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Abstract: The authors aimed to present the evolution in time of the main arrangements 
made in the Iron Gates area. The engineer works during the emperor Trajan’s epoch are 
shortly presented; they have been taken back only in the 19th century, at the initiative of the 
Austria-Hungary. The originality is represented by the mentioning of two diplomatic 
documents discovered in the Romanian and Italian archives, which refer to this particular 
moment, considered to have great importance for the region.  
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The entrance of the Danube on the Romanian territory presents a special 

situation, the almost unbreakable sector of Iron Gates. The first narrowing of the 
Danube gorges lies beyond the Romanian isle of Moldova Veche and is known as 
the Golubac gorge. It is 14.5 km long and 230 m wide at the narrowest point. 
There is a medieval fort at Golubac, on the Serbian bank. Through the valley of 
Ljupovska the second gorge, Gospodin Vir is reached, which is 15 km long and 
narrows to 220 m. The cliffs scale to 500 m, being the most difficult to reach here 
from land. The broader Donji Milanovac forms the connection with the Great and 
Small Kazan gorge, which have a combined length of 19 km. The Orşova valley is 
the last broad section before the river reaches the plains of Wallachia at the last 
gorge, the Sip gorge. 

The Great Cazan ("cazan" meaning "kettle") is the most famous and the 
narrowest gorge of the route: the river here narrows to 150 m and reaches a depth 
of up to 53 m.  

The Tabula Traiana marks a section of the Roman road along the Danube 
River leading to Djerdap. It is believed that this last, most complicated, section of 
the road was completed in 100 A.D. and was of major importance for the Emperor 
Trajan's preparations for war against the Dacians. It continued a Roman road built 
during 33-34 A.D. which ended near Cazans. Along this road, many fortresses 
were built up by the time Dacia was finally defeated in the early 2nd century. 
Intended as a road to speed up and secure navigation, it was later on important for 
trade and communication as Djerdap fell well inside military borders (Istoria 
Românilor, 2001, p. 708). 
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The Tabula (a Roman memorial plaque, 4 meters wide and 1.75 meters in 
high, commemorating the completion of Trajan's military road) originally had six 
lines of inscription, though today only three are legible. Decoration of it included a 
carved image of an eagle, genie-like figurines, and another most likely representing 
Danubius. The structure has a roof with eaves coming off it. It is located on the 
Serbian side facing Romania near Ogradena (CIL III, 8267). It reads:  
 
IMP(ERATOR) CAESAR DIVI NERVAE F(ILIUS) 
NERVA TRAIANVS AVG(USTUS) GERM (ANICUS) 
PONTIF (EX) MAXIMUS TRIB (UNICIA) POT (ESTATE) IIII 
PATER PATRIAE CO(N)S(UL) III 
MONTIBVUS EXCISI[S] ANCO[NI]BVS 
SVBLAT[I]S VIA[M ] [R]E[FE]CIT 
 
Emperor Nerva son of the divine Nerva, Nerva Trajan, the Augustus, Germanicus, 
Pontifex Maximus, invested for the fourth time as Tribune, Father of the 
Fatherland, Consul for the third time, excavating mountain rocks and using wood 
beams has made this road.  

 
The bridge was situated east from the Iron Gates, nearby the present-day 

towns of Drobeta Turnu-Severin (Romania) and Kladovo. Its construction was 
ordered by Emperor Trajan as a supply route for the Roman legions fighting in 
Dacia (see Dacian Wars). 

The structure was 1,135 meters long (the Danube is 800 meters-wide in that 
area), 15 meters wide, and reached 19 meters high (measured from the river's 
surface). At each end, there was a Roman castrum, each of them built around an 
entrance (crossing was possible only by walking through the camp). 

Its engineer, Apollodorus of Damascus, used wooden arches set on twenty 
masonry pillars (made with bricks, mortar and pozzolana cement) that spanned 38-
meters each. Nevertheless, it was built over an unusually short period of time 
(between 103 and 105) — one possible explanation is that the river was diverted 
during the construction of the bridge (Cassius Dio LXVIII, 13, 1-6). 

East of this site the Roman emperor Trajan had the legendary bridge erected 
by Apollodorus of Damascus. The construction of the bridge span from 103 
through 105, preceding Trajan's conquest of Dacia. Fearing from invasions, 
emperor Hadrian demolished the upper part of the bridge (Tudor, D., 1971, p.53-
59). 

The riverbed rocks and the associated rapids made the gorge valley an 
infamous passage for ships. In German, the passage is still known as the 
Kataraktenstrecke, even though the cataracts are gone. Near the present Iron Gates 
the Prigrada rock was the most important obstacle till 1896: the river widened 
considerably here and the water level was consequently low. Upstream, the Greben 
rock near the Cazan gorge was notorious. 
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In 1831 a plan had already been drafted to make the passage navigable, at the 
initiative of the Hungarian politician István Széchenyi. Finally Gábor Baross, 
Hungary's "Iron Minister", completed the financing for this project (Hitchins, 
Keith, 1999, p.187). 

For the second time in history, the question of the navigation on the Danube 
at Iron Gates preoccupied a great force, the Austrian-Hungarian Empire. 

The Italian diplomatic agents residents in Belgrade watched closely the 
evolution of the works, conducted by Austria-Hungary as of the Great Powers 
members in the Commission of the Danube.  

On the 24th of April 1889, Galvagna, the Italian delegate at Belgrade sent a 
telegram in which he described Serbia’s internal financial situation as a “disaster” 
which will keep Serbia at distance from any attempt to create political tension in 
Balkans or to contribute at the infrastructural plans (ANIC Fond Italia, Rola 10-2, 
cadrele 21-22)3.  

In 1890, beyond Orşova, rocks were cleared by explosion over a two km 
stretch to create an 80 m wide and 3 m deep channel. 

The works started on the 15th of September 1890 and were estimated to be 
finished in five years (the estimated depth was established at minimum 7 meters) as 
the Italian legate in Belgrade wrote to the Italian Foreign Minister, Francesco 
Crispi. Also the Italian legate revealed the complexity of the action considering 
that the works in this area were started by  the Roman Emperor Traian (98-117) in 
the second century A.D. and abandoned until the end of the 19th century. The 
document also insisted on the international importance of this construction which 
would contribute to a better political evolution between Austria-Hungary and 
Serbia (ASDMAE, Busta 9, fasccicolo 1)4.  

A spur of the Greben Mountains was removed across a length of over 2 km. 
Here, a depth of 2 m was enough. On the 17th of September, 1896, the Sip Channel 
thus created (named after the Serbian village on the right bank) was inaugurated by 
the Austro-Hungarian emperor Franz Joseph, the Romanian king Carol I, and the 
Serbian king Alexander Obrenovich. 

The results of these efforts were slightly disappointing. The currents in the 
channel were so strong that, until 1973, ships had to be dragged upstream by 
locomotive. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
3 Arhivele Naţionale Istorice Centrale (ANIC), Seria Microfilme, Fond Italia, Rola 10-2, 
cadrele 21-22. 
4 Archivi  del Ministero degli Affari Esteri (ASDMAE), Roma, Serie Politica, “A”, 1888-
1891, Austria-Ungheria, 1890, Busta 9, fasccicolo 1. 
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