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VIEWS ON THE COSTS OF LIFE IN GALAŢI,  AT THE END  
OF THE XIXTH CENTURY AND THE BEGINNING OF THE XXth  

 
- Abstract - 

 
Investigating the history of a human community involves knowing the level of the 

costs of living. Therefore, in order to acquire a proper understanding of the life in Galaţi, at 
the end of the XIXth century, the answers to the following questions are of foremost 
importance: How did the inhabitants of Galaţi of those days earn their living and what was 
their level of living?  
 For our endeavour, it is important to find out: the professional profile of the 
inhabitants of the city, the income of the various professional groups, the prices of 
commodities and of the luxury items. According to these parameters, we can get a glimpse 
of the level of living and of the costs of living. We don’t intend to present comprehensive 
statistics in this respect, but, for different categories of people, to present an adequate image 
of the balance between offer and demand on the local market, as an indicator of the cost of 
life in the Danubian port of Galaţi, during the age under focus. 
 It is well known that the level of life of a community is related to the degree of 
economical and social modernity and to the mentality that underlies its existence. 
Therefore, it would be interesting to approach our topic starting from several general 
remarks about the economical and social evolution, both at a national and international 
level. Hence, we will get an image of the evolution of this aspect at a local level, at the 
crossing between the XIXth and the XXth century. 
 Within this context, of foremost importance is the correlation between the level of 
the income, specific to each professional group, the offer of the local market and the 
standard of life, imposed by the social statute, by the level of education and by mentalities. 
Generally speaking, the cost of life in Galaţi was at the same level with the cost of life at a 
national scale, with some peculiarities deriving from the specific condition of the local 
economy. 
 The documentary sources we availed of in our endeavour proved to be not 
sufficient for a precise and exhaustive analysis of the cost of life, specific to each 
professional category. Nevertheless, it was possible to sketch a realist and significant image 
of the local daily life, during that age. 
 We can state that the cost of life in the town of Galaţi, at the end of the XIXth and 
the beginning of the XXth century, ranged along three major levels: minimal, average and 
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maximum, with a blurred demarcation, with variations in time and according to each social 
level. 
 The market of a port of international importance offered more imported 
commodities, not so easily available in other parts of the country. Whatever was 
fashionable at an international level easily reached, at least as information, the town of 
Galaţi, a Danubian port situated at the meeting point of the Western and Eastern worlds. 
Being quickly informed, the inhabitants of Galaţi, according to their degree of openness 
towards the novel and to their financial capacity, had the possibility to keep the pace with 
the international fashion. According to the social and professional level, we can clearly 
distinguish several styles of life. 
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CONSIDERAŢII ASUPRA COSTULUI  VIEŢII ÎN ORAŞUL GALAŢI  
LA SFÂRŞITUL SECOLULUI AL XIX-LEA ŞI ÎNCEPUTUL 

SECOLULUI AL XX-LEA 
 

-Rezumat- 
 

Cercetarea istoriei unei comunitati umane impune si cunoasterea nivelului sau de 
trai, a costului vietii. De aceea, pentru a  înţelege cu adevărat cum se trăia în Galaţii 
sfârşitului de secol XIX si începutului de secol XX, sunt esenţiale răspunsurile la 
întrebările: cum îşi câştigau   existenţa  şi ce nivel de trai aveau gălăţenii epocii. 
 Important pentru demersul tematic propus este să aflăm: profilul ocupaţional al 
locuitorilor urbei; câştigul material al diferitelor categorii profesionale; preţurile produselor 
de larg consum şi ale celor de lux. În funcţie de aceste  valori putem înţelege nivelul de trai, 
sau costul vieţii. Nu ne propunem să prezentăm statistici complete în acest sens ci, pe 
anumite paliere existenţiale, să stabilim o raportare cât mai fidelă a  ofertei la cererea de  pe 
piaţa gălăţeană, ca barometru al valorii vieţii în oraşul  port dunărean Galaţi, la vremea 
respectivă. 

Este ştiut faptul că nivelul de trai al unei comunităţi este în corelaţie cu  gradul de 
modernizare al vieţii sale economico-sociale,  precum şi cu mentalitatea  ce-i coordonează 
existenţa. Din această perspectivă este interesant să abordăm subiectul propus pornind de la 
câteva consideraţii generale despre evoluţia economico-socială la nivel  internaţional şi 
naţional, cu implicaţii determinante  în evoluţia acestui domeniu şi în plan local, la 
cumpăna acelor secole. 

Apare ca definitorie în acest context tematic  corelaţia dintre câştigul material, 
conform activităţii şi pregătirii profesionale, oferta de preţuri a pieţei locale şi, nu în ultimul 
rând, standardul de viaţă impus de statutul social, de educaţie, de mentalitate. În linii 
generale, costul vieţii locale s-a circumscris nivelului naţional, specificul său a derivat din 
starea  economiei locale, evoluţia acesteia fiind barometrul preţului real 

Sursele documentare cercetate în acest demers s-au dovedit a fi incomplete, 
insuficiente pentru o analiză exhaustivă şi precisă a costului vieţii fiecărei categorii 
profesionale. Totuşi, cele păstrate în timp şi accesibile studiului au permis jalonarea  
ştiinţifică a unor repere realiste şi ilustrative pentru viaţa cotidiană locală a epocii. 

Considerăm că a existat, pentru  gălăţenii sfârşitului de secol XIX  şi începutului 
de secol XX, un cost al vieţii împărţit pe trei nivele: minimal, mediu şi maximal, cu limite 
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flexibile între ele, variabile de la un an la altul, de la un deceniu la altul, de la un segment 
social la altul, de la un individ la altul.  

Piaţa unui port de renume internaţional a fost mai ofertantă cu produse de import, 
mai greu accesibile altor zone ale ţării. Ceea ce se lansa pe piaţa modei, de orice fel, la nivel 
internaţional ajungea, măcar la nivel informativ, destul de repede într-un port danubian 
situat la confluenţa civilizaţiilor occidentală şi orientală. Având acces la informaţie, în 
funcţie de gradul de receptare a noului şi de accesibilitatea financiară, locuitorii de aici se 
puteau racorda la spiritul modei. A existat o diferenţiere clară a stilului de viaţă pe diverse 
paliere socio-profesionale. 

 
Cuvinte cheie: cost, ocupaţie, nivel de trai, preţ, viaţă, Galaţi 

 
∗∗∗ 

 
The various aspects of life reflect the level of civilisation, with the inherent 

ups and downs of each human community. From this point of view, for a full 
picture of life in Galaţi at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th 
century, it seems of foremost importance to answer to the following questions: how 
did Galaţi dwellers earned their living and which was their standard of living? 

For this, it is important to find out: the occupational profile of the town 
dwellers; the material gain of the various occupational categories; the price of 
consumer goods and of luxury items. According to these values, we can understand 
the standard of living or the cost of living. We do not mean to provide full statistics 
in this regard but, to establish, on certain existential levels, an as accurate as 
possible supply and demand report on Galaţi market, as barometer of the value of 
life in the harbour town of Galaţi in those days.  

It is known that the standard of living of a community is in correlation with 
the modernisation degree of its economic and social life, as well as with the 
mentality which coordinates its existence. It is from this perspective that we wish 
to approach the proposed subject, starting from several general considerations on 
the social-economic evolution at international and national level, with determining 
implications in the evolution of this field and, locally, at the junction of the two 
centuries.  

The above mentioned period was obviously marked by the vivification of 
industrial development, of the banking system, of transports and communications, 
generating real mutations at the level of social structures. Economic development, 
advances in prices, assets, wages, and profits as well, at the same time with the 
improvement of the standard of living, recorded at European level, had real 
repercussions, with specific characteristics in our national space.  

On the Romanian territory, this reality was shaped under the principled 
clashed between the free-trader and protectionist trends, manifested during the last 
decades of the 19th century.  
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If free-trade was supporting government’s non-interference with the 
economic life, protectionism was in favour of protecting and promoting indigene 
economic activities, for limiting the power of foreign competitors on the national 
market and increasing that of autochthonous manufacturers through government’s 
intervention in the system of customs duties, export bounties, currency 
restrictions.1 The principle through our own powers was supporting the promotion 
of national economy, especially through customs, industrial and banking 
protectionism, established through the legislation adopted to that effect.  

The last three decades until World War I should be analysed, according to 
contemporary historiography, “in terms of the government’s effort to encourage 
and protect a national industry and, also, in terms of the not too favourable internal 
and external factors: the poverty of autochthonous capital, the lack of technical 
staff, as well as of qualified workers; foreign competition”.2 

Clearly important for the development of economy of that time was the 
stability of currency circulation, the exchange rate being relatively stable until 
World War I. Conditions were created for ensuring and guaranteeing investments 
in the main economic areas, the activity of the banking and credit system being 
supported by the State, by contributing with capital or by guaranteeing financial 
operations. Until 1914, the National Bank “was the main inland source of 
Romanian credit and contributed to the mobilisation of the inactive financial 
capital and to its canalisation towards the productive industrial and commercial 
units”3, the value of the granted loans being illustrative for the spreading of credits, 
for the overall economic evolution. This reality was confirming a concrete 
modernisation which bore the print of a considerable development gap between the 
national and the international levels in the social-economic life of Romania.  

The evolution of the various branches of the national economy inevitable led 
to the appearance, disappearance or perpetuation of certain occupations among the 
active population, changing at the same time the configuration of its social 
structure. At the end of the 19th century and at the beginning of the 20th century, the 
Romanian bourgeoisie distinguished itself among the town people, as was the case 
in Galaţi as well, gradually replacing the foreign one, predominant among traders 

                                                           
1 See Elena Ingrid Bahamat, Legislaţia liberală de încurajare a industriei naţionale (1881-
1887). Legea   din 1887 în dezbaterile parlamentare (Liberal Legislation for the 
Encouragement of National Industry. Law of 1887 in Parliament Debates), in “Danubius”, 
No. XXI, Galaţi, 2003, p.57. 
2 Istoria Românilor de la Independenţă la Marea Unire (1878-1918) (în continuare Istoria 
Românilor…), (Romanians’ History from the Independence to the Great Union, 
hereinafter: Romanians’ History …) vol. VII, Tom II, coordinator acad. Gheorghe Platon, 
Encyclopaedic Publishing House, Bucharest, 2003, p.113. 
3 Keith Hitchins, Romania 1866-1947, Humanitas Publishing House, Bucharest, 1994, 
p.219. 
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and money lenders. What occupational categories did form this distinct, social 
class of the epoch? Merchants and industrialists, clerks, lawyers, teachers, doctors. 
There was a gradual layering among the bourgeois, dictated also by the 
occupational profile of its representatives. Bankers and big industrialists (including 
important land owners who had invested in industry) made up the high bourgeoisie. 
The middle bourgeoisie comprised small and middle industrialists, merchants, 
industry and bank clerks, as well as freelancers. Another occupational segment was 
represented by public administration clerks, in continual growth. A special part was 
played during those times by other distinct socio-professional categories, such as 
the artisans (craftsmen) and the workers. Occupying a clearly defined place among 
the town dwellers, the working class was representing at the beginning of World 
War I 10% of the active population of Romania4. A specialisation of the active 
population is noted, the training level being important in this respect.  

This was the situation at national level. We consider it was absolutely 
necessary to adopt this thematic approach so as to be then able to narrow down the 
analysis to the similar evolution of the local context, believing that any 
particularity here signalled has its roots in the general framework, in a relationship 
of effective causality. And we will pursue this fact hereinafter.  

We intend to discuss about the local economic life in its capacity of catalyser 
of the daily life of Galaţi dwellers, supplier of employments, income sources, 
consumer goods and luxury items. During this period, we can speak, on the one 
hand, of a connection to the specific social-economic evolution at the national level 
and, on the other hand, of the particularities imposed by its local evolution.  

The new orientation of the Romanian economy induced major changes at the 
local level. The position of free harbour contributed to conferring to Galaţi the 
image of a commercial town.  

Indeed, economic life concentrated around navigation and trade, this activity 
engaging most of the locals. The dynamism of commercial life in this Danube 
harbour attracted inhabitants from other regions of the world, traders, merchants, 
sailors who settled here, either temporarily or definitively. The increasing need of 
the inhabitants for consumer goods led to the development of the production of 
autochthonous commodities. After 1878, Galaţi industry was represented, mostly, 
by industrial workshops, manufactures and a small number of factories. However, 
the economic protectionism imposed, after the loss of the Porto Franco privilege by 
Galaţi, an accelerated rhythm of development of the autochthonous industry. This 
state of facts led contemporaries to believe that the decline of trade imposed the 
orientation of Galaţi economy towards the industrial production, “which will tend 
                                                           
4 Ibidem, pp.180-183; Mihai Bărbulescu Dennis Deletant, Keith Hitchins, Şerban 
Papacostea, Pompiliu  Teodor, Istoria României (History of Romania), Encyclopaedic 
Publishing House, Bucharest, 1998, pp.400-401. 
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to transform Galaţi in an occidental town”5. The modernisation and transformation 
of the manufactories existing in factories, as well as the creation of new ones was 
achieved due to the customs tariff of 1886 and the law of 1887 for the 
encouragement of industry. The number of factories will rise and the profile of 
their production will be diversified, 41 such industrial units benefitting, between 
1887 and 1908, from the advantages of protectionist legislation.6 

During the studied period, in Galaţi, most of the native and foreign capital 
was invested in food industry. According to statistics, in 1904, out of 38 great 
industrial establishments which were in this town, 14 pertained to food industry. 
However, the development of local industry was not continuous and not always 
ascending (in 1911, the number of large industrial establishments decreased to 27). 
The new law for the encouragement of national industry from 1912, which also had 
in view small and middle industry, will positively stimulate the evolution of 
industry in Galaţi at the beginning of the 20th century.7 

We want to outline the occupational profile of Galaţi dwellers in order to see 
the mobility of professional orientation, the flexibility of mentality, related to the 
transformations caused by the process of modernisation of the Romanian social-
economic life at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century. 
The two poles of Galaţi society could be considered the local elite - the large 
owners (landowners, industrialists, traders, bakers) and the poor - the workers 
(labourers, jobbers). The representatives of the elite set the pace of an existence 
dominated by wealth and luxury, while the inhabitants situated at the opposite 
social pole were barely getting by. Between the two poles, there were social 
echelons with intermediary standards of living, variable according to the demand of 
workforce in the main occupational fields, the degree of qualification, or even the 
professional specialisation and superior training.  

The reorientation of the local economy towards industry, in the said context, 
caused significant mutations among town dwellers. Firs of all, many of the people 
involved in the commercial-harbour activity went bankrupt or had to resign. Others 
continued to develop their activity in this field: various types of traders, sailors, 
harbour workers, labourers.  

If in the case of the sailors from this harbour we can speak of locals or of 
employees of the foreign navigation agencies, harbour workers, labourers were 
recruited from the local population or even from the peasants from the 

                                                           
5 George Codreanu, Monografia fabricelor din Galaţi (Galaţi Factories Monograph), 
Galaţi, 1908, p.14. 
6 Paul Păltănea, Istoria oraşului Galaţi de la origini până la 1918 (The History of Galaţi 
Town from its Origins to 1918), vol. 2, 2nd edition, Partener Publishing House, Galaţi, 2008,   
p.175. 
7 Ibidem, p.184. 
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neighbouring villages. They unloaded of ships anchored in the harbour, transported 
the commodities to warehouses, etc. The activity of most of them was seasonal.  

We should make a distinction between those who practised wholesale and 
retail trade, the types of commodities sold on Galaţi market being related to the 
evolution of imports through the local harbour. What the local market asked for 
impose as well the diversity of trade types.  

Groceries, fisheries, butcheries, bakeries, confectioneries, liquors or 
refreshments shops, stores with “everything” belonging to itinerant merchants (who 
carried out their activity according to some legal regulations) or stalls borrowed in 
town markets, made it possible to buy food products at all prices. These were 
joined by merchants of domestic items, clothes and accessories at varied and 
accessible prices. For personal hygiene, people resorted to drugstores and 
pharmacies. Likewise, bookshops, and music stores responded to the needs of 
educational and cultural promotion.  

A special trade was practised by the owners of summer gardens, beer houses, 
inns, cafes and restaurants, as well as by the hotel-keepers who ensured comfort to 
those passing through town, either for business or for pleasure.  

Next to the owners, such commercial activities also engaged the other family 
members, roundsmen, permanent employees or jobbers.  

A noteworthy aspect is that in such a town there was also a trade with luxury 
goods, mentioned as such even in the advertisements to those shops, deposits or 
locals.  

The statistics of those times and economic scientific works provide 
interesting data on the inhabitants of Galaţi who worked in industry. There were 
the owners, the specialists, the clerks and the workers. In the case of artisan 
workshops, the craftsmen, the apprentices, the journeymen. Also, there were 
people migrations from the villages to the town.  

The qualification and specialisation of those involved in the artisan and 
industrial production were linked to the type of the performed activity, to the 
profile of the concerned unit. The activity of artisan workshops was tightly 
connected to the demands of the local market, many artisans trading their own 
products. We speak here of domestic goods, hardware, carpentry, furniture, 
footwear workshops.  

With regard to factory industry, we will mention the productive profile of the 
factories which operated in Galaţi during this period, in order to infer thus the 
employees’ qualification typology.  

In 1885, there were breweries (2), brickworks (2), candle (4), carbonated 
drinks (2), bread and bakery products (26), salami (4), soap (3) factories, tanneries 
(2), iron or metal foundry (1).8 

                                                           
8 Tezaur documentar gălăţean (Galaţi Documentary Thesaurus), People’s Republic of 
Romania General Directorate of State Archives, Bucharest, 1988, p.165. 
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In 1887 there were: candle (9), soap (5), Turkish delight (5) factories, 
distilleries (6), foundries (2), wood (2), nails (2), plugs (1), pasta (2) factories, oil 
mills (3), soda water (8), lime (2), cans (2), candies (1), shoe cream and tins (2), 
flour (7), beer (1), gas (1) factories.9 

Towards the end of the period, the local diversification of the industrial 
production was more and more accentuated. Out of a total number of 62 factories, 
there were: naileries (4), chemical products and boiler factories (3), furniture plants 
(4), tins (2), buttons (3), ropes (2), soap (5), bread (1), pasta (1), macaroni (1), flour 
(2), corks (2), Turkish delight and halva (5) factories, oil mills (2), breweries (1), 
liquor (2), champagne (1), soda water (9) factories, brickworks (1), terracotta (1), 
ultramarine (1), lime (1), wood (1) factories, cereal cleaning plant (1), shipyard (1), 
military supplies (1), tannery and leathery (1), “Waters’ Association” (1), “Air Gas 
Society” (1), “Tramways Plant” (1).10 

The banking system brings to the fore the banker and bank clerk professions. 
In Galaţi, next to Banca Naţională a României (National Bank of Romania)  - 
Galaţi Subsidiary (from 1881), subsidiaries of Banca Românească (Romanian 
Bank), Banca Comercială Română (Romanian Commercial Bank), Societatea de 
Economie (Society of Economy), August Dall Orso Bank - which became a banking 
society, Marmorosch Blank Bank, Banca de Scont (Discount Bank), Banca Lojii 
Masonice (Bank of the Masonic Lodge).11 

The rhythm of urban modernisation imposed an increased demand for staff in 
this field. The increasing number of private and public buildings (most of them 
houses and institution offices); the extension and modernisation of communication 
ways (those in the town and those which connected the town with other 
destinations); the modernisation of public lighting, water supply and public 
sanitation determined: an increase in the number of workers involved in this 
activity, diversification of their qualifications (although many of them still 
performed unqualified work), training and perfecting a specialised technical staff 
(technicians, architects, engineers). 

The modernisation of intra and inter urban transports led to a decrease in the 
number of cab drivers, concomitantly with an increase in the number of staff 
employed in train and tramway circulation.   

The progresses of universal science and technique brought here too the 
benefits of photo techniques. There were photography parlours in Galaţi which 
won a certain local, national and international fame. The photographers were the 

                                                           
9 Ibidem, p.273. 
10 Ibidem, pp.310-311. 
11 Grigore Lazarovici, Ştefan Stanciu, Galaţii, istorie şi contemporaneitate (Galaţi, History 
and Contemporaneity), Galaţi, 2002, p.81. 
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witnesses of the most important events of the public space, in its interference with 
the private one.  

The apparition and the increase in Galaţi of the number of public institutions 
represented in the territory led to the distinguishing of clerks among the local 
occupational categories. The existence of varied institutions determined a wide 
range of specialisations for clerks. The most important institutions located in Galaţi 
were administrative, judicial and military. Their organisation observed the 
enforceable laws. We will list the most important laws for this thematic context: 
Law of urban localities, 1894 (amended in 1900, 1905, 1908); Law for the judicial 
organisation, 1890 (amended in 1891, 1892, 1896, 1907); Electoral Law, 1884 
(amended in 1903, 1906); Law for the organisation of the army, 1868 (amended in 
1872, 1874, 1876, 1877, 1882, 1891, 1900, 1908).  

As the directly-involved institution in the daily life of Galaţi dwellers was 
the Town Hall, we deem it necessary to list the services involved in fulfilling its 
administrative authority, set through the law of 1894, so that we may also find the 
typology of the clerks of this institution: Secretariat; Administrative Office; 
Sanitary Office; Technical Works Office; Accounting Office; Control Service; 
Registrar’s Office; Central Treasury; Legal Department (among the central 
services); Technical Service; Medical Service; Communal Police; Perceptions 
Service; Estates Service; Cleaning Service; Gardens’ Service; Cemetery Service; 
Bailiff (among the external services)12. We should also add public instruction, 
churches, the firemen department, the cereal market, the telegraphy and telephony 
service, which pertained to the town hall also. 

The existence of independent professions, of specialists - teachers, doctors, 
attorneys - is also a consequence of a change in mentality. This was the time when 
more and more attention was paid to the modernisation of the educational system, 
of upper education. Therefore, there was a need for teachers competent enough to 
answer to such requirements. The care for personal and public health and hygiene, 
along modern principles, emphasised the role and the need for a growing number 
of medical staff, of well-prepared physicians, acquainted with the latest 
developments of universal medicine. 

As the adoption of a legislation in the new European spirit, clear sign of 
modernisation, was requiring the activity of certain attorneys which would 
efficiently contribute to its application. A proof of the importance granted to justice 
and to its observance is represented by the activity carried out in this town by 
certain institutions such as Covurlui County Court and Galaţi Court of Appeal. 
Therefore, a wide number of legal intellectuals carry out their activity in Galaţi: 

                                                           
12 SJANG, Galaţi Town Hall Fund, file12/1894, l. 22 



 
 
 
 
 
178  DANUBIUS XXIX 

judges, prosecutors, lawyers. Part of them were dynamic presences in the local 
public space, getting involve din politics.  

A respected category in the Danube town was, next to the civilian 
population, that of militaries. Corps 3 Army, Navy was located here. Soldiers, non-
commissioned officers and officers were active presences in public life, respected 
by the local society.  

In the field of domestic activity, servants are distinguished as remunerated 
workers. Interesting for the mentality of the time is the fact that in 1885 the Town 
Hall prepared a Regulation for Servants, meant to regulate the relationships 
between servants and masters, considered of public interest. To that effect, an 
Office of Servants’ Administration was set up. It kept a clear record of all the 
servants of both sexes, including deaths and temporary or permanent disablement. 
The register which monitored such information included all the data on the 
servant’s identity, civil status, address, running number and date of his/her manual, 
valid for one year (for its delivery the holder would pay 1 fee of 3 lei), criminal 
record. Certificates of good character were requested to these individual and 
parents’ or guardians’ consent if they were below 16 years of age.  

The term of servant was applied to any “man or woman who against 
remuneration in money, clothes or natural products provides a domestic service. 
Such are the nurses, the laundresses, the coachmen, the yard managers, the valets, 
plough boys, butlers and shops’, hotels’, public establishments’ servants”.13  

The Regulation stipulated both servants’ and masters’ duties.  
Rules were strict and had to be followed by the specified authority. Servants 

were required to observe the working period agreed with the masters, the accepted 
exceptions being: the servant’s improper state of health, masters’ moving out, non-
payment of the agrees wage, masters’ breach of the good morals. The job could be 
left with the master’s approval or with a 15-day notice. The servant who was 
leaving his employment had the obligation to bring a substitute, with manual and 
with good references. Those from another locality requesting such a manual had to 
submit to the Office for servants proofs of their good character. During the 
employment, the manual was kept by the master whom servants owed respect, 
loyalty and responsibility. Every 20 days they were granted a 4-hour leave.  

Among the master’s obligations we mention: recording in the manual the 
salary and the conditions for the employment of each servant, notes regarding their 
conduct. Servants had to be treated humanly, any dissatisfactions being notified to 
the Office. Dismissal was allowed in the case of finding certain vices which 
affected domestic peace and the development of the work; in case of incapacity or 
inaptitude in performing the required activity.  

                                                           
13 Regulation for Servants, Galaţi, 1885, pp.12-13. 
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We should also mention that the regulation provided sanctions and fines for 
non-compliance with the provisions of this regulation.14 

Compliance with the said regulation was checked by the authority appointed 
to that end, periodically and systematically towards the end of the 19th century as 
well as the beginning of the next century, various decrees and other official 
publications being a testimony of the fact. 

We cannot omit that there were poor people who, due to various reasons, 
earned their living in a different manner. We were speaking, in a previous context, 
of people who were earning their living through means which affected both the 
public and the private space: thieves, rogues, beggars, prostitutes. Their number 
was variable, in keeping with the evolution of the local economy, many of them 
having been labourers or unemployed workers, merchants or artisans impoverished 
by the crisis, poor and disorganised families.  

Socially speaking, these people were located on the margin of the society 
which was trying to resist to the spread of this phenomenon. The public opinion 
asked the authorities to watch over the observance of certain rules of civic 
behaviour and public morality. This is, for instance, how the local press took a 
position on such a marginal occupation “…if this evil, public prostitution, is 
unavoidable, at least rigorous measures should be adopted”.15 

There were local regulations setting strict conditions for practising 
prostitution. Thus, according to the regulation of the end of 19th century, all 
prostitutes had to be registered in Town Hall records. Part of them lived alone, 
others in bawdy houses. The established rules, although often violated, denote the 
authorities’ concern for public order and peace.  

“Bawdy houses and prostitutes’ homes shall not be tolerated: 
a) Near churches, schools, boarding schools, as well as any other public 

authority or cultural institution. 
b) Near gardens, theatres, barracks- 
c) In hotels, inns, pubs, beer houses, cafes, gardens, restaurants, theatres, 

singing cafes.  
The Communal Administration shall name the streets in town where brothels 

may be located and where prostitutes can live. 
No brothel can be established without the Mayor’s authorisation.”16 
Such professions were a vice of the society which existed in all historical 

periods.  

                                                           
14 Ibidem, pp.14-23. 
15 “Voinţa Naţională” (National Will), Year IV, No. 86, Galaţi, July 31, 1898, p.1 
16 Condica de sănătate pentru femeile prostituate (Health Book for Prostitutes), Galaţi, 
1900-1901, p.9. 
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As a corollary to the above, we could state that in those times the 
occupational profile of Galaţi dwellers adapted to the changes that had occurred in 
the social-economic life, with characteristics specific to an urban living 
environment. Urban modernisation, as a whole, of Galaţi harbour town allowed a 
professional layering in accordance with local requirements.  

It is vital, we believe, that in a town which, marked by the free-port regime 
for decades, concentrated its activity in the field of trade, navigation and harbour 
activities, we finds the following occupational categories, during the last decade of 
the 19th century: 3295 artisans, 66 manufacturers and industrialists, 3013 traders, 
7235 workers (including the ploughmen from town outskirts), 534 independent 
professions, 3905 servants, 1447 clerks.17 

In the same time, it is only natural that, in keeping with the times, during the 
first two years of the next century we will find in this town: 70 lawyers, 8 bankers, 
4 architects, 40 doctors, 5 dentists, 8 pharmacists, 17 engineers, 19 midwives, 11 
hotelkeepers, 14 innkeepers, 7 typography owners, 62 traders, 26 industrialists, 128 
coachmen.18 

A proof of the rhythm of change is provided by the variation in the number 
of these occupational categories, after several years. Thus in 1908, there were 190 
traders, 104 lawyers, 41 doctors, 5 veterinarians, 7 dentists, 9 pharmacists, 4 
architects, 27 engineers, 23 coachmen, only some of the professions which 
considerably changed their share.19 

This was a time when people, in order to cope with the changes, had to cross 
traditionalist mental barriers, to mobilise their capacity to adapt to the new, to 
qualify and improve in fields of continuous transformation and modernisation.  

Everyone has, according to their educational level, profession and material 
resources, certain needs which provide them with a certain daily comfort, of 
subsistence, decent or opulent. What people eat, what they wear, where and how 
they live, how they spend their free time, all these have their catalyser in the 
material incomes, sources of the expenses they afford to make for themselves and 
for their families. These are, of course, in keeping with the fashion, with the 
standard of living imposed by the unwritten rules of a civilised behaviour, in line 
with the social standing of each individual, of every family.  
                                                           
17 Apud Moise Pacu, Cartea judeţului Covurlui: Note geografice, istorice şi îndeosebi 
statistice (Covurlui County Book: Geographical, Historical and mostly Statistical Data), 
2nd Part, Bucharest, 1891, p.115.  
18 Apud Indicatorul oraşului Galaţi cuprenzând adresele tuturor autorităţilor civile şi 
militare, ale  caselor mari comerciale şi ale tuturor instituţiunilor  (Index of Galaţi town 
including the addresses of all civilian and military authorities, of large commercial houses 
and of all institutions), Galaţi, 190_., pp. 74-104. 
19 Apud Gheorghe Atanasiu, Guid-anuar al oraşului Galaţi (Guide-Yearbook of Galaţi 
Town), Galaţi, 1908, pp.37-51. 
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For a real town comfort, the home, its interior arrangements and upkeep 
(either owned or rented), the food, the clothes, the hygiene, the education, the spare 
time, all of these required certain material expenses. These expenses were, of 
course, directly proportional with the income of each.  

There were in the Galaţi of the time owners with substantial incomes 
obtained from the exploitation of either agricultural or immovable lands, from 
baking, industrial or commercial activities. These people earned large incomes and 
afforded an expensive lifestyle.  

Then, we will mention the high officials, the managers of private or public 
companies, of public institutions, who also earned considerable incomes which 
allowed them to lead an elitist lifestyle.  

In order to understand the average existential level, we must refer to the 
intellectuals (teachers, doctors, engineers, lawyers), to public or private clerks with 
a medium degree of training, to traders and merchants with average incomes.  

And, last but not least, we must take into consideration the small craftsmen, 
the artisans, the workers, the assistants and the apprentices, the jobbers who, 
proportionate to their low incomes, they only managed to ensure a minimal 
existence to their mostly numerous families.  

We mean to recompose an atmosphere in which time, money, life in its 
entirety, had a different price, a different cost… For this, we must state that there 
were ordinary and there were occasional expenses for each person. The ordinary 
ones included daily food, house upkeep (rent, lighting, water, servants’ wages), and 
the occasional ones referred to clothing, domestic objects, eating out, going to 
shows, according to the budget.  

Also, costs for children’s education were somewhere at the border between 
daily and occasional, gifts for anniversaries and holidays, as well as the 
organisation of festive meals. Vacations imposed additional costs too.  

Each of these costs, either for what was essential or for personal pleasures, as 
already stated above, had another value, intrinsic and extrinsic, for each person and 
social category, respectively. We back up this statement with the following 
explanation: “Predilection for certain types of goods involves the issue of 
satisfying a certain prestige. It is, obviously, about goods which are desired, as they 
confer to the owner a certain status or a peace of mind.”20 

Definitely, those with modest incomes had proportionate expenses. They 
(and we refer mostly to the workers who earned but a few lei daily) had to ensure, 
first of all, daily meals, minimal, often insufficient, they lived in insalubrious 
houses because these were cheaper, in the slums on the outskirts of towns, where 
                                                           
20 Dan Basarab Nanu, Tipologia bunurilor de prestigiu în zona Galaţi (secolele XVI-XIX) 
(Typology of Luxury Goods in Galaţi (16th - 19th centuries)), in “Danubius,” No. XVIII, 
Galaţi, 2001, p.93. 
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sanitation and hygiene conditions were minimal or even inexistent. In such 
families, most of the food was ensured by what was grown in their gardens or by 
fishing in the nearby waters. Clothing expenses were rare or occasional. They 
generally shopped in the stores from their own neighbourhoods, upon tick most of 
the times, and an outing to the central part of the town was a real adventure.  

We will try to set several conclusive benchmarks within the meaning of the 
above.  

We have already seen the occupations of the people living in Galaţi in those 
times. We will present hereinafter the wages they earned and then relating them to 
the prices, we will get a picture of their standard of living.  

We cannot overlook that, according to their fortunes, incomes and 
professions, the inhabitants of Galaţi paid taxes to the State and to the local 
authority. Each man, over 21 years of age, paid a personal tax to the State; all 
urban and rural real estates were subject to a land tax, according to the Law of land 
tax, 1885 (amended in 1903, 1906). Taxes were also paid to the town hall (by 
bagmen, real estate owners, as well as for various buildings, luxury animals, the 
delivery of official documents), the maximal percentage of each being determined 
according to the Law on the maximum value of communal taxes and contributions, 
1903. Extremely important for the occupational profile of this harbour - town was 
Patents’ Law of 1899 (amended in 1905, 1906) which imposed the payment of 
certain direct and proportional contributions to the people performing independent, 
commercial or industrial activities.  

The people with a gross monthly income over 120 lei were paying a 5% tax 
of the net income, starting with 1900. This tax had been introduced in 1877 and 
cancelled in 1891. Its reinstitution was established on January 1, 1900. It was of 
5% between 1900 and 1907 and then it decreased to 3%. The workers in State’s 
workshops were exempt from this tax.  

We also mention that payrolls also included a column for pension 
deductions, in amount of 10% of the wage.  

Nationally speaking, as stated by the historian Ion Bulei, wages and prices 
remain rather unchanged during this period, with insignificant variations.21 
According to the same documentary source, “wages had been lower during the 
crisis which occurred between 1899 and 1900, especially those of workers and 
clerks. But, they were restored to the previous level in one decade approximately. 
And they will remain like this until World War I, when inflation occurs and the 
equilibrium is lost.”22 The same author considered that, on an average income, one 
would lead a decent life in the Old Kingdom.  

                                                           
21 Ion Bulei, op.cit., p.9. 
22 Ibidem, p.10. 
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We must also mention that this period benefitted from a long financial 
stability. The currency exchange remained relatively constant from the end of the 
19th century until World War I, the Romanian currency being on a par with the 
French and Belgian franc, and with the Belgian pound; 1 American dollar was the 
equivalent of 5.18 lei, while the pound sterling was 25.25 lei.23 24 

We will see below how this reality was reflected in the lifestyle of the 
inhabitants of Galaţi, by selectively presenting, on various socio-professional 
categories, the income-reference points for various standards of living.  

 We used as documentary guides the payrolls of the various institutions, 
documents of the local administration, statistics of consumer goods prices and less 
of luxury goods. Unfortunately, there are not full data for all the occupational 
categories of those days (especially for the social elite), fact which determined us 
to fix several reference points for the moments in time relevant for our study. 

The interpretation of the data on this topic allow us to state that the situation 
recorded nationally, from the standpoint of the income/expenditure ratio was valid 
for Galaţi town as well.  

The materially-favoured socio-professional categories have always had a 
high standard of living. Unfortunately, we do not have concrete information 
regarding the estimative earnings of their exponents. We can establish, however, 
several reference points, as close as possible to the reality, by studying the electoral 
lists with the persons eligible for the Parliament of Romania (during the last years 
of that epoch, they included incomes as well, amounting to several thousands lei).  

To sum up, the incomes of such people were consistent and they afforded an 
elitist lifestyle.  

We will now refer to the earnings of the professions with medium or 
minimum remuneration, which represented the vast majority in Galaţi.  

You will find below several types of remuneration, practised for the 
employees of the town hall, the documentary sources being more numerous and 
comprehensive in this area, in comparison with other fields, the private ones as 
well. The official documents of the institution illustrate that the remuneration of its 
various clerks depended on the budget of the institution as well.  

The variation of the remuneration depended on the field of business, a clear 
ascension being noticed in the case of technical activities. A testimony of the fact 
are the material compensations granted to the employees of the Town Hall 
Technical Service, directly involved in the wide process of urban modernisation.  

For the employees of this service, we will present the wages in the first years 
of the analysed period, at the middle of period, as well as in the last years, and 

                                                           
23 Apud Istoria Românilor…, p.123. 
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then, according to the prices from the same space of time, we will gain an overall 
perspective on the income / expenditure ratio.  

In 1883, the Technical Service included the following wages: the 
superintendent engineer and the architect - 300 lei / month, the leader - 120 lei / 
months, the linemen manager - 100 lei / month, the paver, the gatekeeper, the 
lineman - 100, 60, 80 lei respectively per month and the servant - 100 lei / month.25 

The year 1890 was brining to the employees of the Technical Service the 
following wages: the superintendent engineer - 450 lei / month, the architect - 350 
lei / month, the lineman - 120 lei/month, a paver - 90 lei / month.26 

At the beginning of the 20th century, a considerable variation can be noticed 
in the wages of this service. Thus, in 1904-1905 they earned: the superintendent 
engineer - 430 lei / month, the architect - 300 lei / month, the designer - 200 lei / 
month, the copier - 110 lei/month.27 

In 1910, the wages were the following: the superintendent engineer - 550 lei/ 
month, the architect - 300 lei / month, the conductor - 200 lei / month, the designer 
- 185 lei / month, the secretary - 135 lei / month, the valet - 60 lei / month. 28 

And, towards the end of the studied period, in 1913 the wages in the 
Technical Service were the following: the superintendent engineer - 600 lei / 
month, the conductor - 275 lei / month, the designer - 150 lei / month, the secretary 
- 150 lei / month, the valet - 60 lei / month. We specify that the position of architect 
was not recorded in the respective payrolls.29 

Analysing comparatively the above mentioned wages, we can state that in 
this important service for the activity of the Town Hall, the differentiation of the 
work which implies qualification and even upper training from the unqualified one 
was reflected by significant wage addition.  

In the same time period, other intellectual professions had a relatively 
constant remuneration with significant variations. A doctor was earning around 
200-350 lei / month (attending physicians could earn up to 400 lei / month; a 
teacher received a wage between 60 and 200 lei / month, according to the years of 
service (the headmaster earned 200 lei / month). In 1889, teachers received 
approximately the same material retribution as in the previous years, the 
differences being generated from the degrees they received. Practically, the 

                                                           
25 SJANG, Galaţi Town Hall Fund, file 6/1883, l.13, 14. 
26 Ibidem, file 72/1890, l. 4, 6. 
27 Ibidem, file 3/1904, l.131 
28 Ibidem, file 76/1910, l.15. 
29 Ibidem, file 204/1913, l.3. 
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difference between the ordinary wage and the one with degrees amounted up to 
100 lei. The same was happening in 1892.30 

There were differences in the case of professions which did not require upper 
training. A paver’s wage, for instance, was higher than that of a nurse, midwife, or 
school servant, along the entire studied period.  

Similarly, there were differences between the Town Hall services (which was 
in charge with the remuneration of the already mentioned professional categories). 
We chose, for the sake of exemplification, years 1904-1905. At the Registrar’s 
Office, there were the following wages: the copier - 90 lei / month and the office 
manager - 250 lei / month; at the Legal Department: 1 lawyer - 350 lei / month; and 
the lawyer for Bădălan - 150 lei / month; at the Sanitary service: the attending 
physician - 430 lei / month, the quarter physician - 351 lei / month, the harbour’s 
physician - 150 lei / month, the sanitary agent - 120 lei / month, the veterinarian - 
351 lei / month; at the Gardens’ and Park’s Service: the gardener - 200 lei / month, 
the gardener’s help - 95 lei / month; and at the Cemetery’s Service, the coachman - 
between 49 and 50 lei / month.31 

A worker’s daily remuneration, according to the qualification and to the 
season (in the case of day labourers) varied between 2 and 8 lei.  

Having presented various wages, let us now present the prices of this period.  
Bread had a relatively constant price, between 0.20 and 0.30 lei / kg (brown, 

intermediary, white) during the entire time interval.  
Meat, according to the season, had variable prices. Pork cost 0.60 lei / kg in 

1887; 0.80 lei/kg in 1888; 0.70-1 lei / kg in 1896; 0.60 and 0.70 lei / kg in 1900, 
winter (in spring it cost 20 bani more); 0.80 - 0.90 lei / kg in 1903; around 1.20 lei / 
kg in 1913. 

Beef cost: 0.5 lei / kg in 1887; 0.70 lei / kg in 1888; 0.60 - 0.80 lei / kg in 
1896. At the beginning of the century it had the same price, while in 1913 it was 
sold for 1 - 1.2 lei / kg.  

Fish market was offerer. Carp cost: 0.70 - 0.80 lei / kg in 1888; 0.80 - 1.20 
lei / kg in 1896; 0.50 - 0.70 lei / kg in 1900; 0.70 - 1.60 lei / kg in 1913. Sheatfish 
cost: 0.50 - 0.60 lei / kg in 1888; 0.40 - 0.60 lei / kg in 1896; 0.40 - 0.60 lei / kg in 
1900. Small fist cost 0.30 - 0.60 lei / kg in 1888; 0.13 - 0.25 lei / kg in 1896; 0.30 - 
0.40 lei / kg in 1900; 0.60 - 1 lei / kg in 1913.32 

                                                           
30 Ibidem, file 58/1889, l.4, 8, 12; file 63/1892, l. 3, 5, 7; file 47/1888, l.2, 4; file 10/1892, l. 
3, 7. 
31 Ibidem, file 3/1904, l. 131. 
32 Ibidem, file 36/1887, l.3-5, 11-12, 31-33;26/1888, f.3-6; file 64/1896,  l.26, 34-37(f-v); 
30/1900,  l.18-20; 42-43(f-v); 15/1905, l.1-3(f-v); file 30/1914, l.35 -38(f-v). 
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We can say that prices were reasonable and relatively constant, variations 
depending on the season and, of course, on the crisis years.33 

Taking as reference point the purchasing power for a basic aliment - bread 
and relating to it the average wages of a qualified and of an unqualified worker, we 
found that, between 1883 and 1890, the purchasing power of the qualified worker 
in relation to the one of the unqualified worker was four times higher. In 1900, year 
of economic crisis, the purchasing power of the qualified worker in relation to the 
one of the unqualified worker was 1.66 times higher. While at the beginning of the 
20th century, the purchasing power would increase relatively constantly, according 
to the qualification, concomitantly with the increase of wages. Wage increase in 
1913 will be of 10% in relation to 1910.  

For a better understanding of the standard of living, after having seen the 
prices of food products, we should also look at the prices of several clothing items. 
Documentary sources, defective in this respect, provide certain information for the 
years 1884 and 1913.  

In 1884: 35 - 40 lei (a suit); 90 lei (an elegant suit); 10 - 11 lei (a pair of 
custom-made boots); 4 lei (a shirt); 4 lei (a starched shirt); 2.50 lei (a dungaree 
shirt); 1.50 lei / m (cloth for dresses) between 0.45 and 0.60 lei / m (usual cotton); 
7 - 8 lei (a man’s hat.34 

In 1913, the following prices were recorded: 68 lei /a suit); 15 lei (a pair of 
man’s boots); 14 lei (a pair of lady’s boots); 1.30 lei (chiffon for shirts); 12 lei / m 
(fabric for cloths).35 

We think it is advisable to list the prices for other categories of functional or 
ornamental items, even if they are only disparate information. According to their 
value, we can also infer the degree of accessibility for such purchases.  

A “complete bathroom”, made of zinc, large, very elegant, with a solid 
copper equipment for heating water instantly, with air gas, copper tube for the 
shower, zinc wash basin, 1 piston, usable for hydrotherapy also, with low-
consumption cost 700 lei in 1898.36 

In 1909, prices at Helder shop were the following: pedants from 10 lei 
upwards; bracelets from 2 lei upwards; broaches, at least 1.5 lei; key-holders, at 
least 1 leu; cigarette cases, at least 10 lei; necklaces, at least 2 lei; rings, at least 8 
lei; buttons, at least 2 lei; crayons, at least 1.5 lei; tie pins, at least 3 lei; watches, at 

                                                           
33 We will include in the annexes the complete lists of consumer goods prices for different 
time periods, for a clearer picture of the offer and demand on Galaţi market during the 
studies period. 
34 George Munteanu, Presa, Politica şi Comerţul Gălăţean.1858-1900 (Press, Politics and 
Trade in Galaţi), Part 1, Galaţi, 1937, p.49. 
35 Statistica preţurilor 1937 (Prices Statistics in 1937), Bucharest, 1939, p.158. 
36 “Galaţii”, Year XVII, No. 74(4438), Galaţi, April 3, 1898, p.3 
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least 6.5 lei; alarm clocks, at least 3.5 lei; tazzas, at least 5.5 lei; tea set, at lest 80 
lei; trays, at least 30 lei; porcelains, at least 0.5 lei.37 

The price of a train ticket on the route Bucharest - Galaţi was: 24.25 lei (first 
class); 15.95 lei (economy class).38 

We should also mention that there was the practice of price reduction and of 
payment by instalments. We will give several examples.  

In the first years of the 20th century, at sales, one would come across the 
following prices: 10 lei (an elegant jacket); 1.75 lei / m (silk for blouses); 1.50 lei / 
m (wool, mohair for dresses); 2.45 lei / m (the newest silk for dresses, Louisiana); 
leather gloves, white or coloured, 2 lei per pair; 0.85 lei (a pair of nylons); 0.65 lei 
(a pair of cotton stockings); 0.50 lei (a pair of man’s socks); 0.30 - 0.50 lei (a pair 
of children’s socks). Such stores with various goods also sold curtains, starting 
with 0.40 lei per meter; umbrellas - from 3 lei upwards.  

At Jan Kauffmann’s furniture store, one could buy at factory price or by 
instalments. And groceries applied reductions at coffee, oil, hog’s lard, tins, melted 
butter, rice, and on Easter, flour for sponge cakes.39 

A closing grocery would liquidate its stock at reduced prices, even for the 
quality products.  

We found it interesting to look at prices on the real estate market of Galaţi, as 
this is also an essential reference point for what we called the cost of living.  

A house could be inherited, bought or rented. The value of lands and of the 
houses varied according to the region, increasing from the outskirts to the centre.  

The purchase of a house varied between 500 and 1645 lei (in 1883); between 
500 and 2000 lei (in 1888); between 500 and 7300 lei in the central area even 
12000 lei (in 1892). In a year of crisis, such as 1900, the price varied between 400 
and 3500 lei, amounting between 300 and 3500 lei (in 1904), between 600 and 
6000 lei (in 1907)40, between 600 and 2500 lei (in 1913).  

Houses could be rented for 200 lei / year (in 1883), in 1913 amounting to 
600 lei / year.41 

The guests in boarding houses could pay, for instance in 1902, in the central 
area, 120 lei / month for two rooms and board.42 

                                                           
37 Idem, Year XXVIII, No. 204(8024), Galaţi, September 28, 1909, pp.2-3 
38 Calendarul lumei elegante (Calendar of the Elegant World), Bucharest, 1897, p.39 
39 Aurora, Year IV, No.6, July 1903, p.3                                                                    
40 SJANG, document no.  92, 162, 180; file 69/1892, document no. 704, 706, 714, 728, 744, 
785, 853, 863, 869; file 85/1900, document no. 543, 563, 573, 612, 606,  648, 672, 893, 
909, 1028, 1038; file 102/1907, document no. 58, 121, 870; file 2/1913, document no. 511, 
1001, 3171, 3169, 3191. 
41 Ibidem; Statistica preţurilor 1937 (Prices Statistics), Bucharest, 1939, p.158. 
42 Library of the Romanian Academy, Correspondence. Rainer Fund, letter 
77(41)/MXXVII (1902, September 17. Galaţi - Grigore Trancu Iaşi to Marta Trancu), p.3. 



 
 
 
 
 
188  DANUBIUS XXIX 

Between 1883 and 1913, the price of fire wood varied between 2.20 lei / one 
hundred kilograms and 1.95 lei / one hundred kilograms. 

We can state that the prices of houses and of rents were reasonable, for 
medium and high incomes.  

As Galaţi was an important harbour and commercial centre, when we speak 
of the cost of living we must also take into account the costs imposed by the transit 
of occasional or business travellers. We exemplify the prices practised by the local 
hotels43, with Union Hotel, on Cuza-Vodă Street. Rooms here cost from 1 lei 
upwards, and furnished rooms, rented on a monthly basis, cost from 20 lei 
upwards. It was also fitted with a systematic bathroom which no other hotel had in 
town.  

This situation, valid for the end of the 19th century, was seen in the hotels 
which served meals in their own restaurants. Luring advertisements presented both 
the menus and rooms prices. For instance, at the inn of Papadopol Hotel on 
Braşoveni Street, people could serve warm and cold meals, and fine wines could be 
ordered at home44 (the cost of rooms on its opening in 1894 was from 1 leu 
upwards).45 

Still in 1896, at Pavliu Hotel, rooms cost 2 lei, the restaurant offered monthly 
subscription of 120 lei, lunch cost 2.5 lei, a meal was 3 lei (daily board offered to 
travellers). 

At Imperial (former Royal) Hotel, located on Domnească Street, rooms cost 
from 2 lei upwards. Its restaurant served meals specific to the Romanian, German 
and French cuisine.46 

The variety of consumer goods or luxury good stores is a proof of the 
relationship between supply and demand on the local market.  

We must also mention that such products could be purchased from the public 
markets (this is where the presented prices come from) as well as from the bagmen 
who brought fresh goods on one’s front door.  

Bădălan produced birds, butter, eggs and animals for the town use.47 
“In Negri Market (New Fair), greeneries, fish, meat, fruit, pasta occupied 

each a lane, where the Town Hall had built solid and nice stalls. This market is 
original for it does not have a market house, but is made up of a several identical 
                                                           
43 For the sake of conformity, we mention the famous hotels that existed at the time in 
Galaţi: Bristol, Imperial, Metropol, Continental (on Domnească Street) ; Concordia (on Sf. 
Nicolae Street); Papadopol, Splendid, Sofia, Englitera (on Braşoveni Street); Moldavia (on 
Fraternităţii Street); Central (on Egalităţii Street); Union (on Cuza –Vodă Street). 
44 “Galaţii”, Year XVI, No. 4090, Galaţi, January 30, 1897, p.4. 
45 “Liberalul Gălăţean” (Galaţi Liberalist), Year I, No. 48, Galaţi, November 5, 1894, p.3. 
46 “Voinţa Galaţilor” (Galaţi Will), Year III, No. 48, Galaţi, April 29, 1898, p.4. 
47 Gheorghe Christescu, Farmecul Dunării şi Galaţii (The Charm of Danube and of Galaţi), 
“Moldova” Company Publishing House, Galaţi, 1909,  p.103. 
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stalls, lined up on a large enough space, destined for all kinds of goods, around a 
free space which makes up the market itself. Every morning, and especially on 
holidays, one will see there everything that one could imagine. Here is where the 
poor can find clothes, footwear, housekeeping objects and food: fish and roe, tins 
and vegetables, wines and salami, groceries and sweets, fabrics and pots, birds, 
butter, eggs.”48 

In the old market, meat was also sold at the beginning of the 20the century at 
the following prices: boiled ham - 2.40 lei / kg; the other specialties, between 1.20 
and 2.40 lei / kg. Upon request, certain operations could be performed at the 
customer’s place (salting and smoking).49 

In 1900, the Galaţi Town Council was considering the creation of 4 annual 
fairs, as there were in Roman, Bârlad, Tecuci, Brăila, Huşi, Vaslui. We do not 
know, however, what was decided.50 What we do know for sure is that there were 4 
great annual fairs, recorded as such in the first years of the 20th century on the days 
of: February 2, March 15, May 21, August 6 and October 14.  

The commercial area was that of Braşoveni, Mare and Tecuci Streets. The 
groceries located on Brăilei and Tecuci Streets, were marking the area of this type 
of trade.51 And in the central area, especially on Domnească Street, there were the 
luxury shops. From the content of advertisements and from the yearbooks of the 
time we find the type of products traded by such shops.  

Galaţi dwellers benefitted from the activity of workshops which sold their 
own goods as well as from various shops trading: groceries, delicatessen, clothes, 
footwear, jewellery, watches, furniture, housekeeping objects and various 
ornaments, stationery and books, musical boxes and instruments, photo cameras, 
toys. One could find items for all ages, at low or high prices, according to the 
quality.  

In this town, the existence of stalls continued, “important segment in the 
market economy, habitual of large towns with warehouses and intensive trading 
activity, where the manufacturer meets wholesalers and retailers directly.”52 

Goods were produced either locally, nationally or were imported. And since 
we are analysing the life of a harbour - town of vital importance of the Romanian 
imports of the time, the offer of a great variety of imported goods on the local 
market is inherent. Given that, as already stated, the national industrial production 
was not too well developed, we can infer that there was also a generous offer in 
terms of the prices.  

                                                           
48 Ibidem, p.125. 
49 “Tribuna Liberală” (Liberal Tribune), Year V, No. 1261, Galaţi, January 1, 1905, p.3. 
50 SJANG, Galaţi Town Hall fund, file 13/1900, l.172. 
51 “Galaţii”, Year III, No. 816, Galaţi, September 3, 1885, p.4. 
52 Grigore Lazarovici, Ştefan Stanciu, op.cit., p.7. 



 
 
 
 
 
190  DANUBIUS XXIX 

We will now refer to the advertisements, eloquent for the meaning of the 
local trade.  

In 1903, in Galaţi, there was a “splendid carpenter’s shop for luxury 
furniture”, at the junction of Grădina Veche and Culturii Street. The elite of the 
town could decorate their homes to the minute, also resorting to the “Modern 
Tapestry” which was executing “the most beautiful and artistic tapestries, 
decorations and packages”.53 On Mavromol Street, there was a shop selling a 
varied range of furniture items, manufactured here as well.  This shop supplied 
complete sets, bought used furniture and sold at average prices, even in 
instalments.54 

The workshop of the Young Romanian Artisans Company was performing 
smithery, carpentry, wheeling, shoemaking, tapestry activities.55 

On Tecuci Street, there was a shop for gallantry, inlaying, glassware, 
porcelain, lamps, plate, iron and bronze beds, transparent chairs, curtain rods, the 
newest types of stoves.56 

There were also stores selling domestic goods: bulbs, Auer lamps, lighters 
(for men and for women), air gas lamps, ironing machines (without fire and 
charcoal), with incandescent light, knife sharpeners, scissors, axes (like Brenning 
store, on Domnească Street)57. And on Mavromol Street, there was an electricity 
workshop, with qualified employees who could change candelabra on oil for air 
gas and electricity.58 

An advertisement from the press of the end of the 19th century was providing 
indications regarding the 5-year activity of a bleachery (a woman’s property, 
Caterina Wodal), located on Braşoveni Street, Galaţi, shaped upon the German and 
French model: “any men’s and women’s clothing, fabric and silk dresses, mantles, 
frocks, ties, shoes for balls, all kinds of gloves and any leather objects.”59 Thus we 
can find that modernisation had reached this field also - housewives could escape 
from washing clothes at home, if they afforded it financially.  

There was also a systematic wash house at the time, the Romanian Wash 
House, which washed any type of laundry, according to the advertisement.  

At the beginning of the 20th century, washing machines were sold at Max 
fisher’s store. Similarly, sewing machines, velocipedes, gramophones were sold at 
the junction of Mavromol and Antachi Streets.  

                                                           
53 “Ecoul” (Echo), Year I, No.10, Galaţi, March 20, 1905, p.3. 
54 “Voinţa Naţională” (National Will), Year III, No. 52, Galaţi, May 8, 1898 , p.4 
55 “Meseriaşul român” (Romanian Artisan), Year I, No.7, Galaţi,  June 25, 1884, p.4 
56 “Voinţa Naţională” (National Will), Year IV, No.102, Galaţi,  September 3, 1898 , p.4 
57 “Galaţii”, Year XVI, No. 4090, Galaţi, January 30, 1897, p.3. 
58 Ibidem 
59 Ibidem 
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From Buciumul Român (Romanian Alpenhorn) Typography one could buy 
ZEISS photo cameras, with the necessary accessories and one could also get free 
use lessons.  

On Strada Mare (Main Street), there was Cerchez Brothers’ deposit of 
manufacture and gallantry goods, with toys, quality perfumes, at convenient prices, 
according to the advertisement (which has no concrete indications however).60 

On Domnească Street, there was G. Nicolau’s lingerie store where the 
following type of products were traded: Indian chiffon, Holland linen, cloth for 
sheets, tablecloths, napkins, men’s shirts, collars, cuffs, women’s lingerie, 
stockings, carpets (for walls, halls, mats), embroideries, towels, lace, oilcloth, 
curtains, Holland sets for tea (for six, twelve or twenty-four people), atlases, cloth 
for furniture covers, quilts, wool blankets, aprons.61 

Other gallantry and manufacture stores were located on Tecuci Street (Isidor 
Vaserberg) or Mavromol Street (La trei pesci de aur-Herman Botoşeneanu).62 

On Braşoveni Street, at Zoller and Akermann they sold candies, mint 
cigarettes, malt candies, all luxury bonbons, at moderate prices.63 

A children’s toys store was on Domnească Street and another one, located on 
the Main Street, was selling next to toys, gallantry and perfumery items. Another 
mixed shop, La Myosotis, was selling: perfumes, hygiene products, paints, 
photography items.64 

On Tecuci Street there was also a shop with footwear brought from Sankt 
Petersburg: rubber boots and snow shoes.65 On Braşoveni Street, a tailor shop for 
women was manufacturing mostly dresses at moderate prices.66 

One of the most famous luxury goods shops was S.Schapire - Horology, 
Jewellery and Silverware, on Domnească Street. Here one could find brilliants, 
diamonds, sapphires, rubies, emeralds, pearls and turquoises, in special meshes. 
They manufactured and repaired jewels and watches, offering a 2-year warranty.67 
Also, we must mention Helder shop, still on Domnească Street, an arbiter 
elegantiarum in matters of jewellery and horology.  

At the beginning of the 20thcentury, on the Main Street there still was a 
workshop for watches, barometers and photo cameras repairs. 68 

                                                           
60 “Liberalul gălăţean” (Galaţi Liberalist), Year II, No.18, Galaţi, January 24, 1895, p.4. 
61 “Voinţa Galaţilor” (Galaţi Will), Year II, No. 5, Galaţi, July 30, 1897, p.4. 
62 “Galaţii”, Year XVI, No. 4107, Galaţi, February 14, 1897, p.3. 
63 “Clopotul”, Year I, No. 3, Galaţi, March 2, 1897, p.4 
64 “Galaţii”, Year XXVII, No. 8024, Galaţi, September 12, 1909, p.3. 
65 “Tribuna Liberală” (Liberal Tribune), Year VI No. 1262, Galaţi, January 4, 1905, p.3. 
66 “Voinţa Galaţilor” (Galaţi Will), Year II, No.18, Galaţi, August 29, 1897, p.4. 
67 “Galaţii”, Year XVI, No. 4090, Galaţi, January 30, 1897, p.3. 
68 Idem, Year XXIX, No. 103, Galaţi, May 13, 1910, p.3. 
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From Zurich elegant watches were brought at 100 lei for men and 75 lei for 
women and Spielkistein music boxes (with watch mechanism, 28 airs; polished 
wood, 30 tons) in Porto Franco regime, at the price of 20 lei.69 

On Domnească Street there was also Friedmann brothers’ repair shop for 
horology and jewellery.70  

Bookshops were selling toys, postcard albums, frames, fantasy articles for 
the Christmas tree.71 

In the category of occasional costs incurred by the inhabitants of Galaţi we 
can also include the items sold at La mănuşa de aur (At the golden glove) store, on 
Domnească Street. Here one could also find various items for travels: gloves, 
bandages, saddles, leather of cloth bags. It is clear that such items were targeted at 
the people who afforded to travel. 

For leisure, the public space brought other types of costs: tickets to various 
shows, balls, trips, outings at various restaurants. These were, of course, in 
accordance with the budget of each.  

The simultaneous presentation of several categories of wages and prices - 
reference point for the usual and necessary daily costs - allow us to understand the 
amount left for any possible occasional costs, previously mentioned. It varied, 
being consistent in the case of the inhabitants whose income allowed them to spend 
more on pleasure and personal comfort.  

We have monitored the supply and demand on Galaţi market, trying to 
understand which was the cost of living in this harbour - town. We must also 
mention that, in the context of the modernisation occurring in all the areas of life, 
the authorities were concerned by supplying the material needs of the less favoured 
social categories.  

We will present below the way in which the local authorities got involved in 
solving the citizens’ material problems.  

The girls raised by the Town Hall would receive dowry and material support 
for the wedding. At the end of the 19th century such a young woman would receive, 
upon marriage, on behalf of the Town Hall, a trousseau and furniture in value of 
300 lei and 100 lei cash (for which 30 lei were paid at the financial 
administration).72 

Also, the poor could also receive lifelong pensions from the Town Hall. A 
proof of this fact is a document signed by the neighbours of a former clerk of the 
local administration who were asking for some sort of support for him, arguing 

                                                           
69 Idem, Year XVI, No. 4090, Galaţi, January 30, 1897, p.3. 
70 “Voinţa Naţională” (National Will), Year III, No. 52, Galaţi, May 8, 1898, p.4. 
71 “Tribuna Liberală” (Liberal Tribune), Year VI, No. 1412, Galaţi, December 3, 1905, p.3. 
72 SJANG, Galaţi Town Hall Fund, file 75/1898, l.1, 6. 
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with his state of health and lack of material means: “he lived with no medicines, no 
bread and in extreme poverty, in danger of dying due to lack of means.”73 

In a document of the Town Hall from 1911, it was mentioned that there was 
a local custom “inherited from old times” of giving fixed monthly allowances to 
the poor from a budgetary fund of the Commune. The beneficiaries were checked 
by a communal councillor and the allowances were established according to the 
needs of each, proportionate with the existing funds. In that year for instance, 
10,000 lei were given monthly to 71 persons (between 5 and 20 lei each)74. 

To these funds, we should also add the donations made by the rich as were 
the 500 lei donated to that effect by late Sigismund Mendl’s wife.75 

Relives were offered on holidays also. On Christmas, the Mayor ordered the 
distribution of 800 lei to the poor families registered as such on the basis of 
supporting documents.76 

For obtaining a free treatment at Techirghiol Baths, the parent of a sick child 
would receive from the Town Hall a certificate regarding his income.77 

For free treatments in balneary resorts, poverty documents had to be issued 
by the Town Hall to orphans, widows, poor students, various clerks. Apart from the 
poverty document and the free treatments, sometimes the upkeep of these people 
was also ensured, by the local authorities or through other collateral resources. The 
most often mentioned resorts were Lacu Sărat (Salty Lake), Techirghiol, Govora.78 

Therefore, we could speak of a real involvement of the local authorities in 
solving certain issues which were affecting the standard of living of the inhabitants 
of Galaţi.  

In the context of helping the inhabitants of Galaţi who either regularly or 
occasionally needed financial support, we must mention the existence of charitable 
and mutual benefit societies (constituted by various professional categories), with 
an extremely important role in raising funds for the people in need, for benefits in 
case of sickness or death. This was a measure of the civil and charitable spirit in a 
society marled by major transformations.  

Generally speaking, the cost of living was circumscribed to the national 
level, its specificity deriving from the situation of the local economy, its evolution 
being the barometer of the real price.  

The market of an internationally-renown harbour was more offering with 
import products, less accessible to other regions of the country. What was in 

                                                           
73 Ibidem, file 56/1890, l. 20. 
74 Ibidem, file 42/1911, l. 20(f-v)-21. 
75 Ibidem, l. 22. 
76 Ibidem, file 56/1890, l. 33 
77 Ibidem, file 46/1909, l. 3. 
78 Ibidem, l 4, 6, 10, 13. 
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fashion at the international level would quickly reach, informatively at least, a 
Danube harbour situated at the confluence of the Western and Eastern civilisations. 
Having access to information, according to the degree of novelty reception and of 
financial accessibility, inhabitants here could connect to the fashion spirit. 

There was a clear differentiation of the lifestyle on various socio-professional 
levels. Cheap, accessible or expensive were the terms that defined the purchasing 
power determined by income, price, need and fashion. 

It is also obvious that there is a clear correlation between the material gain, 
according to the activity and to the professional training, the price quotation of the 
local market and, last but not least, the standard of living imposed by the social 
status, by education, mentality.  

In conclusion, the cost of living for the inhabitants of Galaţi during the 
studied period was divided on three levels: minimal, medium and maximal, 
separated by flexible boundaries, variable from year to year, from decade to 
decade, from a social segment to another, from one person to another.  
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The prices of the main commodities available in the markets of Galaţi, in 1896 

S.J.A.N.G., Galaţi Town Hall Fund, file. 64/1896, l. 30, 31,   f-v. 
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Annex 2. 
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The prices of the main commodities available in the markets of Galaţi, in 1900 
S.J.A.N.G., Galaţi Town Hall Fund, file. 30/1900, l. 42-43,   f-v. 
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Annex 3. 
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The prices of the main commodities available in the markets of Galaţi, in 1914 
S.J.A.N.G., Galaţi Town Hall Fund, file. 30/1914, l. 35-37,   f-v. 


