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Djerdap in the Earliest Period

Djerdap, porþile de Fier, Demirkapı or Iron Gates are all toponyms that des-
ignate the largest gorge in Europe, which begins after the confluence of the 
Nera and the Danube. It belongs to the so-called composite gorges because 

it consists of three valleys and four gorges that alternate. Such an arrangement gave 
Djerdap exceptional beauty, but also favorable conditions for the flora and fauna to 
flourish. That, and the favorable climate, caused the rise of one of the first civilizations 
in Europe. The gorge has been inhabited since prehistoric times. Every civilization that 
lived or stayed there for a while left its mark, which is why the gorge is especially rich in 
archaeological sites.

Even in the Mesolithic there was a developed community of fishermen, later farm-
ers, on the territory of Djerdap, dated to the period between 9500 and 5500 years bce.1 
That was the Lepenski Vir civilization, which itself is divided into Proto-Lepenski Vir  
1 and 2 (9500–7200 bce) and Lepenski Vir I–III (6250 to 5500 bc). Seven hunting and 
fishing-type settlements with 136 residential and sacral buildings were discovered in that 
area. Archaeological excavations at the site of Lepenski Vir have shown the beginnings 
of cultivation and domestication. The settlements were built on the lowest Danube ter-
races facing the river. One of the characteristics of the Lepenski Vir culture is the be-
ginning of cult worship with sanctuaries and famous fish-like sculptures. Around 5300 
bce, the Neolithic revolution engulfed the Lepenski Vir and brought the beginnings of 
agriculture and the domestication of animals. The growing population required more 
arable land, which led to natural migration, due to which the culture of Lepenski Vir 
eventually died out around 4500 bce.2

The Danube had two names in antiquity: Danubius and Ister. Geographer Strabo 
divides the river into two parts: above the Iron Gate is the Danubius and below is the 
Ister.3 With its tributaries in its lower course, the Danube formed an extensive network 
of routes that connected numerous territories and peoples. From the north, the Tisza 
River brought with it numerous tribes originating in the Carpathians and the southern 
Russian steppe. The Great Morava River with its tributaries led to the heart of the 
Balkans and the civilization of the Mediterranean. The Timok River, which flows into 
the Danube, connects today’s eastern Serbia with southwestern Romania and western 
Bulgaria. It formed a natural corridor through which various tribes moved, not always 
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with good intentions.4 The Danube was both a waterway and an obstacle. Initially, it was 
traversed in two ways: by boat or on foot when it froze over, which occurred roughly 
every third winter.5

The part of the Danube from the Iron Gate to the mouths had a very turbulent his-
tory. It was a natural barrier, first between different tribes and later between two worlds 
and two civilizations. The northern bank of the Danube was inhabited by Dacian tribes, 
and further east by the Getae. The southern bank had a somewhat more turbulent his-
tory of settlement. The Triballi were the first historically referenced tribe to inhabit the 
area south of the Iron Gate. Alexander the Great reached the Danube somewhere be-
tween the Timok River and the Iskar River in the campaign against the Triballi in 335 
bce. His campaign weakened the Triballi and they fell prey to the surrounding tribes: the 
Autariates, the Getae and most of all the Scordisci. At the beginning of the 3rd century 
bce, the Scordisci occupied a large territory from the confluence of the rivers Sava and 
Danube to the east, almost to the Timok. Just before the Roman conquest south of the 
Iron Gate, the tribe of the Moesi appeared in historical sources.6

A special period in the history of Djerdap began with the arrival of the Romans, who 
began building fortifications along the Danube, in order to make pathways that ended 
just below Kladovo, where a bridge over to Dacia was built. The Middle Ages also left 
their mark here in the shape of Golubac fortress, at the very entrance of the Djerdap 
Gorge. However, the biggest changes for Djerdap occurred after the Second World War.

SourceS: wikimedia.com and welcometoromania.eu.

Fig. 1. lepenski vir And gAurA Chindiei ii CAve
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Romans and Danube Tribes Until Trajan

Ancient rome was the only state that controlled the Danube over its entire 
course. Therefore, the history of the area of the Djerdap Gorge is inextricably 
linked with Roman history. The Romans and the Danube tribes had intensive 

contacts during the 2nd and 1st centuries bce. The Dacians regularly crossed the frozen 
Danube to loot and pillage the southern areas, often accompanied by the Scordisci.7 The 
governors of the province of Macedonia often had to repel attacks that threatened their 
province. Thus, more and more thought was given to finding an effective defense or a 
permanent solution to the problem of the troublesome tribes on the other side of the 
Danube.8

The danger increased significantly with the formation of the first Dacian state—the 
kingdom led by Burebista. He created a large and powerful kingdom from the middle 
reaches of the Danube to the Black Sea.9 The growing power of the Dacian king was 
viewed with animosity by Rome, which is why Gaius Julius Caesar planned to organize 
a campaign against him.10 However, they both died in the same year—44 bce. Without 
Burebista, the Dacian kingdom split first into four, and later into five smaller states.11 
The following century and a half was marked by regular low- and medium-intensity 
conflicts between the Romans and the Dacians.12

Gaius Scribonius Curio was the first Roman to reach the Danube with his army, 
somewhere at the mouth of the Timok River, in 75 bce. This Roman general, upon reach-
ing the Iron Gates, allegedly said that he “felt aversion at venturing into the dark woods 
behind the Danube.” It was not the forest that frightened the Romans, but the peoples 
who lived in it. Based on archaeological excavations near Turnu-Severin, we can today 
see and understand the complexity and cultural interplay of the peoples who lived in the 
area.13 A much more significant campaign was the campaign of Marcus Licinius Crassus 
in 29–28 bce, who traversed the entire northern part of Balkan Peninsula. In the year 29 
bce, he reached the Djerdap Gorge, in the hinterland of which he found, and conquered, 
the tribe of the Moesi, thus establishing the Roman imperium on that part of Danube.14

Under Octavian Augustus and his successors, the Romans established the Danube 
limes, in its southern part through the creation of the provinces of Upper and Low-
er Moesia. The Dacians posed the greatest challenge to the newly established limes.15  
Because of their attacks, the Romans built a series of fortifications along the Danube 
around the Iron Gates. Emperor Tiberius was particularly active in this field—he actu-
ally began building a road through the Djerdap Gorge.16 In addition to these measures, 
the Romans transferred about 150,000 people from the north to the south bank of the 
Danube.17

Emperor Nero’s death in ad 68 and the ensuing civil war provided an opportunity 
for the Dacians to invade the Roman provinces across the Danube. In one such attack in  
ad 69, they ravaged military camps and occupied both banks of the river. The provinces 
were saved from further devastation only by the timely arrival of legions from the east 
rushing to Italy and the civil war.18

Before Trajan, Emperor Domitian (ad 81–96) had the greatest troubles with the 
Dacians. He waged war against their new king Decebalus in the late ad 80s. The war 
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began with the Dacian invasion across the Danube in the winter of ad 85/86, in which 
Gaius Oppius Sabinus, the governor of Upper Moesia lost his life.19 The praetorian 
prefect Cornelius Fuscus managed to halt the Dacian advance, and the next year went 
on a campaign against the Dacians. He bridged the Danube at the Dolni Vadin–Orlea 
crossing. Decebalus managed to trap the Romans and destroy an entire legion, Legio V 
Alaudae, killing Cornelius Fuscus as well.20 The Dacians had the freedom to plunder the 
Roman provinces south of the Danube. The victory of Tettius Julianus at Tapae and the 
problems with the stirrings of Germanic tribes on the middle Danube brought this war 
to a sudden end. Domitian bought the peace with 8 million sesterces. Decebalus used 
the peace and money he received from the Romans to strengthen his state, build for-
tresses, strengthen the army and prepare for future conflicts with the Roman Empire.21

Trajan’s Dacian Wars

The dacian question was finally settled by Emperor Marcus Ulpius Trajan (98–
117). Immediately after coming to power, Trajan visited Upper and Lower Moe-
sia and their fortresses along the Danube. Already he began reinforcing them, 

as well as building a road down the course of the Danube to facilitate the movement of 
the army.22

The war that broke out in ad 101 was later called the First Dacian War. In Vimi-
nacium, Trajan mustered a large army, ten or eleven legions, nearly 100,000 soldiers.23 
The Danube was crossed using two pontoon bridges.24 The army then advanced in two 
columns towards the heart of the Dacian state and the capital Sarmizegethusa. The east-
ern column led by the emperor himself clashed with the Dacians in a great and difficult 
battle near Tapae. Although the Romans won, the winter prevented further progress and 
they had to return across the Danube to their winter quarters.25 The Dacians along with 
their Roxolani allies used the winter to cross the Danube and invade Lower Moesia, but 
the emperor managed to repel their attack.26

The following spring the Romans set out again, but this time they reached Sarmize-
gethusa. Decebalus surrendered and the war was over. He remained king of Dacia, under 
the condition of being a Roman client. Although Dacia was not turned into a province, 
a military garrison was left in Sarmizegethusa. Trajan celebrated his triumph over the 
Dacians in December 102.27

It was obvious that Trajan did not believe things to be resolved with the Dacians. 
As early as 103, the construction of the famous bridge over the Danube near Drobeta 
began, with the famous architect Apollodorus of Damascus spearheading the project. 
The bridge was completed very quickly, in just two years. The main reason why the Ro-
mans decided to connect the two banks of the Danube with a previously unimaginable 
construction project—a bridge that remained the largest in the world for more than ten 
centuries—was to continue the war and completely conquer Dacia.28

Roman sources blame Decebalus for starting the war and accuse him of attacking the 
Romans. However, given Trajan’s preparation, it is possible that Decebalus only imple-
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mented defensive measures.29 This did not prevent Trajan from accusing Decebalus of 
aggression and starting the so-called Second Dacian War (105–106).

Trajan left Rome relatively late, in June 105. As the army assembled on the banks 
of the Danube, there was no longer time for serious operations.30 The real campaign 
was therefore fought in 106. The Romans crossed the Danube over a new bridge, di-
vided the army into two columns and reached Sarmizegethusa by the easternmost route, 
through the Iron Gate Pass. The Dacian capital was besieged and could not resist the 
Romans.31 Decebalus fled from the Romans, but was overtaken by an auxiliary unit, Ala 
II Pannoniorum. Before they could catch him, Decebalus committed suicide. Tiberius 
Claudius Maximus, a soldier of the aforementioned unit, took Decebalus’ head to Tra-
jan, which symbolically marked the end of the conquest.32

Fig. 2. tAbulA trAiAnA And A Copy oF the relieF on trAjAn’s Column in rome,  
wiht A representAtion oF trAjAn’s bridge

Source: Wikimedia.org.

Roman Engineering during the Wars

To conquer Dacia, Trajan paid great attention to the engineering work needed 
to facilitate the army movements to the north bank of the Danube, and subse-
quently for the easier administration of the province. He took the first steps in 

that direction “as soon as he put on the imperial purple.” In the early years of his rule, 
he visited fortresses on the southern bank of the Danube. By strengthening the old for-
tresses and building new ones, Trajan strengthened the defenses of the Danube limes. 
He also undertook to complete the road that followed the course of the Danube through 
Djerdap, which would allow for easier movement. This road started from Vindonissa 
(modern-day Windisch in Switzerland) and followed the Danube to Singidunum and 
Viminacium, where it forked. One arm led to Naissus, the other crossed into Dacia near 
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modern-day Stara Palanka, and the third followed the course of the Danube. In addition 
to the road, a canal was excavated at the location of the Iron Gates, making that part of 
the Danube navigable.33

Emperor Trajan’s most significant building project by far was the erection of a bridge 
over the Danube. The architect was Apollodorus of Damascus, the most famous archi-
tect of the time. The location near today’s Kladovo was chosen for several reasons. There 
the Danube is calm and shallow, the riverbed is sandy and stone pillars can be easily in-
serted. In addition, the roads from there lead along the Danube to Viminacium and the 
Timok Valley to Naissus and the center of the Balkans. Troops and provisions could be 
easily dispatched using these roads. The bridge had 22 pillars, the length of the bridge 
was 1,127 meters, of which 1,071 meters were over the water. The pillars measured 
18×34 meters.34 To set the pillars in the water, the Romans temporarily diverted the 
flow of the Danube, creating an artificial island to facilitate the work.35 For ten centuries, 
it was the longest bridge in the world. It is still uncertain whether the superstructure 
was made of stone or wood. The bridge connected Egeta on the south and Drobeta on 
the north side of the river. A settlement later developed on the southern side of the river, 
named after the bridge—Pontes.36 The bridge played a key role first in the crossing of the 
army into Dacia, and later in the crossing of a large number of settlers who settled in the 
new Roman province. In addition to the bridge, the Romans built a road that went all 
the way to Apulum, one of the most important cities in the province and the seat of the 
Legio XIII Gemina. The pride of Emperor Trajan, the bridge was represented on money 
and carved on his famous pillar depicting the Dacian wars.37

The later history of the bridge in the Roman Empire is not so clear. Cassius Dio 
states that Emperor Hadrian removed the superstructure of the bridge for fear that it 
would be used for incursions into the Balkan provinces. It is difficult to say whether 
and what role the bridge played in the coming centuries until the time of Emperor  
Aurelian. He possibly had it destroyed after abandoning Dacia. Other theories are that it 
was swept away by the Danube or destroyed by weather conditions. The remains of the 
bridge are still visible near today’s Kladovo.38

The Romans crisscrossed the new province of Dacia with roads for easier movement 
and defense of the province. In addition to that, they built numerous fortifications. Most 
of these construction works were performed by Roman legionaries.39 It should also be 
mentioned that some 30–40 kilometers from the old royal capital of Sarmizegethusa 
they built a new settlement named Colonia Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, a city that be-
came the seat of the province and the largest urban settlement in Dacia.40 As a memorial 
of his victory over Dacians, Trajan also erected the city of Nicopolis ad Istrum, on the 
lower Danube. Not far from there, near modern-day Adamclisi, on the so-called Tro-
paeum Traiani, a memorial was erected to Trajan’s victory over the northern barbarians. 
At the same location stood a monument to Mars Ultor, and an altar engraved with 4,000 
names of Roman soldiers who fell in the battles against the Dacians.41
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Source: Rapsak—originally posted to Flickr as Drobeta-Turnu-Severin, Trajan’s Bridge, cc by-Sa 2.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=9653053.

Fig. 3. reConstruCtion oF trAjAn’s bridge  
by the engineer e. duperreX (1907)

The Dacian Province Until its Abandonment

D jerdap linked two imperial provinces: Upper Moesia and Dacia. Dacia was a 
protruding defense, primarily against the Iazyges and the Roxolani, who often 
invaded across the Danube. A large number of soldiers crossed the Apollodorus 

Bridge to be stationed in Dacia: an estimation is circa 12,000 legionnaires and between 
15 and 35,000 auxiliary troops.42

Connections between the Dacian and the Roman lands existed before the conquest. 
The economic and social exchanges had been proceeding across the Danube for at least 
two centuries before Dacia became a province. After ad 106, this exchange only acceler-
ated. Eutropius states that the Romans emptied Dacia of its inhabitants.43 While this is 
certainly an exaggerated claim, the fact is that Dacia was significantly depopulated after 
106. Thus, Trajan settled a large number of people from all provinces except Italy. It is 
quite possible to assume that a large number of these settlers crossed the Danube right 
across Trajan’s Bridge. The Romans brought with them the Latin language, their type 
of settlement, their deities, generally their way of life.44 Prominent among these settlers 
were the Illyrians from the tribe of the Delmatae who settled in the mining districts of 
Dacia to resume mining production.45

Dacia was soon integrated economically into the rest of the empire. Dacia was famous 
for its mineral resources and their exploitation intensified. Apollodorus’ bridge and the 
road carved through the Djerdap Gorge significantly facilitated the transport of goods.46

As a protruding province, Dacia bore the brunt of the great invasions of the third 
century. Many tribes migrated, intending to cross the Danube and settle on Roman 
territory. The most dire situation was in the middle of the 3rd century ad. The Carpi 
and the Goths regularly plundered Dacia on their way to the Danube.47 The situation 
deteriorated dramatically in the middle of the 3rd century. Under Emperor Gallienus (ad 
253–268), barbarians overran Dacia and it was practically abandoned. It was around 
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that time that Apollodorus’ Bridge lost its function. The fortresses on the Danube had 
been strengthened to be able to defend the crossing of the river.48

However, the final abandonment of Dacia took place under Emperor Aurelian. He 
first defeated the Goths and strengthened the Danube limes. He then withdrew the re-
maining military troops and most of the civilian population from Dacia to the newly cre-
ated province of Dacia Nova/Aureliana, south of the Danube.49 These areas, devastated 
by the Gothic and Carpic incursions, were once again economically and demographically 
prosperous.50 During the later emperors, Probus or Carus, the province was divided into 
Dacia Ripensis and Dacia Mediterranea. Coastal Dacia (Dacia Ripensis) was created 
from the eastern part of Upper Moesia and the western parts of Lower Moesia. The cen-
ter was in Ratiaria, modern-day Archar in Bulgaria. Mediterranean Dacia is the former 
Dardania, with its center at Serdica, modern-day Sofia.51 Among the refugees before the 
Carpi attacks were the parents of the later Emperor Galerius, born in Felix Romuliana, 
which became one of the most important centers of Coastal Dacia, and perhaps the seat 
of the military command for the defense of the border.52

Djerdap during the Middle Ages

The romanS still regarded Dacia as their province. The Carpi, who settled in that 
province, were admitted on condition that they defend the border.53 However, 
the reality was that the Roman emperor no longer had any influence north of the 

Danube, and the limes was re-established on the river. The dynamics of barbarian incur-
sions and Roman counter-attacks, known from the time before Trajan, became a reality 
once again. Constantine the Great, born in Mediterranean Dacia, organized a military 
expedition against the Goths who lived across the Danube in ad 328. On that occasion, 
he made a wooden bridge over the Danube near Oescus, but as it was a punitive expe-
dition, the bridge was soon demolished.54 The Danube fortresses were the first line of 
defense against the barbarians, but they could not prevent the Goths and their allies from 
ravaging the Balkans, especially after the disaster at Adrianople in ad 378.

Emperor Justinian saw the significance of those fortresses. The restoration of the old 
ones and the construction of new ones were part of his efforts to rebuild the Imperium 
Romanum.55 In the area around Djerdap, he had to deal primarily with the Gepids, who 
occupied the space created by the departure of the Ostrogoths to Italy.56 The might of 
the Gepids was eventually broken by the Avars in coalition with the Lombards, who 
soon left for North Italy. The Avars and the Slavs became the dominant force on the 
Danube, at least until the collapse of the Avar state under the blows of the Franks. For 
some time, the Slavs had been crossing the Danube in their dugouts to plunder, and later 
they settled and became the dominant population of the Balkans. The great change was 
brought about first by the Bulgarians, and later by the Hungarians, who took control of 
Djerdap one after the other. The conflicts between Bulgarians, Hungarians, Byzantines 
and Serbs spanned almost the entire Middle Ages.57

During that period, the guardian of Djerdap—Golubac fortress—was constructed. 
Archaeological research has found that it was built in the late 13th century on the remains 
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of an ancient Roman fort. The first mention of this fortress, which was built at the very 
entrance to the Djerdap Gorge, is recorded in Hungarian documents dating from 1335. 
In the following centuries, the fortress gained exceptional military-strategic importance 
because it controlled the waterway, but also the land road that connected the east and 
the west. For centuries, the armies of Hungary, Turkey and Serbia clashed over it. Finally, 
the fortress became officially part of the Principality of Serbia in 1867 and has remained 
the property of the Serbian people to this day. Its historical value was not known at first, 
and after World War I a highway was built to run straight through the fortress, without 
leaving any valid description of the collapsed main gate and the fortress that used to 
stand there in the Middle Ages.58 The new millennium brought a project for the conser-
vation and restoration of the fortress. So, after the works were completed in 2018, the 
fortress became a real tourist gem of Serbia. Its value is also enhanced by the fact that, 
unlike Romania or some other European countries, Serbia can boast about the fact that 
Golubac fortress is one of the very few preserved fortresses dating from the Middle Ages. 

Source: https://tvrdjavagolubackigrad.rs/.

Fig. 4. golubAC Fortress, reConstruCted

Djerdap in the Modern Era

The expanSion of the Ottomans led to the rise of a new hegemon on the Danube. 
After the Battle of Mohács in 1526, The Ottomans gained control of Transyl-
vania as well.59 What followed were the long decades of fighting between Vi-

enna and Istanbul over who would control the Danube and the countries on both its 
banks. Finally, after the Peace of Belgrade in 1739, the Danube became the limes again, 
this time between the Austrian and Ottoman Empires. During the Great Turkish War 
(1683–1699), Count Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli undertook his famous voyage along the 
Danube. According to Aleksandar Gajić, he was the first European after Herodotus who 
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wanted to explore the entire course of the Danube. Among other things, he found and 
described the remains of the famous Trajan’s Bridge near Kladovo.60

A big problem in the Djerdap Gorge was the navigability of the Danube due to 
numerous rapids, vortices and rocks. Although the Romans managed to improve the 
navigability of the Danube along this section with the embankment near Sip and the 
3.2 kilometer-long canal, this problem was not definitively solved.61 From Roman times 
until the end of the 19th century, the only way to cross certain sections of Djerdap was by 
towing. With the help of oxen and ropes, people dragged ships through several danger-
ous sections. This work was done exclusively on the Serbian side, using the Roman road 
that was built during the reign of Emperor Trajan.62

The first major expression of interest in Djerdap by the Serbian government came 
shortly after gaining autonomy. The reason was very clear: on 3 August 1830, the newly 
autonomous Principality of Serbia assumed by hatt-i sharif from the Ottoman Empire 
the control and collection of revenue from the navigation on the Danube.63 The Serbian 
archives contain a request from Prince Miloš Obrenović from 1834 addressed to the 
Turkish sultan seeking the Ottoman government’s consent for Serbia to clear and ar-
range Djerdap. Around the same time the Hungarian Count István Széchenyi proposed 
to dig a 1.5-kilometre-long canal near Sip. Prince Miloš saw the count’s proposition as 
a threat to Serbian interests on the Danube with the direct reduction of tax revenues on 
towing vessels and boat services,64 because the construction of the canal would elimi-
nate the need for them.65 However, Turkey did not agree with Széchenyi’s plan, so the 
canal was not dug. The only thing that was implemented from Széchenyi’s plan was the 
construction of a road on the Romanian side in 1835, later remembered as “Széchenyi’s 
road.” Unlike Trajan’s road used for the upstream hauling of ships, Széchenyi’s road was 
used for the land transport of goods during periods when navigation along Djerdap was 
suspended due to the low water levels or ice.66

On one occasion, the ice on the Danube worked in the interests of Serbia. The main 
aim of the second reign of Prince Mihailo Obrenović (1860–1868) was the strength-
ening the country and preparing for the final and complete liberation from the Turks. 
Weapons were necessary to wage the war for liberation, and Serbia did not have enough 
of them. After lengthy and unsuccessful negotiations with France in 1862, the prince 
managed to obtain some quantities of weapons from Russia. It turns out that transpor-
tation was a bigger problem than procurement. Fortunately for Serbia, the Romanian 
Prince Alexandru Ioan Cuza was ready to help his friend and allow the convoy to cross 
his territory. Still, some 40,000 rifles and 3,000 sabers were hard to hide from foreign 
spies. As soon as they learned about the weapons, London, Vienna and Istanbul pro-
tested sharply and put pressure on the Romanian prince to stop the convoy and seize 
the contraband. However, Mihailo’s great friend pretended to be uninformed about all 
that and successfully resisted the pressures until the convoy reached near the Danube, i.e. 
Djerdap. Prince Mihailo’s letter also helped to calm down the great powers, convincing 
them that the weapons were not intended for the fight against the Ottomans. The saving 
ice was able to stop the Austrian military boat at Turnu-Severin, and Ottoman ships near 
Vidin and facilitate the transfer of arms to Serbia. The last crates crossed the Danube 
in January 1863 near Ciganaš–Brza Palanka, somewhere halfway between today’s two 
hydroelectric power plants Djerdap I and Djerdap II. This event only connected even 
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more tightly the two rulers and the two countries. Diplomatic representatives were soon 
exchanged, which raised official relations to a higher level.67

The next important year for Djerdap was 1878. At the Berlin Congress, the same 
one that gave Serbia and Romania their independence, the fate of the Djerdap Gorge 
was also decided. Article 57 gave Austria-Hungary the right to lead the work on the 
removal of navigational barriers on the Djerdap stretch of the Danube. This article was 
followed by the agreement between the Monarchy and the Principality of Serbia on the 
use of the Serbian coast during the works and guaranteeing Serbia the status of the most 
privileged state in the navigation on the Danube, as well as the payment of taxes and the 
handing over of constructed facilities to Serbia after a certain period required to repay 
the invested funds.68 Even after all the work that Austria-Hungary had taken over and 
completed by 1896, navigation in the Djerdap sector remained difficult and dangerous. 
Until the construction of the hydroelectric and navigation system Djerdap I, navigation 
through the Sip channel was performed by engaging Serbian and Romanian ship pilots, 
and with the help of smaller vessels and later trains.69

Upon completion of the works in 1896, Hugo Luther, a German industrialist who 
was also the main contractor for the regulation of Djerdap from Stenka to Sip, applied to 
the Serbian government for a concession for the use of water power in Djerdap. How-
ever, the Kingdom of Serbia rejected Luther’s plan. Once raised, the issue of exploiting 
the hydratic potential of Djerdap became very topical. Many foreign investors offered 
plans and funds for the realization of projects aimed at exploiting the water potential 
of the Danube in Djerdap, but primarily due to political and economic circumstances, 
the realization of these plans could not take place until 1963.70 The rapid industrial de-
velopment of the Danube countries after 1945 and the increase in their trade led to an 
increase in navigation on the Danube. The increased frequency of ships encountered a 
major problem, called Djerdap, which was the narrowest and most dangerous part of the 
navigable route. The rising need for faster and safer passage through the gorge eventu-
ally exerted sufficient pressure on those in whose jurisdiction Djerdap was located. The 
final solution to the Djerdap issue began with the Yugoslav-Romanian agreement.71

Source: Archive of Yugoslavia (Serbian: aj) Federal Executive Council (Serbian: Siv), 130, file 616, 
doc. 45115.

Fig. 5. mAp oF djerdAp gorge
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Hydropower Plant Construction

The firSt talks on the construction of the Djerdap System between Yugoslavia 
and Romania were held in 1956. The first phase of examining the best options 
for the joint construction of a hydroelectric power plant and the establishment 

of the Mixed Commission for Research, Testing, Coordination and Management of All 
Necessary Works began with a joint declaration adopted in Bucharest on 26 June and 
once again in Brijuni on 27 October 1956. The joint Yugoslav-Romanian commission 
requested the drafting of a Technical and Economic Memorandum on the regulation of 
the Danube in the joint Yugoslav-Romanian sector. In September 1960, two govern-
ments adopted a memorandum and commissioned the conceptual design of the Djerdap 
energy and navigation system. The agreement between the Socialist Federative Republic 
of Yugoslavia and the People’s Republic of Romania on the construction and operation 
of the hydroelectric and navigation system of Djerdap was signed on 30 November 
1963, by Josip Broz Tito and Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej.72

Experts from the Belgrade company Energoprojekt and the Institute for Hydrotech-
nical Studies and Design in Bucharest worked together on the Djerdap project. At the 
head of the Yugoslav group of designers was engineer Vukadin Djordjevic, and at the 
head of the Romanian part was engineer Florian Jurgulescu. After more than seven years 
of work, the final project was accepted by the authorities. According to that project, the 
main facility of the Djerdap system (total length of 1,278 meters) included two two-stage 
ship lanes,73 with two docks for the ships before entering the lock, two hydroelectric 
power plants of the same parameters on the Yugoslav and Romanian coasts, an overflow 
dam with 14 fields (each field 25 meters wide, with a column measuring 7 meters), total-
ing 441 meters in length and 60 meters in height, and two earthen dams representing 
the connection between the dams and the shores. The broader system of Djerdap also 
included facilities and devices for coastal terrain protection against rising water levels 
(which included the construction of an embankment along the Danube and its tributaries 
120 km long and drainage systems of about 70,000 hectares on the Yugoslav side alone), 
then facilities for protection of the accumulation lake from sediments and the construc-
tion of new settlements instead of those that had to be submerged. According to the plan, 
it was necessary to move and reconstruct the communication network that would be un-
derwater after the construction of the dam. It was necessary to relocate or rebuild 27 km 
of railway lines, 250 km of various roads, 13 ports, erecting power and telephone lines.74

The reason why it was decided to build a hydroelectric power station at that point 
was that the Danube from the mouth of the Nera to the mouth of the Timok, which is 
some 229 kilometers, has the largest fall of 34 meters. Only in the area of 6 km from 
the Sip canal to the village of Guru Vali there is a drop of 7 meters. So in that area, the 
average flow of the Danube is about 5,500 cubic meters per second (the maximum flow 
is 16,000 cubic meters per second). Another reason was the solution to the problem of 
navigation, which would be much safer and cheaper by building a dam.75

The works officially started on 7 September 1964, in the presence of the highest state 
representatives on both sides. Then the preparatory works began, i.e. the construction of 
the dam under the protection of which the works on the main facility of the hydropower 
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and navigation system would be performed. The construction of the concrete main 
building began in May 1966.76

The most difficult part of the construction of the hydroelectric power plant was the 
diversion of the Danube. In August 1969, the key phase of building the system, the 
partitioning of the Danube was completed. After 40 days and nights, the Yugoslav and 
Romanian workers managed to carry out this extremely complex and dangerous opera-
tion of diverting the Danube from the old to the new riverbed. The partitioning of the 
Danube was carried out gradually, with large stone and concrete blocks or “gabions.” 
The assault on the most critical part of several dozen meters began on 5 August and 
lasted until 13 August, when the Danube was finally conquered.77 Taming the Danube 
was 90% of all the construction work. The rest was the construction of one downstream 
embankment, overflow dam and shipping lane.

With this operation the second phase of work began, which included the construc-
tion of 11 fields of overflow dam, three on the Yugoslavian side and 8 on the Romanian 
side (three fields on the Yugoslavian side were completed before the second phase). The 
completion of these works enabled the first unit to be put into operation as early as the 
following year.78

The Djerdap I system has two two-stage ship locks with a capacity of 50 million tons, 
which regulate the traffic from the lake to the river and vice versa. Their construction 
significantly shortened the time of passage through Djerdap. Before them, the passage 
of the convoy in both directions took 120 hours, and afterwards just 31 hours. With the 
help of these locks, the Djerdap sector was crossed 4 times faster.79 The Romanian trans-
lator began translating ships in August 1969, and the Yugoslav one in October 1970. In 
terms of size, the Djerdap translations are among the largest in the world (larger than 
the translations in the Panama Canal).80

The last phase consisted of installing the turbines and permanent devices for distrib-
uting electricity to consumers.81 The Djerdap Agreement provided for the start of two 
generators by the end of 1970, and of the entire system by the end of 1971.82 The two 
hydroelectric power plants that make up the Djerdap system have 1,050 megawatts of 
power each and six units with vertical Kaplan turbines with a diameter of 9.5 meters 
and a capacity of 725 m3 of water per second. All six turbines on the Yugoslav side, as 
well as three complete generators, were procured from the Soviet factory Elektrosila of 
Leningrad, while the three remaining generators were made by the Rade Končar com-
pany of Zagreb. Other pieces of equipment and parts were delivered by Yugoslavian 
and Romanian companies with the help of their subcontractors from Western Germany, 
Sweden and Austria.83

Thanks to the fast pace of work, the first turbine was put into operation on 6 Au-
gust 1970, so that the electricity from Djerdap flowed five months before the scheduled 
deadline. This first unit was included in the country’s energy system as part of pilot tests. 
In just one day, the turbine produced about one million kilowatt-hours of electricity.84 
The second turbine, the first on the Romanian side, was included in Romania’s energy 
system on 15 August. The next task of the Djerdap workers was to place steel shutters on 
the overflow fields of the Djerdap dam. The function of these closures was to create an 
accumulation lake that would drive turbines during the low water level of the Danube.85 
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A second turbine in the Yugoslavian part of the hydroelectric power plant was put to 
trial on 11 November 1970, but it did not produce electricity until 8 December, due to 
testing procedures.86 The third unit, out of a total of six, was put into operation on the 
Yugoslavian side in the late 1970s. The other three were installed and connected to the 
network during 1971.87

The Yugoslav-Romanian hydroelectric power plant Djerdap–Porþile de Fier has a ca-
pacity of 2,100 megawatts with an average annual electricity production of 10.3 billion 
kilowatt-hours, which puts the system in fifth place in the world by output.88 Djerdap is 
equal in strength to the Aswan Dam, but produces more electricity. Electricity from the 
Yugoslavian part of the hydroelectric power plant represented 25% of the total annual 
electricity production in Yugoslavia.89 About 5,000 people over eight years worked on the 
construction of the hydroelectric power plant. It is estimated that construction costs were 
about 500 million dollars, or 5 billion euros today. The Djerdap hydroelectric plant was 
Europe’s largest hydroelectric power plant, and the fourth-largest in the world. The plant 
has significantly raised the level of the Danube, especially in the narrowest and once the 
most dangerous sections, thus enabling safer navigation in the Djerdap Gorge.90

The construction of the dam created an accumulation lake 132 km long and 0.2 to 
3 km wide. Like the width, the depth of the lake varies from 20 to 120 meters. The 
bad side of the creation of this artificial lake is the fact that many settlements from the 
Yugoslavian and Romanian sides were submerged underwater, such as Sip, Tekija, Donji 
Milanovac, Golubac, Vârciorova, Tufari, Orºova, Tiºoviþa, or Cozla. The river islands 
Ostrovo Poreč and Ada-Kaleh were submerged. Some 23.000 inhabitants were relocated 
from these places, 8,400 on the Yugoslavian side and 14,600 on the Romanian one. 
To protect the coast from the rising levels of the Danube, another lake was built near 
Veliko Gradište, 17 km long and 500 to 1,000 m wide.91 The construction of a power 
plant and the creation of an accumulation lake inevitably meant an increase in the water 
level of the Danube, and thus the flooding of the mentioned settlements, but also of the 
historical sites and monuments located along the banks. That is why the realization of 
the project started with research and protection works. Ethnological research was car-
ried out, followed by examinations of flora and fauna, geological composition, climate 
and other important natural segments of the Djerdap area. Special attention was given 
to the protection of cultural monuments and archaeological sites. Here, the most impor-
tant are the relocation of Tabula Traiana and Lepenski Vir, the removal of frescoes from 
the church on Porečka Ada, the relocation of the monument to Koča Kapetan and the 
monument to the fighters in the First World War.92 The rise of the Danube water level 
also harmed the Golubac fortress, flooding its lowest parts.93 Many important sites on 
the Romanian side were also flooded.

The construction of Djerdap can also be seen as one of Romania’s manifestations 
on the road to an independent foreign policy. Gheorghiu-Dej’s visit to Yugoslavia was a 
clear sign of Romania’s desire to connect with countries outside the Eastern bloc, and 
Yugoslavia was ideal for several reasons. It did not belong to any block, it was in the 
neighborhood and, through it, it was much easier to make contact with the West.94

The completion of one of the most significant phases of the construction of the 
Djerdap hydropower and navigation system, the partitioning of the Danube, was the 
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occasion for a meeting of the highest officials of Romania and Yugoslavia. Construction 
workers hoped that the arrival of the two presidents would affect the normalization of 
funding, which was a major problem. On 21 September, Tito met with the builders of 
the Djerdap system in Brestovacka Banja near Bor. The workers, led by the general direc-
tor of construction, Panta Jakovljević, presented to the president the technical details of 
the previous works and what was still to be done. Jakovljevic especially mentioned the 
problem of relocating 8,500 inhabitants of Donji Milanovac, Sip and other places. That 
job was the most difficult, requiring compensation funds for the submerged property. 
Tito promised the workers that the Federal Government would fulfill all of its obliga-
tions. Tito’s support for the faster completion of the works was especially important 
to General Director Jakovljević. Panta Jakovljević was additionally convinced by Tito’s 
open statement at the meeting that the issue of the construction of Djerdap was not only 
a matter of generating electricity and creating better navigation conditions, but was also 
an issue regarding the prestige of Yugoslavia.95 How important Djerdap was to Tito is 
shown by the fact that he officially visited the gorge six times, on four of which he met 
with Gheorghiu-Dej and Nicolae Ceauºescu (1964, 1969, 1972 and 1977), once visited 
Djerdap alone while visiting Veliko Gradište and Kladovo in 1959, and once in the com-
pany of Zambia’s President Kenneth Kaunda in 1970.96 The meeting between the Presi-
dent of Yugoslavia and Skj Josip Broz Tito, and the President of the State Council and 
Secretary-General of the Romanian Communist Party, Nicolae Ceauºescu, took place 
in Djerdap on 20 September 1969. Talks between the two presidents were attended by 
top state and party leaders. The meeting took place based on an agreement in Timiºoara 
concluded in February 1969 (to meet during the partitioning of the Danube).97

Tito also used the meeting at Djerdap to visit the Timok region. In Negotin, he talked 
to the representatives of the local government and got acquainted with their problems. 
On the further road to Kladovo, the Yugoslav delegation led by Tito and Jovanka Broz 
stopped near Vidikovac, where the construction site could be seen on a plan. The engi-
neer and the general manager of the hydropower system of Djerdap, Panta Jakovljević, 
introduced them to the work on the construction site. The meeting of the two presidents 
took place right in the middle of the dam, after which the delegations had the opportu-
nity to see and get information about the works. On the Romanian side of the complex, 
Tito and Ceauºescu were particularly interested in a translation service, which, although 
not completed, had already started operating. After the visit, delegations headed for 
Kladovo, where official talks began.98 At the meeting, Ceauºescu emphasized the impor-
tance of the hydroelectric power plant for the economies of Romania and Yugoslavia, 
but also for their economic and political independence. He said in his toast: 

Although there has been no bridge across the river for almost 2,000 years, there have been 
strong friendly ties between the Yugoslav and Romanian people. That friendship developed 
over the centuries, and in the years of socialism it flourished even more.99

The construction of the dam partially changed the natural shape of the Djerdap Gorge, 
which had negative consequences for the flora and fauna. The Yugoslavian state pro-
claimed this longest and largest gorge in Europe a national park in 1974. With this 
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decision, the gorge and its rich ecosystem, the Djerdap National Park, which extends 
over about 64,000 hectares and is the largest protected area in Serbia, are preserved 
from further destruction. In addition to flora and fauna, it also preserves an invaluable 
cultural and historical heritage that testifies to the millennia during which man has been 
constantly living in the area.100 Sometime later, a national park was established on the 
Romanian side. This was done by Law no. 5/2000. Romania’s Nature Park Porþile de 
Fier covers just over 124,000 hectares and is the second largest in Romania.101 The rea-
son why Serbia and Romania decided to protect the Djerdap Gorge is that it is rich in 
endemic and rare species of plants and animals, and is also the largest open-air archaeo-
logical museum.

Source: Јован Пејкић, Тито на Ђердапу (Неготин: Крајина, 1984).

Fig. 6 meetings on djerdAp And the AppeArAnCe  
oF the hydroeleCtriC power plAnt djerdAp i

The Construction of Another Hydropower Plant

In 1950, Romania produced only about 2 billion kilowatt-hours a year, before 
reaching a level of 27.8 billion in 1968, and about 34 billion kilowatt-hours in 
1970. Such statistics ranked Romania among the countries with the highest average 

annual increase in electricity production. At the same time with the efforts to increase 
electricity production, efforts were made to expand the grid, especially to villages. Thus, 
in the space of fewer than twenty years (1950–1969), Romania managed to increase the 
percentage of the villages supplied with electricity from 5 to 70%.102
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Romania could not satisfy its thirst for electricity with the construction of Djerdap I 
power plant, which is why even before its completion they proposed to Yugoslav execu-
tives a plan to build another power plant on the Danube, which would be built some 
seventy kilometers downstream of the large power plant, and 3 km upstream of Prahova. 
The capacity of the hydroelectric plant was supposed to total 1,200 megawatts, which 
would provide an annual electricity production of about 1.5 billion kWh.103

The construction of the second power plant at Djerdap officially began on 3 Decem-
ber 1977. As in the case of the first plant, the opening of the works was attended by 
the highest officials, this time Tito and Ceauºescu. They officially announced the begin-
ning of a new joint project by unveiling a memorial plaque on the Yugoslav-Romanian 
side of the Danube.104 Djerdap II represented a new bridge between Yugoslavia and 
Romania and another proof of friendship between the two nations. The first unit was 
incorporated in 1984 and the tenth and last unit in 2000. The total power of Djerdap is 
270 megawatts, which enables an average annual production of 1,500 GWh of electric-
ity.105 Djerdap I and Djerdap II were grandiose projects that had a great impact on the 
bilateral relations of Yugoslavia and Romania. The two hydroelectric power plants on 
Djerdap made it possible to establish contacts and develop co-operation between many 
Romanian and Yugoslav institutions and companies.

Djerdap Today

Today, the Djerdap Gorge is a very important tourist attraction. Among the most 
important tourist destinations on the Serbian coast are Tabula Traiana, Castrum 
Diana, the remains of Trajan’s Bridge and Golubac fortress. There is great po-

tential for so-called excursion tourism, which can serve in the education of children and 
youth.106 The Romanian side also has something to offer to curious tourists. Two caves 
that hide human traces from the Paleolithic and Neolithic periods, Haiducilor Cave 
and Gaura Chindiei II Cave, stand out in particular, and one that the Dacians used for 
religious rites, the so-called Veterans Cave. There is also the Roman Camp at Drobeta, 
which is the first stone fort made by the Romans in Dacia. Its role was to defend Trajan’s 
Bridge. Right across Golubac fortress is Ladislaus fortress, and near ªviniþa (Mehedinþi 
County) is another fortress called Tricule from the 15th century, which was unfortunately 
submerged by the construction of a hydroelectric power plant and part of the fortress 
can only be seen at low water levels on the Danube. There are also numerous monaster-
ies, of which the Vodiþa monastery (Mehedinþi County) from the 14th century stands 
out.107 An interesting trace left on Djerdap by modern man is Decebalus’ face carved into 
the rock opposite Tabula Traiana, which was completed in 2004 after ten years of work 
and at the cost of one million euros, with the construction financed by Iosif Constantin 
Drãgan.

After all, it can be said that the Djerdap Gorge and the Danube that flows through it 
do not only represent a good natural border between Serbia and Romania, a road that 
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connects east and west, or just a place which supplies electricity to a good part of the 
two countries. For the people that have lived on the left and right banks of the Danube 
for millennia and shared a way of life and a culture, it means much more. Djerdap was 
and remains a bridge that connects and deepens the friendship between Serbs and Ro-
manians, and the gorge enchants everyone who visits it as a tourst with its almost unreal 
beauty.

q

SourceS: topter.com and wikimedia.org.

Fig. 7. remAins oF trAjAn’s bridge over the dAnube on the romAniAn side:  
drobetA CAstrum, triCule, vodiÞA monAstery And the roCk sCulpture oF deCebAlus
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Abstract
Djerdap Through the Centuries

This paper provides a diachronic overview of the history of the Djerdap Gorge (Porþile de Fier, 
Iron Gates) and the civilizations that have been associated with it from prehistory to modern 
times. The Djerdap Gorge had a very troubled history. In antiquity, it was thought to have divided 
the river into Danubius and Ister. Both banks of Djerdap were inhabited. The north was mostly 
inhabited by Dacians, and the south was eventually ruled by the Romans. From Emperor Trajan 
to Emperor Aurelian, the Romans held both banks of the Danube in that area. After the retreat of 
the Romans, numerous peoples took turns on the banks of the Danube: Byzantines, Slavs, Avars, 
Bulgarians, Hungarians, Romanians, Ottomans. The Danube was more often a border than a path 
to cooperation. With the establishment of modern states on its banks, the Danube was allowed to 
become a vector of trade and cooperation. The efforts of Romania and Serbia, later Yugoslavia, to 
regulate Djerdap were crowned with the construction of the Djerdap I and Djerdap II systems in 
the second half of the twentieth century.
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Djerdap, Dacia, Rome, Decebalus, bridge, hydroelectric power plant, cooperation, Yugoslavia, 
Romania




