
which underwent a great population growth in the XIXth century and the beginning of the XXth
century. Just like in Josenii Bargaului, it is striking the number of twins born in the community,
and based on the death registers, the most common occupation in the village was pottering,
highlighted by the number of ‘extraordinary’ deaths.

In the fourth chapter, I interpreted general data from my home village, Susenii Bargaului,
through analysing the parish documents of a small orhodox community from Bargaului Valley.
The dynamics of the three main demographic events, as recorded between 1801 - 1920, confirm
the fact that small communities are more likely to be negatively impacted by rises and falls of

demographic events through the decades, compared to larger communities.



Prundu Bargaului, administrativ, pre-industrial and industrial, school, military,
magistrates and attorney, medical, postal and telegraphic centre is analysed in the fifth chapter.
Due to the fact that all the records have been burnt by the Hungarian soldiers in 1848, it is only
possible to gain an insight in the demographic evolution of births, marriages and deaths during
the period 1850 - 1920. Most of the members of the ‘local elite’ belonged to different religions
and the orthodox parish registers offer very little information on them.

The sixth chapter analyses the previous greek-catholic parish, Tiha Bargaului, one of the
largest in the valley, between 1812 - 1920. The three main demographic events are analysed
qualitatively and quantitatively based on the information collected from the parish registers. The
availability of plenty of data in the parish and deanery archives allowed me to analyse the
information from the registers regarding ‘sorrow dispensations’, documents about the
dissolution of a couple due to the death of one the partners and also about the creation of new
couples when widows or widowers remarried. I was also able to identify in the registers marriage
contracts and the information gained from the registers (age, the date of the death, the date of
the new marriage) allowed me to gain a full picture of this aspect. Just like in the other parishes
from Bargau Valley, I interpreted data regarding the demography of the First World War, based
on the number of enrolled soldiers, but also the wills drawn and demographic data from
registers. As this is a large parish, the rise and fall in the demographics had a very limited impact.

Another greek-catholic parish is the one in Muresenii Bargaului, analysed in chapter
seven, for the period 1811 - 1920. Just like in Tiha Bargaului, the diligence and commitment of
the priests in keeping accurate records allowed me, on top of the serial quantitative analysis, a
thorough qualitative analysis, based on the information provided by the registers for births,
marriages and deaths. [ have also identified a small number of marriage contracts and sorrow
dispensations. The existence of a chronicle written by the local priest covering the First World
War period adds to the demographic data about the war and the war front, as this near the
mountain village was located in close proximity to the border and the front line.

The eighth chapter focuses on the orthodox parish, Bistrita Bargaului, a large parish
located in a village that also had a much smaller greek-catholic parish, the orthodox christians
forming the majority of the community. The demographic events have been analysed
quantitatively, while the qualitative analysis portrays a special aspect for the arer, due to the

large number of illegitimate children born to ‘fallen widows’, and also the death patterns were
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different here as a result of the opening of a wood factory, where the workers, from different
religions and ethnicities, did not follow or obey the local traditional customs. The chronicle
written by the local priest Vasile Pavel gives an invaluable insight into the village and the other
communities from the valley. I was only able to restore half of the demographic facts about the
First World War, as on the list with the soldiers sent in the war there is no information about
their religion and the large number of recruits makes it imposibil separating them based on
ethnicities.

The ninth chapter focuses on the greek-catholic parish Bistrita Bargaului, a little parish,
in charge of managing the small greek-catholic parishes located in the the other orthodox
villages on Bargau Valley. As this was a large parish, the rise and fall in the demographics had
very little impact on the community. It looks like the majority of local elite from Bargau Valley
followed the greek-catholic religion, thus allowing information gathering about the other
parishes.

Each of the nine chapters, focusing on the nine parishes, ends with a comparison of the
three demographic events. At a first glance, the whole research follows the same template
applied to each parish, as this is truly a demographic monography. If you look in more detail, it
will be obvious that it is all different. Each of the nine chapters, describing the nine parishes, is
different through its location, the size of the parish, the religion of the individuals, the
commitment of the priest in managing the parish and keeping accurate records, the additional
sources of information, etc.

Each chapter is different because of the additional information given by the priests, the
different jobs in the community, the sizes of parishes, the First World War demography, the
dispensations, marriage certificates, a register kept by a death inspector, the demographic
records kept in the small greek-catholic parishes, wills, ‘extraordinary’ deaths, the use of family
or church cemeteries. I transitioned from the community to the individual using micro-history
and social history as tools of getting nearer to historic anthropology, under the umbrella of
cultural history.

To start with the beginning: where children wanted? There is no doubt that in the
traditional society, people followed the biblical commands of growing and multiplying under
the church authority. It is hard to understand how these patterns of births left a mark on the

family’s emotional life, in how much the parents and the rest of the family invested emotionally
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in the children. Through analysing the birth rate in the nine parishes in Bargau Valley I have
noticed a general tendency of growth. The size and the location of the parishes had an impact
on the demographic behaviours. I have highlighted this aspect in each of the nine chapters.
Generally speaking there were periods of time during which the population from some of the
small and medium parishes, located higher up on the valley, (Rusu, Mijlocenii, Susenii
Bargaului) experienced some stagnation or even a fall in its numbers, in an equilibrium hard to
balance, while the large communities mostly found down the valley (Josenii, Prundu, Tiha,
Muresenii si Bistrita Bargaului orthodox and greek-catholic with the hamlets) had a positive
birth rate evolution, linear, without any obvious stagnations or falls. The second decade of the
XXth century is notable for the significant decrease in the number of births, but after 1918 it got
to the averages recorded before 1914. I could not detect a cause for the fall in birth rates other
than the effects of the pathological aggression and, maybe, the shy beginnings of the
demographic transition.

Births took place in every month of the year, and by counting back nine months I could
establish the conceiving month. The procreation of children was a christian duty, the whole
peasant sexual life revolving around this and women gave birth as much as nature allowed them.
The christian calendar with its periods of abstinence, the months dedicated to weddings followed
by procreation, the agricultural work calendar with its different level of effort requirement, the
availability of food, had an impact on the birth rate, which was not the same every month. In
the parishes of Bargau Valley the most births were recorded in the months March, May and
October, which meant that those babies were conceived in the months of July, August, January.
The least births were recorded in the months December, September, June, with conception
months being March, December, October.

The illegitimate births (born out of wedlock or ‘spurii’) followed closely the evolution
of the legitimate births. The parishes from the small and medium communities (Rusu,
Mijlocenii, Susenii Bargaului) recorded a 4% illegitimate births rate compared with the whole
number of births, due to the strong influence of the priest and the tight community links. The
larger parishes (Josenii, Prundu, Tiha, Muresenii, Bistrita Bargaului orthodox and greek-
catholic) recorded an illegitimate birth rate of 10%. There is an exception to this in the small
greek-catholic parish of Bistrita Bargaului, where because of the illegitimate births from the

small parishes without priests (greek-catholics from the orthodox villages) and because of the
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wood factory workers (people that came to work in the wood factory from nearer and further
areas at the end of the XIXth and XXth century) recorded and illegitimate births rate of 14%,
quite similar to the one recorded in the urban areas. The same phenomenon was recorded in
Josenii Bargaului, in the Dornisoara hamlet, but because of its location at 35 km away from the
main village, this immoral habit did not spread to the rest of the community. The large parishes
where there was a greater number of illegitimate births were spread out on a larger area, whereas
the parishes from the middle and lower down the Bargau Valley had the dwellings much nearer
to each other. During the first and mostly the second decade of the XXth century, during the
First World War, the number of illegitimate children was on the rise, but not to a great extent,
showing a lowering of the moral standards during the war. I have also discovered through
analysing the names on the registers that the illegitimate births were more likely to happen to
people isolated from the community, the poor ones or labourers, newly arrived in the
community, gipsies. There were women who repeatedly gave birth to illegitimate children,
which is a common phenomenon for the previous demographic system, where plenty of births
took place. I came across a few exceptions, but those were very little in numbers. The fact that
the same woman gave birth to consecutive illegitimate births justifies the high illegitimates’
birth rates and denies the theories claiming that the morale of the communities had been
‘contaminated’ as a result of the modernising and women emancipation. Therefore, | advocate
for a new, numeral approach, based on the high number of births, common in the old
demographic system.

Through the name interpretation of the birth registers I was able to notice some profound
social changes. Some of the registers from the military border control period highlight the
privileged status of the births taking place in the border guardians’ families as opposed to the
ones from the poor families. The parish records from the XIXth century make a point by
differentiating between the border guardians and non- border guardians. Children born in the
local elite families (priests, teachers, solicitors, mayors, officers, captains, doctors, etc)
benefited from a thorough research for godparents and midwives, highlighting a turning point
in integrating the child in a social and family network. A new trend emerged showing the need
to show off social status by crossing the geographical, religious and etnical ‘borders’.

The demographic aspect of marriage and the way families were formed is analysed for

the nine parishes, over the nine chapters, with some similar and unusual features. The increase

13



in the number of births led naturally to an increase in the number of marriages. The demographic
crisis caused by deaths had a greater influence on the dynamics of marriages over a decade and
at the same time on the number of births. Life in the traditional rural community was governed
by strict rules put in place by the family, community, church, army, government. By interpreting
the trends in marriages over a decade [ came to two possible conclusions: most of the marriages
in the small and medium parishes (Rusu, Mijlocenii, Susenii Bargaului) took place in the ninth
decade of the XIXth century followed by a regress period. In the large parishes (Josenii, Prundu,
Tiha, Muresenii, Bistrita Bargaului the orthodox and the greek-catholic one) the most marriages
were recorded in the first decade of the XXth century, followed by a slight regress due to the
war.

The favourite months for marriage ceremonies have been chosen based on the religious
and agricultural calendars, therefore polarising January and February, during the winter,
following the great Christmas and Epiphany festivals, when the members of the community
could meet, during the break from work on the fields, but also in the autumn months of October
and November, once the crops have been harvested and just before the beginning of the
Christmas lent. The greek-catholic parishes from Bargau Valley registered very few marriages
in January compared to the orthodox ones, different from the trend. There is another reason for
choosing the month of January for marrying: men were only allowed to get married in the first
January after they were turning the age of 23, based on the military rules that dictated when
young men were allowed to marry, which led to an increase in marriages in January. During the
summer months, May, June, July, very few marriages were taking place, very often people
marrying at this time of the year were wealthy widows or widowers, members of the local elites,
foreigners, etc. Most marriages were based on moral behaviour, hard work, loyalty and less on
physical attraction and love.

Choosing a partner was very much within the community they lived in, in a very tight
relationship with the family system and the ownership of land. If they had to choose an
exogamous partner, the ones in the nearer villages had priority over the ones living further away,
and the number of marriages with exogamous partners decreases with the distance from the
village, the further away from the community, the smaller the number of marriages. The end of
the XIXth and the beginning of the XXth centuries bring a greater partner mobility, coming

from distances greater than 20 km, from outside the Bargau Valley. The mobility of the marriage
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partners is quite difficult to establish as it is a custom to hold and record the ceremony in the
bride’s home village, and it is tricky to find out if the new family carried on living in the village
where the ceremony was recorded. Choosing a marriage partner was not exclusively based on
religion, both the orthodox and greek-catholic churches allowing exemptions for mixed
marriages. Mixed marriages between orthodox and greek-catholics, for example those between
daughters and sons of priests, are a proof that the religious barriers came second, the social status
and networking being more important. Just like when christening children, there are quite a few
examples of priests from a different religion being best men at weddings.

Most of the partners were getting married for the first time in the nine parishes from the
Bargau Valley, and their number fluctuated each decade, depending on the death rates. During
the XIXth century there were quite a few re-marriages, due to the deaths caused by pandemics,
but at the beginning of the XXth century this number has considerably gone down. Based on
the list of soldiers recruited to take part in the First World War, of the deceased and the ones
that safely returned from the war, I could understand the impact of the war on the local
communities. At the end of the war, up to 1920, most of the partners were marrying for the first
time and there were very few second marriages. As a novelty, to get a better insight into the age
of those marrying or remarrying, I worked out the age of men, women, youngsters, widows and
widowers.

The quantitative image of marriage was complemented qualitative by analysing the
names of the newly weds on the marriage registers. The partners' behaviours were interpreted
by looking at their social status when marrying and preferences when choosing partners, the age
gap between partners even in the cases when the bride was older than the groom, choosing a
partner and god parents as a way of advancing in the social ranks. I have also made good use of
some additional documents linked to marriages through the use of special mourning exemptions
for the greek-catholic communities. I have analysed several behaviours, the demographics of
the ones that ruled and of the ones that were ruled in the marriage partnership at family level.
My conclusion is that the religious and material aspects had a greater impact in the creation of
a new family, and the physical aspect had a very little influence.

Death, the last event in an individual’s life, is the one that rounds up my research of the
three demographic events. The spread of mortality had a very broken dinamic, from decade to

decade, in the small and medium parishes, whereas the evolution is quite linear in the larger
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parishes, the number of deaths growing at the same time with the increase in births. This
phenomenon was impacted by the epidemic bouts and the First World War.

The mortality was at its highest during the winter months, as the cold season was
bringing together all the members of the household and the respiratory diseases were highly
contagious. The increased mortality in March and, sometimes, April, was a consequence of the
large number of births during this month and infant mortality. There are less deaths recorded
during the summer months, except for August, when there were a few epidemic bouts, mainly
of cholera.

To gain a better insight of the impact of death on individuals and their local parish
community, [ analysed the deceaseds based on their sex and age. Regardless of the size of the
parish, the mortality based on age groups varied from one decade to the other. The mortality
for children up to the age of 14 was 50%. The number of people reaching the age of 60 was
growing towards the end of the XIXth century and the beginning of the XXth century. It is noted
that in the old demographic system it was quite common for death to change the natural flow of
life, of the old dying before the young, of parents before their children, of big brothers passing
away before little sisters, so the chronological hierarchy was changed. Based on the quantitative
and qualitative data about mortality I found out about ‘extraordinary deaths’, for which the
deceaseds did not receive the holy rituals performed before death. The death of both adults and
children in accidents, suicides, killings, death as penalty, dying away from home, the death of
memebers of the local elites, death as a result of a long illness, death at the place of work, death
in the war gave me a qualitative insight in the lives of individuals and the community.

By comparing the death register and the register taken by the death inspector I was able
to establish the collaboration of the two institutions, dealing with deaths. The cemeteries and
their locations, family cemeteries, burying the children in the garden at home highlighted a new
modern sensitivity but also a pragmatism regarding the mourning period. The data collected
from wills gives me an insight into the reasons for which they were drawn and information about
couples that were re-marrying, the status of women, the inherited wealth, the confirmation of
wealth resulting from dowries.

My analysis has multiple layers, allowing several perspectives of the rural world. I
believe that my research is welcome for the communities in Bargaului Valley, considering the

lack of systematic historical records about this area, in which I live and work. My new
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perspective of approaching the rural world through unique sources and the monographic aspect
of this research bring new horizons in the specialist literature on interpreting the transylvanian
demographic phenomenon, promoting a frame of analysing the historical demography focusing

on the simple individual as seen by the community, ‘the exceptionally normal’.
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