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INTRODUCTION 

News was a luxury commodity in the medieval world. Consequently, 

whoever controlled the news and had constant access to current information 

could wield considerable power for those times. However, how this mechanism 

worked, who were the ones “carrying” the messages, what status couriers held 

in society, what routes were followed and by what means, so that messages 

could reach the recipient from the sender as quickly as possible—these 

questions have often remained unanswered in the Romanian context. Local 

historiography has not recorded any work that systematically addresses the 

subject of messengers (olăcari, călărași de Țarigrad) or the manner in which 

correspondence was carried, but only general works and popular articles. We 

often hear “stories” depicting correspondence carried by swift and brave 

messengers or news sent via carrier pigeons. However, to avoid falling into 

certain pitfalls, this work seeks to answer the questions above and to present, 

as thoroughly as possible, the ways in which news and letters could be 

exchanged in Moldavia during the 15th–17th centuries. 

Having tentatively begun this research during my master’s studies, 

where I briefly discussed the correspondence system in the Principality of 

Moldavia during the period when the menzil (post stations) system emerged 

(late 17th century–first half of the 18th century), we wanted to continue our 

research for a more comprehensive study and to address one of the less-studied 

periods—the 15th–17th centuries. 

In the late Middle Ages and early modern period, the realm of 

communication could take on multiple dimensions, and information was 

transmitted through various channels, such as books, news reports, letters, 

sermons, rumors, and so on. The ruler had several means of communication at 

his disposal, each serving a specific purpose and used according to context and 



need. Messengers typically conveyed official information and had the ruler’s 

permission to negotiate on his behalf or to conclude agreements. In contrast, 

spies operated in secret, and their messages were known only to a small circle 

of people. Unlike these two “categories,” messengers disseminated the lord’s 

commands and messages wherever needed; however, their work could overlap 

with that of envoys or spies, facilitating the flow of information both from the 

“field” to the “center” and vice versa. Although couriers did not typically 

engage in activities specific to spies, the line between courier and spy could 

sometimes be very thin. In such cases, context becomes particularly important 

for determining whether the messenger merely delivered the information or, 

under this pretext, sought to obtain information. 

Although the use of the term “postal system” may seem premature, 

since we cannot speak of a unified organization, most researchers who have 

addressed this topic have agreed on the above formulation. However, not as a 

well-defined organization, but as a totality of factors that make up a 

“system”—which we have chosen to call a “mechanism,” as it is more 

appropriate to the local context and the way in which news was transmitted. 

Therefore, in the pages of this paper, we aim to analyze the elements that made 

up the mechanism through which the rulers of Moldavia sent their news and 

commands, in order to understand how it functioned as a whole. 

CHAPTER I 

The first chapter of this thesis presents various models of organization 

for “postal systems” found in the Mongol Empire, the Ottoman Empire, the 

Kingdom of Poland, the Kingdom of England, and Italy. The selection of these 

regions was not random; each of them had certain characteristics that 

influenced the way news was transmitted and that can also be found in 

Moldavia. 



As for the administrative system of the Mongol Empire, it emerged 

during the reign of Genghis Khan, but its solid foundations were not laid until 

the reign of his son, Ögedei Khan. The system was known from East Asia to 

the steppes north of the Black Sea, as well as in certain parts of Asia Minor and 

the Near East, significantly influencing how the Ottoman Empire later 

organized its own messenger system. Although we cannot prove an “influence” 

of the Mongol system in Moldavia through the Golden Horde Khanate, with 

the Ottoman expansion into the Balkans, the Romanian Principalities adopted 

some of the empire’s practices and terminology. Messengers carried the 

prince’s orders in a manner similar to that which existed in the Ottoman sphere 

prior to the reforms implemented by Grand Vizier Lütfi Pasha in the mid-16th 

century (a model inspired by the Mongol Empire). 

Presenting the Eastern European context helps us understand the 

mechanism that operated in Moldavia; however, to determine just how 

advanced the Moldavian mechanism was, we must also look to Central or even 

Western Europe. Consequently, in this chapter we have attempted to present 

the characteristics of the organization of messenger networks in Italy, which, 

unlike other European regions, inherited to a certain extent the practices known 

during the Roman Empire. However, in this region we do not find a mechanism 

centralized around a single ruler, but rather several, controlled by the great 

noble families, by city-states such as Venice or Genoa, or by the pope. In the 

Anglo-Saxon world, the way in which the king made his commands known 

began to take shape after the Norman Conquest of 1066, being among the first 

mechanisms in Europe to develop a well-defined, even “institutionalized” 

organization by the early 16th century, with the appointment of the first 

postmaster general. As for the Polish territory, the way in which kings managed 

to convey their messages was similar to that in Moldavia for a certain period 

of time (until around the mid-16th century); however, with the appointment of 



Christoph von Taxis, and later Sebastian Montelupi at the head of the Polish 

“postal service,” the old organization was transformed into a modern service. 

CHAPTER II 

In this chapter, we have highlighted the main characteristics of the 

postal system prior to the establishment of post offices, breaking down and 

analyzing each component to gain an understanding of how it functioned. 

Consequently, we have examined the terminology used to refer to messengers 

in internal and external documents, as well as in chronicles and other writings 

of the period. 

Messengers were discussed under two main headings—the olăcarii and 

the călărași of Constantinople—but we also included the names of occasional 

couriers, such as the beșlii and the ceauși, who were typically employed by the 

sultan in his dealings with the Romanian Principalities. Other sub-sections 

were dedicated to the messengers we encounter within diplomatic missions, 

who generally acted as intermediaries between the respective envoy and other 

individuals, or to the role of messengers attached to the princes’ retinues in 

Constantinople. Later in the chapter, another issue addressed was that of 

messengers within intelligence mechanisms, as couriers were often sent to 

carry news to or from spies in the field, or, under the pretext of delivering a 

letter, to observe certain things on the ground. The last two sections of the 

chapter address various aspects regarding the methods and practices used by 

messengers to deliver news as quickly as possible, as well as the emergence of 

the first menzils in Moldavia. 

At the same time, we described how news and messages could be sent 

from one place to another outside the area under the ruler’s control, focusing 

in particular on clergy and merchants, since these two social “groups” had 



either the funds necessary to transport a message or a network of contacts that 

could facilitate its delivery. 

CHAPTER III 

The final section of this thesis is devoted to modes of transportation and road 

networks, without which messengers would not have been able to navigate and 

cover significant distances in the shortest possible time. Based on documents 

and contemporary accounts, in the first subsection of the paper I addressed 

horses, presenting the various types as well as how they were cared for so they 

could gallop with the prince’s orders and letters. The next section addressed 

the issue of carriages, which, until the introduction of stagecoaches in 

Moldavia, were not mentioned in contexts related to the transmission of news. 

The final section of the paper addresses the routes taken by messengers to 

Transylvania, Wallachia, and the Ottoman Empire, the Tatar lands, or Poland, 

which were used not only for economic purposes but also for communication. 

In Europe, the importance of these routes was recognized as early as the Roman 

Empire, when numerous stone roads were built; during the Middle Ages, some 

of these routes became increasingly busy due to trade. In this section of the 

paper, we have attempted to map the main routes followed by messengers in 

the Moldavian region and, above all, to place them in a broader context by 

connecting them to European routes. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The conclusions drawn at the end of this study highlight the new 

insights we have provided to help complete a complex picture of the medieval 

world in the Moldavian region during the 15th–17th centuries. Like other 

features of Moldavian society during those centuries, communication was one 

of the main attributes of power, without which it was impossible to control the 



country, forge friendships, build alliances, threaten enemies, and more. 

Sending a messenger with news or orders was not a common practice among 

the general population, but was known only to the rulers, the elites, or those 

who could afford the cost of such a “service.” The documents and testimonies 

examined indicate that, in the region of Moldavia, those who could send a 

message using a messenger were the prince and the boyars, merchants of 

greater financial means, or the clergy. However, in the case of merchants and 

the clergy, the messenger was not one from the princely court. On the one hand, 

there was a system maintained by the prince, and on the other, a private one, 

where both merchants and clergy used their own people, whom they hired for 

various sums of money or other benefits. 

As for the prince's messengers, the central subject of this paper, we can 

say that they were people close to the prince, trusted individuals who usually 

held various positions at court but who, at certain times, could deliver a 

message or letter on his behalf. Toward the end of the 16th century, the 

messengers began to diversify with the emergence of the călărași de Țarigrad; 

however, their status was not directly defined, and therefore no form of 

organization can be identified. Although during the time of Dimitrie Cantemir 

it is mentioned in general terms that they were under the care of the grand 

chamberlain, this information cannot establish whether this was the case prior 

to that time, since Cantemir’s period coincides with the introduction of the 

menzil system in Moldavia, when the entire framework took on a more 

organized form. Given that, for nearly three centuries, no document or 

testimony mentions any boyar who had messengers under his command, it is 

most likely that they reported directly to the prince or the boyars. 

To understand the general framework of how news or orders were 

transmitted, we have chosen to devote the first chapter of this work to how 



other territories, in both Western and Eastern Europe, organized their 

messenger systems. Thus, by analyzing this general framework, we can draw 

two conclusions. 

The first concerns the manner in which news was conveyed. In the 

Mongol Empire, news was carried by messengers who repeatedly changed 

horses during the reign of Genghis Khan; it was not until the reign of his son, 

Ögödei, that the Mongol world saw a more organized system through the 

construction of relay stations (yam). Similarly, the Ottoman Empire used the 

same method (known in Genghis Khan’s time) until the reforms adopted by 

Lütfî Pasha, while in Poland this system operated from the time of Boleslav I 

until the mid-16th century, and in the Anglo-Saxon world until the beginning 

of the same century, when the first postmaster general was appointed. The 

Italian Peninsula is a special case, as the messenger system was organized 

according to each city or major noble family. 

The second conclusion is of a historiographical nature. Upon reviewing 

the available literature for each region studied, we find that there is no work 

that examines the messenger system prior to the emergence of the first forms 

of organization in the late 17th century. Interest in messenger systems has only 

gained momentum in recent decades, establishing itself as a new direction in 

research, a trend confirmed by the emergence of the first serious works 

addressing this topic. Thus, the novelty of the topic we address also stems from 

this new historiographical trend, within which it fits, alongside other works on 

this subject. 

In the final section of the thesis, I examined the routes couriers had to 

travel and the modes of transportation they used. Based on contemporary 

accounts and documents, I outlined the types of horse’s couriers (olăcari) used 

to deliver messages as quickly as possible. In Moldavia, horses were the 



messengers’ primary means of transportation; the various carriages or even 

boats that existed at the time are not mentioned in the context of delivering 

messages, news, or orders, although we can assume they were used at certain 

times. 

As for the road network, it has been studied only sporadically over time, 

with its economic role being highlighted. Given that these roads served as a 

means of support for messengers, in this paper we have traced the internal 

routes used by Moldavian couriers to neighboring countries. Thus, based on 

the multitude of toll exemptions granted by rulers throughout the 15th–17th 

centuries, alongside evidence from other types of documents and, above all, 

based on information from foreign travellers, we have reconstructed a map 

highlighting the main routes followed by the ruler’s messengers. 
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