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Abstract

Shepherding, one of the main occupations of the villages located at the southern foothills of the
Fagaras Mountains, cannot be successfully researched without taking into account the emigration
process that determined the formation of many Transylvanian settlements in this area,
“ungureni”* who boosted, at least from the pastoral perspective, the evolution of the localities
near which they settled. It is no less true that the mechanisms that triggered the emigration
process that had southern Transylvania as its starting point and the Getic Subcarpathians as its
settlement area, could be set in motion largely due to the eminently pastoral occupational profile
of the groups that at a given moment decided to settle at the foot of the southern slopes of

Retezat, Parang, Fagaras, Pietra Craiului and Bucegi.

The villages on the upper valley of Arges have gone through significant demographic
reconfiguration processes over the centuries of their existence, under the influence of waves of
emigrants from southern Transylvania. According to the data successively recorded in the
catagraphies, some of them (Albesti, Oiesti Capataneni) doubled their population at the end of
the 18th century, the groups of Transylvanian inhabitants who joined them being approximately

equal to those of the natives.

The population transfer from one side of the Fagaras Mountains to another that generated this
demographic reconfiguration is the result of a complex of factors that generated and stimulated
it, and also of some conditions that ensured the successful integration of the “ungureni” into the

new areas. The main source of emigrants is the border counties in southern Transylvania.

The difficult economic situation is one of the main factors that lead groups of Romanian serfs to
leave their villages and look for better conditions in Wallachia. In the 18th century, serf burdens

were amplified by the effects of Austrian taxation and the obligations to the nobles were added.

The pressure exerted by the attempts of forced Catholicization of the population, which
continued even after the uprising of 1784, also pushed the Orthodox families in southern

Transylvania to look for a space where they could affirm their faith.



The fortuitous enlistment of Romanians from the Marginime area in the border units causes
many young people to cross into Wallachia to evade military service, at the same time many

desertions also occur.

Without understating the role of historical factors, the importance of the demographic situation
must also be emphasized, the low population density at the southern foothills of the Fagaras
Mountains being a favourable factor for immigration. The outstanding pastoral potential offered
by the southern slope of the Fagaras Mountains, exploited to a very small extent by the local
inhabitants of the Arges valley, has become particularly attractive for the sheepherders of
southern Transylvania, in the context of the dynamic development of the transhumant herding
practiced by them. The settlement of some of them in Wallachia ensured access to the mountain
pastures of the Subcarpathian villages in the area, overcoming at the same time everything that

was required to pass the customs points.

The importance that both the administration of Transylvania and the one of Wallachia gives to
the emigration process reflects the amplitude it takes at the end of the 18th century and the
beginning of the 19th century, both sides establishing bodies dedicated to monitoring the
“ungureni”. (Austria establishes between 1780-1790 a consular agency in Bucharest to represent
the interests of Transylvanian citizens but which also monitors emigration, while in 1783 Mihai
Voda Sufu appoints an administrator for “ungureni” from 5 counties and Ioan Caragea Voda

established in 1813 an administration of “ungureni” for each county.)

In the absence of written historical documents expressly attesting to the establishment of
colonies of “ungureni” in the upper valley of Arges, the time of their arrival can only be
approximated based on oral tradition and on the basis of catagraphies made in different periods.
The corroboration of these data places the establishment of the Transylvanian population on the
current areas of the communes of Albestii de Arges, Corbeni and Arefu at the balance of the 18th

and 19th centuries.

The different degree of assimilation of “ungureni” in different areas of the Getic Subcarpathians
was determined by the number and socio-economic status of the emigrants compared to that of
the natives and by the influence that the important places of worship had in the evolution of the

NEwComers.



Unlike the situations in VVaideeni-Valcea or Corbi-Arges, where the “ungureni” specifically
imposed their marks by generating real cultural enclaves, the two centuries of cohabitation with
the natives of the upper valley of Arges had the effect of partial assimilation of the newcomers

by the population autochthonous in terms of the elements of civilization and popular culture.

Even though they arrived in Muntenia from different areas of southern Transylvania, the
“ungureni” groups had a common defining characteristic, that of being professionally and
economically linked to sheep farming, an element that contributed to their decision to relocate, it
was the basis of the necessary skills for crossing the border and ensured success in their

integration.

From the point of view of the basic occupation, the “ungureni” were not obliged to any
professional reconversion but on the contrary, with their arrival, also the shepherding in the

localities where they settled was developed.

Making a typology of Romanian shepherding concerned the researchers from various fields
(geographers, sociologists, ethnographers), the application of different grouping criteria

generating different typologies.

To fit the shepherding practiced in the upper valley of Arges into a certain type, we applied an
integrative set of determinants, proposed by lon Augustin Goia in the work “Traditional rural
economy from the north-west of Transylvania. Coordinates of the local-agricultural system of
sheep breeding (12th — 20th centuries), through the analysis of which, any system of exploitation
of sheep flocks can be classified into one of the three categories: 1. the local-agricultural system;
2. the mountain-pendular system and 3. the system based on transhumance. This ensemble
includes the following elements, in interdependent relationships: 1. the type of pastoral space; 2.
the amplitude and stages of movement in space; 3. the species structure of livestock; 4. the
structure of the pastoral staff and its relations with the animal owners; 5. the ways of organizing
the owners in order to exploit the livestock and distribute the products; 6. types of pastoral
facilities, type of pastoral inventory; 7. livestock exploitation techniques; 8. the economic weight
of the occupation in the family and community budget; 9. the degree of agricultural involvement

of the livestock.



From the analysis of all the determinants involved in establishing the type of herding practiced in
the villages on the upper valley of Arges, we could conclude that in these localities, with few
exceptions (represented by owners with many sheep who wintered in the plains), the pendular
mountain system of sheep raising, which involves the summering in the mountain sheepfolds in

the Fagaras Massif and the wintering of the flocks in the individual farmsteads.

According to direct and mediated information, the researched villages functioned in a relatively
uniform way regarding the exploitation of sheep herds. This unity is explained by the belonging
of all villages to the same ethnographic area and their evolution in similar economic-historical
contexts. The small differences between microclimate and microrelief conditions determined to
fine distinctions in the pastoral calendar, the villages with lower and earlier pastures taking their
herds up the mountain a little earlier. Apart from these small gaps, the pastoral calendar
remained relatively unchanged, being determined by the climatic rigors imposed by grazing at
high altitudes, by the possibility of lambing during the winter in the household and by the
orientation of the community towards the mixed production of milk and meat. In contrast to the
local-agricultural systems of raising sheep, in the Arges valley, land littering, although it is
practiced, does not determine any of the stages of the pastoral calendar. The spring interval
begins with the sheep being taken out to pasture, individually or in small groups, without
forming the flock. Later, the sheep are given to a shepherd, and small herds are formed, which
graze on the border of the village. Before climbing the mountain, the sheep are sheared and the

lambs are marked.

Going up to the mountain is relatively late, around 1st of June, the going down from the
mountain | relatively early, around 8th of September, so basically the mountain grazing lasts
only three months. Mating of the sheep takes place early with the aim of producing big lambs,
good for slaughtering for the Easter period. In mid-September, the herd goes down from the
mountain, still grazing reorganized into smaller herds, within the borders of the villages, until the
snow falls. In winter, the sheep are kept in the households and fed with hay. The daily program
at the barn is dependent on the time of the milking which take place three times (morning, lunch
and evening) at the beginning of the summer season and then only twice (morning and evening).

In the middle of the summer period, the "mituitul" - the shearing of the lambs takes place, for



which the owners of the sheep go up to the sheepfold. Also, in this period the rams are separated
from the rest of the herd.

The cheese and other products are distributed to the owners at the sheepfold at the beginning of
September, after that the herd comes down from the mountain and it follows the "ravasitul" -

handing over the sheep to the owners.

For the autumn period, new micro-associations are established, the sheep being fed in the borders
of the villages until the snow falls.

During the winter, especially in the second half, the major technical milestone is the calving that
takes place in the household and is watched by the owners.

The sheep grazing is amde both on the individual properties of the villagers (on the meadows up
to Saint George Day) and on the village pastures (in the border or in the mountains), being
organized by the community in such a way as to efficiently exploit all the available space,
without affecting the individual production on private property. Knowing the forage potential
and the quality of different types of pasture determines the decisions regarding the sequence of

exploitation of different areas with pastoral destination.

The border of the researched villages is used only to a small extent as arable land, most of the
surfaces being fruit-growing, pastoral (hayfields and pastures) or mixed (orchards with sparsely

planted trees, so that hay is harvested between them).

As for the alpine meadows, each village traditionally had a "mountain” distributed among those
owned by the communes. The exploitation of the alpine pasture is based on a rational system that
involves dividing the flocks of sheep into categories and assigning each category a specific part
of the mountain, according to the animal needs. This way of efficient use of mountain meadows
is known and practiced on both slopes of the Fagaras massif. The relatively long distance
between the owners' villages and the alpine grazing area is covered on certain dedicated routes

and usually takes two to three days.

The relatively large number of sheep owned by some owners (and we are not referring to the

exceptions with a very large number of animals that practiced a form of transhumance), the



mixed nature of the hay-orchards, located at fairly large distances from the hearth of the village,

determined the appearance of buildings with a predominantly pastoral character, the "hodai".

The border constructions and facilities used especially in the spring and autumn, rarely in the
winter, have a stable character, permanently being relieved of the agricultural conjunctures that

would require their periodic relocation depending on the harvest stages of the various crops.

The mountain sheepfolds of the communities on the Arges valley have preserved a unitary
character in terms of the building structure and the location, in relation to them, of the "strunga" -
sheep pen with the "comarnic” (shelter for milking). Most sheepfolds have three rooms with
well-defined purposes (the boiler room, the "curatori" room — room for fresh sheep cheese and
the "burdusi" room — room for salted cheese put in the sheep bellows). The sheep pen and the
milking shelther are located separately from the sheepfold building, at a distance of several tens
of meters from it. These planimetric elements bring the sheepfold of the "argeseni" — inhabitants
from Arges area closer to that of the "poienari" — inhabitants from Marginimea Sibiului area and

distinguish it from the sheepfolds of the "barsani" — inhabitants from Tara Barsei area and those

of the "braneni" — inhabitants from Bran area.

The location of the mountain sheepfolds was made taking into account the needs of lactating
sheep and the resources necessary for milk processing (water, firewood), but also the
environmental conditions (the frequency of avalanches in the area), so that most of the mountain

sheepfolds in the studied area are found at the upper limit of coniferous forest.

In order to graze the barren sheep, in the highest areas of the alpine meadows, rudimentary,
small-sized shelters were built from stone slabs, where the shepherds stored their necessities of
life.

The inventory of the sheepfold shows obvious similarities with that characteristic of other areas
and other systems of sheep farming in terms of the pieces with strictly pastoral use, their
morphology being mainly the result of the function for which they were designed, but different

elements related to the specific way of milk processing at the mountain sheepfold appear.

The zonal corpus of pastoral techniques (care techniques, selection techniques and exploitation

techniques) is also unitary (a natural fact for localities that belong to the same ethnographic



areas) but also presents a series of common aspects with other Romanian areas of sheep breeding

practice.

Among these techniques are those related to the milk preparation, which result in the production
of bellows cheese and salted cheese, specific products of sheep from the south of Transylvania,
whether of the pendular or transhumant type, products that lend themselves to long-term
preservation, storage and transport in the conditions of the mountain paths. The common element
regarding the milk processing in the Carpathian mountain herds, also present in the area
researched by us, is the daily rhythmicity with which the stages of the technical process are
carried out, rhythmicity dictated by the large number of lactating sheep and the technical
impossibility of preserving raw milk. The technique of obtaining bellows cheese in the Arges
valley is similar to that used in Marginimea Sibiului area and in Tara Fagarasului area, the
cheese being pressed and dried on racks, but it differs in the fermentation stage from that used by
the "barsani", "braneni" and the shepherds from the east of Muscel area who use stave vessels for

leavening.

The main products obtained at the mountain sheepfold in Arges are the bellows cheese, the curd
and the butter, in the spring the "telemea” (cheese made from well-squeezed cheese) is also

prepared.

From a social point of view, the type of owners’ organization is the one of a pastoral association,
with the main criterion being the neighbourhood of the owned lands, so as a rule, macro-
associations are established in villages, being represented by a sheepfold administrator. Each
macro-association sends its herds to the mountain it preserves by tradition and hires its pastoral
staff. The principle of distribution of expenses and income between owners is much simpler than
in those based on the local-agricultural systems of sheep exploitation, both products and costs
being calculated "per sheep". This way of owners’ participation to the benefits is one imposed by
the unpredictable conditions characteristic to the alpine climate with decisive influences on milk

production and assigns all the risk to the owners.

Since the amounts of cheese and curd received by each sheep owner do not depend on the
productivity of their own sheep, the "per animal” distribution system does not encourage the

selection of specimens based on milk production.



From the analysis of the pastoral calendar, of the pastoral techniques and of the principles that
are the basis of the pastoral associations, it is concluded that although the obtaining of dairy
products and their fair distribution remains at the centre of the process of capitalizing on the
specific productive potential of sheep herds (as it happens throughout the entire Romanian
space), the orientation towards the valorisation of lambs for meat gradually left its mark on the

practice of sheep farming practice in the upper valley of Arges.

The organization of the pastoral staff that serves the herd of a village is uniform for all the
researched localities and it is characterized by a strict hierarchy as well as by the ban on women
working in the sheepfold, a characteristic by which, from a social point of view, the shepherd
from Arges Valley is approaching one from Tara Fagarasului and Tara Barsei, moving away
from the sheepfold organisation specific to the “poienari” and “jinari” from Marginimea Sibiului

area.

At the top of the pastoral hierarchy is the shepherd, he leads the sheepfold, organizes grazing and
prepares the sheepfold products. If the number of lactating sheep is large, a helper is also
employed at the sheepfold. The shepherds, usually one for every 200 sheep, are responsible for
guarding the herds and milking the sheep. The “strungar” is the one who helps the shepherd with
the works at sheepfold and leads the sheep to the doors of the shelter for milking, he having the

lowest "rank™ in the shepherd hierarchy.

The status of the pastoral staff is determined by their possibility to influence the economic results
obtained by the owners from the exploitation of the sheep flocks, by the limited possibilities of
control that the owners have regarding the activity at the sheepfold and by the origin of the
members of this staff, which is in most cases intra-community. Under these conditions, it is
difficult to define the image enjoyed by shepherds of various degrees in the village communities
to which they belong and which they serve, being most of the time a mixture of admiration and
suspicion. We can rather speak of the perception that the community has in relation to a certain
shepherd, and here the individual professional performances are decisive, from which the degree

of satisfaction of the associated owners derives.

The active repertoire of magical beliefs and practices is a relatively brief one at the time of our
research, the decisive moments of the pastoral calendar being linked to certain Christian holidays

and poorly marked ritually.



The professional identity of the "professional” shepherds voluntarily marked by them until the
end of the last millennium merged, unconsciously in the last part of the mentioned period, with
that of "ungurean™ and was shown through a series of elements of traditional costume and

personal inventory - the "ungurean" hat, the blanket and the shepherd's staff.

Key words: EMIGRATION, SHEPHERDING, ARGES, PASTURE, ALPINE, SHEEPFOLD,
TRANSYLVANIA, PENDULAR
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