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Lucreţiu MIHAILESCU-BÎRLIBA* 
 
 

New data on the salt resources from 
Ocna Dejului-Sic-Cojocna-Gherla area in Roman Dacia** 

 
 
 
 
The geologic emergence of salt deposits and salt springs in Transylvania is 

well synthetized by G. Romanescu: “The emergence of the salt layers on the 
surface is explained by existence of a tectonics specific to the salt deposits: salt has 
high degree of plasticity; hence, it migrates and it elevates the covering 
sedimentary layers. In the conditions of the existence of certain thick geological 
deposits – which exert a strong pressure and emit a high temperature – the deposit 
salts start moving towards the marginal areas. If they reach the alignment of hard 
rocks, they rise towards the surface and they carry along the sedimentary layers, 
which they fold. In this case, the diapiric folds appear; they are specific to 
Transylvanian depression or to the Subcarpathian (extra-Carpathian) areas”1. 
 The first monograph work on mining in Roman Dacia was published by 
V. Wollmann2, who identifies several salt exploitation centers (many surface ones) 
during the Roman era, on the basis of older evidence: Ocna Mureş, Turda, 
Cojocna, Sic, Pata, Ocna Dejului, Ocna Sibiului, Domneşti, Rogna, Sânpaul, 
Mărtiniş, Ocnele Mari3. However, Wollmann dedicates only ten pages of his 
monograph to the exploitation of salt. In what concerns the administration of the 
saltworks in Roman Dacia, Wollmann addresses only in passing the topic, 

 
* PhD in History, professor, Faculty of History, “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iaşi, Romania; 
blucretu@yahoo.com. 
** This article is an improved form of the article L. Mihailescu-Bîrliba, M. Alexianu, Salt exploitation 
and Roman army in Dacia: the Ocna Dejului-Sic-Cojocna-Gherla area, in L. Mihailescu-Bîrliba, 
I. Dumitrache (eds.), Persevera lucere. Studia in memoriam Octaviani Bounegru, Wiesbaden 2021, 
p. 119-124, The provided information is generally the same, but the introduction and the historical 
conclusions, as well as the bibliography and some pieces of information were enlarged. 
1 Gh. Romanescu, M. Alexianu, A. Asăndulesei, The Distribution of Salt Massifs and the Exploitation 
of Ancient and Current Reserves of Mineralized Water Within the Siret Hydrographical Basin 
(Romania) – Case Study for the eastern Area of Eastern Carpathians, in M. Alexianu, O. Weller, 
R.-G. Curcă, R. Brigand, M. Asăndulesei (eds.), White Gold. French and Romanian Projects of Salt 
in the extra-Carpathian areas of Romania, Kaiserslautern-Mehlingen, 2016, p. 444. 
2 V. Wollmann, Mineritul metalifer, extragerea sării și carierele de piatră in Dacia romană, 
Cluj-Napoca 1996. 
3 Ibidem, p. 241-244. 
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mentioning the conductores pascui et salinarum and three employees from this 
administration4. Nonetheless, according to Wollmann a great quantity of salt was 
produced in Roman Dacia, which was even exported5. 

Before this investigation, we have to mention the work carried out by 
I. Chintăuan and V. Rusu, who had visited and described salt springs and streams 
with visible wooden piles in Bistriţa-Năsăud county6. However, the authors could 
not provide a precise chronology, even Harding and Kavruk suspected they could 
have been dated from prehistory7. The brine springs from Harghita county were 
investigated by A. Chiricescu, but her research is based on ethnographic inquiries8.  

In a study concerning the administration of the Dacian saltworks, D. Benea 
noted that the locations of salt exploitation are linked to the presence of the Roman 
army in the area, meant to safeguard the resources9. She exemplifies with the 
military camp from Sânpaul (for the halite deposits from Mărtiniş), Sărăţeni (for 
Sovata), Inlăceni (for Praid), Ilişua (for Domneşti), Gherla (for Ocna Dejului), and 
Potaissa (for Turda)10.  These castra have been documented both archaeologically 
and epigraphically11. 

I shall analyze the state of art concerning the salt resources in the area, 
trying to establish a connection between the presence of the Roman troops and the 
salt exploitation. The army secured salt not only for its own uses, but also to 
distribute it across the province. However, despite the important role of the army in 
the protection of the salt resources, Benea’s remarks on the connections between 
the army and the salt resources should be verified. Some castra were important not 
only for this purpose, but especially since they were part of the defense strategy 
along the limes. 

The first three places, Ocna Dejului, Sic and Cojocna, were known for the 
salt resources (see Fig. 1)12. However, the archaeological finds in Ocna Dejului are 
isolated and no systematical excavations were carried out13. In Cojocna, the 

 
4 Ibidem, p. 248-249. 
5 Ibidem, p. 249.  
6 I. Chintăuan, I. Rusu Consideraţii cu privire la utilizarea sării și a apelor sărate din nord-estul 
Transilvaniei (judeţul Bistriţa-Năsăud), „File de Istorie” 5 (1988), p. 238-278. 
7 A. Harding, V. Kavruk, Transylvaniam in A. Harding, V. Kavruk (eds.), Exploration in Salt 
Archaeology in the Carpathian Zone, Budapest, 2013, p. 42. 
8 A. Chiricescu, Repertoriul selectiv al fântânilor de apă sărată din estul Transilvaniei, in V. Cavruc, 
A. Chiricescu (eds.), Sarea, Timpul și Omul, Sfântu Gheorghe, 2006, p. 164-167. 
9 D. Benea, Cu privire la administrarea salinelor din Dacia romană, „Analele Banatului”, serie nouă 
15 (2007), p. 42-43.  
10 Ibidem, p. 42. 
11 See more recently F. Matei-Popescu, O. Ţentea, The Eastern Frontier of Dacia. A Gazetteer of the 
Forts and Units, in V. Bârcă (ed.), Orbis Romanus and barbaricum. The barbarians around the 
Province of Dacia and Their Relations with the Roman Empire, Cluj-Napoca, 2016, p. 10-11 
(Sărăţeni, Inlăceni), 13 (Sânpaul). 
12 V. Wollmann, Mineritul metalifer, extragerea sării şi carierele de piatră in Dacia romană, 
Cluj-Napoca, 1996, p. 242. 
13 V. Cavruc, Consideraţii privind schimbul cu sare în mileniile VII-II î.Chr. în spaţiul carpato-
dunărean, in “Tyragetia”, s.n. 4 (19) (2010), 1, p. 7-34. 
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evidence of salt exploitation is from Neolithic, but no excavations were carried 
out14. Since 142-143, at Gherla was the camp of the ala II Pannoniorum15, but 
stamps of the ala I Batavorum were also found16. Next to the camp there was a 
civil settlement, the military vicus. Both the camp and the vicus were not in fact 
systematically researched. The book published by D. Protase, N. Gudea and 
R. Ardevan presents however the results of the archaeological investigations since 
the beginning to the end of the 20th century17. The volume shows the main results 
from the excavations in the military camp and all type of findings18. The earth- and 
the timber-phase of the Roman fort dated, after the authors, approximately 106-140, 
while the stone phase started at the end of Hadrian’s reign or the beginning of 
Antoninus’ reign19. That corresponds with the dating of the inaugural inscription 
set up in 142-14320. Another stone phase (only reparations), according to the 
authors, is dating from the beginning of the 3rd21 c. The vicus, even if it was not 
systematically investigated, provided finds which proved that the settlement was 
rather important in the area. The problem with the epigraphic material is that 
(excepting a few samples) it is difficult to establish the origin of the inscriptions 
(camp or civilian settlement). I shall present the texts in which we can assume a 
military presence at Gherla and we can connect it (though indirectly) with the 
protection of salt resources situated not far from the camp, among which the most 
important were those from Ocna Dejului. Moreover, a recent survey made by 
M. Alexianu and V. Kavruk indicated the existence of a salt spring and salt 
fountain 2 km away from the town of Gherla, in the direction of the camp. The 
GPS coordinates of this spot, called La Sărătură (At the Salting) are N 47.00493, 
E 23.90408 (Fig. 2)22. The soldiers have certainly provided from this place the salt 
supply. However, I think that the main role of the auxiliary unit accommodated 
there was to control the road which connected Napoca to Porolissum, but the 
defense of the saltworks was not underestimated. 

The presence of the ala II Pannoniorum is attested by a many tile- and 
brick-stamps23, but there are another epigraphic evidence mentioning soldiers and 

 
14 http://ethnosalro.uaic.ro/download/EthnosalRo_RS-2017-2019_RO.pdf, p. 37. 
15 AE 1906, 112. 
16 I. Piso, D. Deac, Inscriptiones Daciae Romanae. Appendix I. Inscriptiones laterum Musei 
Zilahensis, Cluj-Napoca, 2016, p. 13-14. 
17 D. Protase, N. Gudea, R, Ardevan, Din istoria militară a Daciei romane. Castrul roman de interior 
de la Gherla / Aus der Militärgeschichte des römischen Dakien. Das römische Binnenkastell von 
Gherla, Timişoara, 2008, p. 16-23. 
18 Ibidem, p. 24 sqq. 
19 Ibidem, p. 24-41. 
20 AE 196, 112. 
21 D. Protase, N. Gudea, R. Ardevan, op. cit., p. 41. 
22 Many thans to M. Alexianu, who provided me the information and the coordinates. 
23 CIL III 1633-3. See especially S. Ardeleanu, R. Zăgreanu, Ţigle şi cărămizi ştampilate inedite 
descoperite la Gherla, in H. Pop, I. Bejinariu, S. Băcueţ-Crişan, D. Băcueţ-Crişan (eds.), Local and 
regional cultural identities in european context. Archaeology and histocial anthropology: in 
memorian Alexandri V. Matei, Cluj-Napoca, 2010, p. 489-500. 
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commanding-ranked men of the unit. I remember here simple equites, like 
Roemetalces, commemorated by the imaginifer Brisenus (both having a Thracian 
origin)24, Ulpius Boniatus25, another soldier whose name is not preserved26, the 
decuriones M. Aurelius [---] and M. Aurelius Secundinus27, an anonymous 
immunis28, the stator Aurelius Tato29, the signifer Dines (another Thracian)30 and 
the equestrian praefecti alae Tannonius Maximus31, C. Caelius Salvianus32 and 
M. N(...) Lucretianus33. The texts also mention two veterans, a former imaginifer, 
Aelius Ana[---]34, and an ex-decurione, Septimius Pisusus35. The soldiers bare 
Thracian names (likes Roemetalces, Brisenus, Dines, Pisusus) or Celtic names (like 
Boniatus). The name of Tato is present both in Illyrian and Celtic space36. Hercules 
Magusanus is a Germanic deity, adored in Batavian milieu37. In my opinion, the 
context shows that Aurelius Tato belongs to Batavian community: it is not all about 
Hercules Magusanus38, but also about the presence of ala I Batavorum at Gherla, 
attested by brick stamps. Other inscriptions mention civilians and are probably 
originating from the military vicus. However, taking into account the names of 
some individuals, it is very likely that they are related with the soldiers or with the 
veterans. More specifically, there are persons who bare Thracian, Illyrian and 
Celtic names, like Aurelius Diaies and Aurelius Ditugentus39, Scenobarbus Dasi40, 
Aelia Deccia and Aelius Consius41. 

 
24 I prefer the lecture of I. Piso, Studia Porolissensia III, in „Acta Musei Porolissensis”, 35 (2013), p. 46-47. 
25 Ibidem, p. 47-48. 
26 ILD 594. 
27 CIL III 12542; R. Zăgreanu, Tipuri de monumente sculpturale necunoscute de la Gherla, „Revista 
Bistriţei” 21 (2007), p. 259-260. 
28 ILD 593. 
29 ILD 590. 
30 ILD 594. 
31 CIL III 83b. I prefer the new lecture of I. Piso, Studia Porolissensia III, p. 172-174, following the 
new photos. 
32 ILD 586. 
33 CIL III 12540; ILD 587. 
34 Lupa 11360. 
35 ILD 588. 
36 CIL III 2749; AE 1981, 670; CIL XIII 5027, 130131-1-2, 13032. See also A. Schäfer. Götter aus 
dem Rheingebiet in Dakien und Pannonien, in W. Spickermann (ed.), Religion in den germanischen 
Provinzen Roms, Tübingen, 2001, p. 260. 
37 See especially CIL VI 31162, but also CIL XIII 8010, 8075, 8492, 8610, 8771, 10027-212c; AE 
1971, 282; 1977, 570; 1994, 1282, 1284. 
38 See also R. Varga, M. Săsărman, Nomina Germanorum ex provincia Dacia, în SCIVA, 63 (2012), 1-2, 
p. 94. For the cult of Hercules Magusanus in German provinces, see N. Roymans, Hercules and the 
construction of a Batavian identity in the context of the Roma empire, in T. Derks, N. Roymans (eds.), 
Ethnic Constructs in Antiquity. The Role of Power and Tradition, Amsterdam, 2009, p. 219-238; idem, 
The Batavians in the Early Roman Empire. Ethnic Identity and Imperial Power, Amsterdam, 2010, 
p. 200-202, 238, 242 etc. See more recently, A. Rubel, R. Varga, Hercules Magusanus im Lager der ala 
I Batavorum miliaria in Războieni-Cetate (Kreis Alba, Rumänien), in Germania 99, 2021, p. 107-132. 
39 CIL III 835. 
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A silted salt spring was recently identified at Dej (Fig. 3)42. It could have 
been used also in the Roman time, but unfortunately, no investigation was made 
until now. In any case, the salt exploitation of Ocna Dejului was the most used by 
Roman army. 

The last information provides a new saltwork at Pata (Cluj 16 km south-
east from Cluj) (Fig. 4). A salt deposit and wooden structures similar to those from 
Băile Figa were discovered43. The future researches will tell us more. 

At Sic, where salt exploitation is certainly attested in the Middle Age, 
Roman materials were found in the field surveys. Recently, geochemical analysis 
remarks the existence of a Roman anthropogenic saline horizon44. 

In conclusion, the military presence is not attested only by tile- and brick-
stamps, but also by stone inscriptions mentioning soldiers or veterans of the ala II 
Pannoniorum. Like I pointed out before, the salt exploitations at Ocna Dejului, Sic 
and Cojocna were protected by the militaries of this unit, but the main task of the 
ala was the control of the road Napoca-Porolissum. Of course, the salt 
transportation on this road was included in the unit’s missions. Moreover, the salt 
was used for the army’s needs, too. 

It is worth noting to mention here the camp of Samum (Căşeiu), not far 
from Ocna Dejului. Samum is important not only for the camp45, but also for the 
inscriptions attesting a statio of beneficiarii consularis. They were detached from 
the governor’s office, in order to accomplish various missions. Surveying the salt 
exploitation of Ocna Dejului could have been one of them. Fourteen inscriptions 
mentioning the beneficiarii consularis come from Samum were published or 
republished by D. Isac, E. Schallmayer and his collaborators46, J. Nelis-Clément47, 
J. France48 and J. Ott49. I think that beyond the strategic role as a hinterland camp 

 
40 D. Protase, Elemente etnice trace şi ilire în ala II Pannoniorum din Dacia, in SCIV, 19 (1969), 2, 
p. 339-341. 
41 CIL III 1608. See especially R. Ardevan, R, Zăgreanu, Eine römische Inschrift im Museum der 
Stadt Gherla, in „Eos”, 92 (2005), p. 257-264. 
42 V. Kavruk et alii, A salt production at Gherla-Valea Sărată (Transylvania), in StAntArch 25 
(2019), 1, p. 17-25. 
43 Ibidem. 
44 G. Jakab et alii, The environmental history of a former salt town in Transylvainia (Sic, northern 
Romania), „Acta Archaeologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae”, 69 (2018), p. 201. 
45 In Samum was accommodated under Trajan the cohors II Britannorum ∞; see D. Isac Date noi cu 
privire la cohors II Britannica milliaria, „Acta Musei Porolissensis”, 11 (1987), p. 175-180; D. Isac, 
Castrul roman de la Samum-Căşeiu / The Roman auxiliary fort Samum-Căşeiu, Cluj-Napoca, 2003, 
p. 33-38; C. C. Petolescu, Auxilia Daciae, Bucharest 2002, p. 88-89. From Hadrian was accommodated 
the cohors I Britannica ∞ c. R. eq.; see ibidem, p. 86-87; D. Isac, op. cit. (2003), p.  38-47. 
46 CBI 525-536. 
47 J. Nelis-Clément, Les beneficiarii: militaires et administrateurs au service de l’empire (Ier s. a. C. – 
VIe s. p. C.), Bordeaux 2000, passim. 
48 J. France, J. Nelis-Clément, Tout en bas de l’empire. Les stationes, lieux de contrôle et de 
représentation du pouvoir, in J. France, J. Nelis-Clément (eds.), La statio. Archéologie d’un lieu de 
pouvoir dans l’empire romain, Bordeaux, 2014, p. 117-245. 
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of the frontier, the defense of salt exploitation from Ocna Dejului was in attention 
of the units accommodated at Samum.  

The salt exploitations were, as we have already seen, defended by the 
Roman army. First of all, I should not exaggerate the missions of the army. The 
camps were situated in a prioritary strategic position, in order to defend important 
places of the province (river gorges, mountain’s passes, the frontier with 
Barbaricum). However, my opinion is that Roman administration have thought to 
place these castra in such a way that the army could control and defend the 
strategic points and the salt exploitations in the same time. The salt resources were 
used as supply for the army, too. Besides salt mines, the salt springs were also 
taken into army’s attention, very likely the most important ones. As we can notice 
from these case studies, even the strategic role of the units was put in the first 
place, the defense of salt exploitation was not at all neglected. The salt supply of 
the units was another important military objective. So, in this respect, the presence 
of the army next to salt resources is perfectly explainable through the importance 
of this resource not only for the province, but for the exercitus itself.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. Ocna Dejului-Sic-Cojocna-Gherla area 

 
49 J. Ott, Die Beneficiarier. Untersuchungen zu ihrer Stellung innerhalb der Rangordnung des 
römischen Heeres und zu ihrer Funktion, Stuttgart, 1995, passim. 
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Fig. 2. Spot of salt spring recently identified near Gherla 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 3. Salt spring at next to Dej 



26                                            Lucreţiu Mihailescu-Bîrliba 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4. Spot of a salt deposit at Pata 
 
 

New data on the salt resources from 
Ocna Dejului-Sic-Cojocna-Gherla area in Roman Dacia 

 
Abstract 
 
The author analyzes the state of art concerning the salt resources in the area, trying to 
establish a connection between the presence of the Roman troops and the salt exploitation. 
The army secured salt not only for its own uses, but also to distribute it across the province. 
Some castra were important not only for this purpose, but especially since they were part of 
the defense strategy along the limes.  
 
Keywords: Ocna Dejului-Sic-Cojocna-Gherla; salt exploitation; Roman Dacia; ala II 
Pannoniorum. 
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