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Foreword

The Danube basin has a more “international” character than any other great river. 
Strung along the river are four national capitals, several other large cities and hundreds 
of towns and villages. The Danube passes through land of all kinds of agricultural 
and industrial uses, and through human habitation of widely varying levels of 
development. The impact of this human activity, in terms of water quality, changes 
in the landscape, and loss of biodiversity, has been a matter of serious concern since 
the 1980s.

Long stretches of the Danube began to lose their natural character in the middle 
of the nineteenth century through large-scale river regulation works mostly aimed 
at flood control. Later, particularly in Germany and Austria, the construction of 
hydroelectric power plants on the river accelerated the transformation of the original 
riverbed and floodplain. The loss of longitudinal continuity, lateral connectivity and 
other hydromorphological alterations, together with water quality deterioration, led 
to a dramatic change in riverine biota. River regulation activity to improve navigation 
and flood control is still in progress in many Danubian countries.

International cooperation in addressing water quality problems took great steps 
forward through the Bucharest Declaration of 1985 and the UNECE Ware Convention 
and Helsinki Treaty of 1992. These paved the way for cooperation among the Danube 
basin countries, formalised in the Danube River Protection Convention signed in Sofia 
in 1994. Present activities are governed by the EU Water Framework Directive of 
December 2000.

Large sections of the Danube have already been transformed by human intervention. 
It is therefore very important to protect what remains of its natural treasures. 
Effective nature conservation requires active transboundary cooperation among all 
the countries the river flows through. Conservation is also an increasingly important 
public issue as awareness of environmental quality increases throughout the 
region. Each protected area along the river must be in tune with local features and 
accommodate the needs of people who have long traditional connections with the 
Danube.

This DANUBEPARKS book looks at the protected areas from a refreshingly new angle, 
linking colourful local highlights with glimpses of folklore and lesser-known moments 
of local history. It takes us on a fascinating journey down the Danube from the Black 
Forest to the Black Sea. Throughout all the diversity we encounter on the way, one 
message remains clear: if we want the Danube region to remain a healthy environment 
for future generations, we must face the challenge of preserving its natural heritage.

Béla Csányi  
Hydrobiologist, 

MTA Ecological Research Centre,  
Danube Research Institute

Common buzzard is one of the 

most abundant bird of prey 

along Danube river
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Foreword to the new 
edition 

About eight years after publication in 2014, the new edition of this 
amazing DANUBEPARKS book is out! During these years many positive 
things happened to the DANUBEPARKS Network: new members, new 
initiatives and new projects.

One of these projects is Transdanube Travel Stories - Sustainable mobility 
linking Danube Travel Stories implemented under the Interreg Danube 
Transnational Programme (DTP), co-financed by the European Union.

This project aims at supporting sustainable tourism in the Danube region 
by implementing innovative promotion concepts and sustainable mobility 
management tools.

During the project, new narratives (stories) are developed together with 
6 new tourist trails. One of these new trails and stories is „Returning to 
the Last Danube“ whose development was coordinated by Eszter Buchert 
and written by Zsofia Joó.

The story starts with a rephrased Biblical reference: “In the beginning 
was the Danube” echoing the account of the Creation and the fact that 
the river and nature are Creators - that they defined the landscape. But 
mankind has changed it, “cultivated” it, and, in the end, abused it.

The story and trail presented also in this new book edition, are focused 
on the last (Lower) section of the Danube river: protected areas from 
the triangle formed by the countries of Hungary, Croatia and Serbia to 
the Danube Delta. However, all protected areas which are part of the 
DANUBEPARKS Network are presented here to testify the beauty of these 
hubs of biodiversity in the Middle and Upper section of the Danube.

We hope that this book will be another reminder of the greatness of the 
Danube river, and that readers, inspired by the content, will decide to 
visit protected areas - this time in a slower, more sustainable way with a 
deeper understanding of the relationship between nature and mankind.

Let the mighty Danube inspires you!

Matej Marušić 
DANUBEPARKS  

project manager 

European Beech (Fagus sylvatica) is 

widespread in the Danube region but with 

relatively low frequency
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The DANUBEPARKS Network 

The foundations for transnational cooperation concerning the protected areas along the Danube were laid 
in 2007, and DANUBEPARKS – the Danube River Network of Protected Areas – was officially founded with 
the signing of the Declaration of Vienna in 2009. Since then, much has been achieved.

The work on two ETC-SEE and one Interreg DTP project has engendered robust and amicable cooperation. 
The mutual exchange of experience and know-how has led to coordinated strategies for many nature 
conservation issues.

DANUBEPARKS has become a platform for lively cooperation among the protected areas along the river, 
and interactions have expanded horizons at local level. Danube-wide strategies are being drafted, and 
several specific protective measures have already been implemented.

DANUBEPARKS has also become a widely recognized nature conservation network. International bodies 
such as the International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River (ICPDR) and the EU Strategy 
for the Danube Region (EUSDR) are among its permanent partners.

The growth of DANUBEPARKS itself is proof of its success. Founded in 2007 with eight members in five 
countries, it now embraces 21 conservation areas in nine countries, all working together to protect the 
precious natural heritage of the Danube.

In future, DANUBEPARKS intends to act as the combined voice of the Danube Protected Areas, vigorously 
promoting their shared agenda in the political arena and developing as a framework for cooperation to 
promote and expand its projects. This work will ensure that DANUBEPARKS will continue to have a positive 
and constructive impact on sustainable development in the Danube region.

www.danubeparks.org
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Introduction

In the beginning was the Danube. Being Europe’s most significant 
river, it nourished, protected, enriched and connected different 
groups of people as early as in prehistoric times, later providing 
bonds between countries and nations. Its life-sustaining freshwater 
has served as a rich source of fish and shelter, with fertile lands, fruit-
laden orchards and shady groves providing ample building materials 
along the shore. The mighty river runs a total of 2880 kilometres; its 
east-west course connects the two sides of the continent and once 
traversed the vast Roman Empire. An indispensible and profoundly 
impactful part of everyday life in countless regions, it has always been 
a steadfast European symbol of grandness, even infinity. Napoléon 
Bonaparte rather reverently referred to the Danube as “Le roi des 
fleuves de l’Europe”, the king of Europe’s rivers.

The Danube is a vital life source for the millions who inhabit its 
shores. To them, it means livelihood, homeland, traditions, a place 
to rest, reeds filled with singing birds – a peaceful, tranquil respite 
from the hustle and bustle of day-to-day life. For millennia, the river 
has inspired artists, provided a secure trade route for merchants, 
and given rise to an improbably diverse range of culinary fish dishes. 
For whoever has been in some sort of contact with the Danube, it 
ultimately bears a unique, personal meaning and a multitude of 
bonds.

Adding to its cultural, economic, and historic importance is its 
incredible impact on the surrounding natural terrain. The Danube 
is a multifaceted, eternal, ever-renewing entity. Sovereign and 
seemingly inevitable, its currents have the power to transform rocks, 
earth, and sand to its own shape. Much more than just a body of 
water, it encompasses mountain rapids, lowland river stretches with 
floodlnds, hundreds of islands and thousands of plant and animal 
species. Its waters are home to the great sturgeon, one of the largest 
river-dwelling fish on earth; its shores are where Europe’s oldest 
gallery forests are found, its delta is where huge colonies of pelicans 
nest, and its oxbows serve as hunting grounds for white egrets and 
black storks.

Despite a great deal of human interference, sections of the Danube 
river system remain virtually untouched, its ancient natural systems 
intact. Dozens of protected species have found a last refuge in its 
ecosystem. So why, one wonders, has it lost so much of its appeal as 
a tourist attraction? It’s been years since the Danube was among the 
most sought-after destinations in Europe, say nothing of the world, 
although it still has tremendous potential. Dry dead trees in the swamp
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Proceeding along the river in the direction of its flow, the Danube’s upper and middle sections reveal a 
great number of opportunities for active recreation in unrivalled natural surroundings. Take the upper 
section of the river, for example, near the source of the Danube in Germany. Two headwater streams 
known as the Breg and Brigach converge near the town of Donaueschingen, where visitors can marvel 
at and explore the magical slopes of the Black Forest. Somewhat further down the river is the Danube 
Riparian Forest corridor between Neuburg and Ingolstadt, a birdwatcher’s paradise.

Continue along the river across the Austrian border and you will find the breathtaking Donauschlinge 
bend, followed by the Donau-Auen National Park near Vienna, where curious travellers can learn about 
the fiercely-protected, last remaining major wetlands environment in Central Europe. Further along, in 
the Hungarian section, is Szigetköz, the island plain noted for its low-lying watery flatland and shallow 
shoals, but also the Danube-bend separating the Börzsöny and Visegrádi mountain ranges, and Gemenc, 
the adventurous, mostly forest-covered floodplain – all of which allow the visitor to submerge in the highly 
diverse realm of the river.

Other thrill-seekers might be tempted by what lies further ahead, in the legendary, pristine and – for many 
of us – unknown wilderness in the lower Danube sections across the Hungarian-Croatian-Serbian border.

The sprawling green oasis along these middle sections of the river offers a blissful haven for water birds 
and fishes. This extremely disparate range of habitats and vegetation including marshlands, floodplain 
forests and wet meadows shifts with the flood dynamics in Béda.

The sprawling green oasis along these middle sections of the river offers a blissful haven for water birds 
and fishes. This extremely disparate range of habitats and vegetation including marshlands, floodplain 
forests and wet meadows shifts with the flood dynamics in Béda-Karapancsa in Hungary, Kopački Rit in 
eastern Croatia and Gornje Podunavlje, a large protected area of wetland in the northwest of Serbia. 
At the same time the Iron Gates, a monumental gorge on the river between Serbia and Romania, offers 
visitors a breathtaking reminder of the ongoing grapping between humankind versus nature and carries 
a dubious message. Other marvels include Persina, an island-filled realm almost completely unknown 
to tourists, and the Danube Delta. The majestic finale of the river’s nearly 3000 km long journey is a 
fantastic, 21-thousand-hectare wetland paradise. Visitors come to experience the largest remaining 
natural wetland’s unparalleled richness and diversity, to immerse themselves in the transient essence of 
Europe’s last unspoilt wilderness.

Reasons for the Danube’s current lack of local and European tourism are complex and call for more analysis 
than we can offer here. However, one important aspect is a shift in contemporary pleasure-seeking. 
Modern-day travellers seem more inclined to pursue exotic destinations, luxury hotels and bustling cities 
to wilderness, to choose the adrenaline rush of urban parties over adventures on the languid river flowing 
just a step away. While many know of the existence of the Danube, few know very much about it; and even 
fewer know about the Last Danube.
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The Last Danube 

The lower section of the Danube, in other words the reach from Hungary’s southern border with Serbia 
and Croatia to the delta, holds what so many seek in remote Asian mountains or hot African sands: the 
promise of a return to, and reconnection with, unspoilt nature and with ourselves.

The Last Danube represents an end in two senses of the word. It is the final section of a massive river 
system connecting ten countries, and yet it also constitutes the last remnants of a majestic wetland 
wilderness that once covered half the continent. Its largely wild, unspoilt nature is unlike anything one can 
find in Western Europe or along the middle and upper sections of the Danube, where human development 
and activity have had a dramatic, ecosystem-altering effect. A visit to this romantic, pristine world is a must 
for city-dwellers longing for tranquillity and regeneration, a spirit-boosting retreat.

Any journey along the Last Danube involves a great deal of boundary-crossing, and not only in terms of 
geography. Travellers to this place find themselves transcending their own limits as well, moving beyond 
fixed mindsets and predetermined concepts of the world. The journey starts no later than your choice of 
destination and plans for getting there: with the decision to explore a watery wilderness as opposed to 
another decadent, empty, consumer-driven attraction. The moment you opt for regional transport over a 
globe-circling flight, browse rural tourist accommodations in lieu of five-star hotels, choose hiking boots 
and a backpack over high heels and a trolley bag, you have already transcended your own, engrained 
boundaries. So many details, adventures and experiences beckon just beyond the confines of 21st-century 
life, and all lie squarely beyond the comfort zones of most city-dwelling people. These experiences are 
opportunities for personal growth, a chance to step out of an often alienating, largely technology-driven 
world.

Mountain creek with mossy rocks in Serbia
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The Last Danube is a call to slow down. Those of us accustomed to a globalised, nonstop, plastic-producing 
reality have only hidden, rare, special experiences to gain, the simple pleasures of times past. This is an 
experience that confounds usual concepts of luxury, giving perpetually stressed contemporary people a 
way to comfortably and immersively enjoy freedom, find balance, and relish the sights, smells and feel 
of natural treasures. Those familiar with the burn-out and apathy of the Internet Age can reconnect with 
nature, explore a wilderness with the power to re-establish that everlonged- for – but so rarely attained – 
sense of emotional and mental well-being.

Yet in order to wholly understand what this invaluable region has to offer we also have to look at the 
relationship between man – the motivating factor in tourism – and the river. We must understand the 
kinds of diversions and pleasures that 21st-century people seek as well as their desire to return to nature.

Rock formations in the Duna-Dráva National Park
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Jewels of the Last Danube 

Travellers seeking a way back to nature have three key destinations to look forward to, each of which offers 
an astonishing lesson on the immense power and significance of the river. While the Heart of the Danube 
constitutes a highly demonstrative master example of how man has co-existed with nature for centuries, 
the Iron Gates illustrates the constant, incomprehensibly forceful clash of water and rocks, those two 
elemental materials. Finally, the Danube Delta region reveals the area’s former natural state in its most 
complete form – the world before humans, now mostly lost.

 And so the Last Danube speaks to everyone. In it, we find a slower, more peaceful world – a glimpse of 
nature’s untouched face with enough attractions, sights and adventures to rival any mass-tourist hub. It 
speaks of moderation and contemplation instead of uncontrolled consumption, human scale instead of 
globalism. Visitors come to appreciate slow processes over rapid ones, learn to rediscover themselves as 
opposed to chasing new stimuli.

A

B C
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F G
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Trail destinations:

I)  THE HEART OF THE DANUBE

A. Kopački rit Nature Park

B. Danube-Dráva National Park

C. Gornje Podunavlje Special Nature Reserve

II)  CLASH OF FORCES

D. Đerdap National Park

E. Iron Gates Natural Park

III)  A TRUE NATURE SHOW

F. Persina Nature Park

G. Rusenski Lom Nature Park

H. Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve

I. Lower Prut Nature Reserve (side trail)

I
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Kopački rit Nature Park

Mute swan
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Kopački rit Nature Park

Kopački rit Nature Park occupies part of the Baranja Plain in Osijek-Baranja County in north- east Croatia. 
It is an area of unique beauty and ecological treasures of international significance.

Near the Nature Park is Osijek, the centre of Eastern Croatia region, and there are many picturesque rural 
villages in the surrounding area. These places are steeped in history and are full of fascinating sights and 
plenty of delicious local dishes for anyone with a sense of discovery.

Lying on a floodplain of the Danube, the landscape of Kopački rit Nature Park has been defined by the 
constant flooding and the meandering of waters over the centuries. This has created a vast wetland with 
many tributaries, channels and silted-up areas overgrown with aquatic plants and forests. As a result, 
the Nature Park area looks like a large inland river delta. The environmental significance of Kopački rit 
Nature Park was recognised in 1993 when it was included on the Ramsar List of Wetlands of International 
Importance. The local water dynamics create ideal conditions for many species of flora and fauna, 
including many endangered and rare birds and animals such as White-tailed Eagle, Ferruginous Duck, 
Pygmy Cormorant, Black Stork and the European Otter. Kopački rit is also one of the most important fish 
spawning areas of the Danube.

The fluctuating water levels keeps the ecosystem of Kopački rit in a state of constant transformation. As 
well as determining the layout of the Nature Park, the flood dynamics cause the face of the landscape to 
change from season to season, and this draws in visitors throughout the year. Attractions and activities for 
tourists focus on conveying the area’s natural, cultural and historical heritage, and are connected to places 
of interest in the surrounding area.

As you enter Kopački rit Nature Park, near the village of Kopačevo, there is a visitor centre which provides 
information on the whole area; it’s a good place to plan your visit. There is a lot to choose from. Take a 
tour on the waters of the Special Zoological Reserve by large boat, small boat or canoe. Hike along nature 
trails with names like Sakadaš, Veliki Sakadaš, Old Elm and Tikveš Castle Complex. Tour through Tikveš 
Castle Complex and visit the Bio- Ecological Station, which has a fascinating flora and fauna exhibition 
and a multimedia presentation that covers the whole Nature Park, especially areas that are not accessible 
to visitors. (The Bio-Ecological Station also has a conference hall, facilities for organising events, and 
accommodation.) Take a bike ride along one of the specially laid-out bicycle routes, or if you like fishing, 
there are areas especially laid out for you in several zones of the Nature Park. And there are endless 
opportunities for birdwatchers.

As well as experiencing a unique natural environment, a visit to one of the restaurants in the vicinity of 
Kopački rit Nature Park introduces you to some of the region’s other ethno- cultural values: traditional 
delicacies and a wide range of local wines.

 www.kopacki-rit.hr
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The fish consumption 
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The Marsh Ghost

There is a long-held belief that a ghost lives on one of the islands inside the marshes of Kopački rit. 
He is held to be either a mischievous spirit of the dead or a supernatural being in white, attempting to 
lead nature protectors and environmentalists astray. The appearance of the Marsh Ghost is alleged to 
be that of a poacher who was punished for disturbing the balance and peace in nature and returned in 
the shape of a ghost. His presence in the marshland reminds visitors and travellers how important it is 
to protect and preserve the marshland with its rich biodiversity.

19KopAčKi rit NAture pArK



Duna-Dráva National Park

Roe deer on the floodplain
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Duna-Dráva National Park

The Duna-Dráva National Park in South Transdanubia, Hungary, consists of several areas beside the Danube 
and Dráva rivers. These form one of Europe’s last remaining natural floodland and contain some of the 
continent’s most diverse riverine habitats. Despite much artificial river regulation in the last centuries, 
these two major rivers still retain enough of their dynamics to support vast wetland areas. Regular floods 
maintain habitats supporting almost all types of wetland plant associations and an equally diverse fauna.

The Gemenc and Béda-Karapancsa areas of the National Park feature floodplain habitats such as bushy 
willow stands, willow-poplar gallery forest and oak-ash-elm gallery forests. Summer snowflakes and 
Danubian squill are among the protected plants found there.

The most remarkable arboraceous species of the Lower Danube Basin is the strictly protected Pannonian 
black hawthorn which has white flowers in May and black fruit. It easily hybridizes with the common 
hawthorn to form the dark-red-fruited Degen hawthorn.

Floodplain forests provide prime habitats for birds, small mammals and game. Oxbows and inner lakes, 
many tucked away in almost-inaccessible places, abound in fish and are major feeding places for heron and 
egret species, Black Storks, White-tailed Eagles, Black Kites and many other protected or strictly protected 
birds. They also provide shelter and prey for otter and wild cat populations. Hungary’s largest bird of prey, 
the White-Tailed Eagle, builds its nest high up in the canopy and catches the majority of its prey around 
water. With its nearly 2.5 m wingspan and distinctive white tail, it is a commanding spectacle as it flies by.

The area is interwoven with the traces of the medieval flood-control system of natural and artificial 
channels known as foks. The people who settled here used the foks to regulate the inner wetland areas 
and make them habitable. They developed “floodland farming”, a coordinated mix of fishing, extensive 
animal husbandry, apiculture and fruit gathering.

The White Stork Museum in Kölked, besides telling visitors all about these iconic birds, gives an insight 
into floodplain management and is a centre for environmental education in the area. It is also the starting 
point for outdoor adventures: hikes along the Nagypartos study trail, canoe tours on the Outer Béda side 
branch, and birdwatching walks. The fishing demonstration site at the Boki-Duna oxbow lake gives real 
insight into traditional fishing methods and tools, and the floodland farming life.

The floodland habitats along River Dráva have their own unique highlights. One of several gravel shoal-
nesting bird species is the little tern, which is found nowhere else in Hungary. There are also many other 
protected birds that circle above the river, including the White- tailed Eagle. Botanical rarities include the 
trifoliate anemone, the snakeshead fritillary and the Siberian iris. The high bank along the river is home 
for the Bee-Eater, Common Kingfisher and Sand Martin.

The „Ős-Dráva“ Visitor Centre gives a fascinating introduction to the natural sights along the Dráva. On the 
land beside the building is an area of grassland where visitors can see domestic animal breeds which are 
unique to Hungary. Guided tours along the oxbow lake system show a good example of diverese habitats 
and protected species of open lake, marshes and gallery forest.

 www.ddnp.hu
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Archbishop’s Move

The 10–12 kilometre-wide floodplain along both sides of the lower Danube from Báta to Dunaföldvár 
used to form a region called Sárköz. Villages of various size with a few hundred inhabitants were 
scattered in its lush floodplain marshes. The people there fished, farmed animals, grew fruit and kept 
bees. During the Ottoman era, villagers along the Osijek-Buda military road at the foot of the Szekszárd 
hills had problems that were even more serious than the constant floods. The ravages of war emptied 
most villages, and those which survived were hidden deep in the marshlands. By the early 1800s, there 
were only two such small villages on the left side of the Danube, one called Csanád and the other 
Sükösd.

People in these two villages hated each other. This hatred may have been rooted in the time when 
Ottoman troops kidnapped and dragged away Hungarian women and children and led them on leather 
leashes to the Balkans to be sold on the slave market. Because the people of Sükösd were descended 
from Serbs, the Csanád villagers associated them with these atrocities.

The Archbishop of Kalocsa had a plan for moving the two villages out of the inundation area to higher 
ground and craftily used the tensions between them to carry it out. He ordered all the men from the 
two villages to go to the other village, on the same day, and destroy all the houses there, telling them, 
“When you arrive, the people won’t be at home anyway!” And so it was. The people from both villages 
were away demolishing the houses of the other.

Everybody got a shock on returning home, but the archbishop had his way: in 1807 the two villages 
eventually moved away from the floodplain, from which date the village of Csanád has been called 
Érsekcsanád (“Archbishop’s Csanád”).
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Gornje Podunavlje  
Special Nature Reserve

As one of the last integral floodplains of the Danube, Gornje Podunavlje contains some of the most valuable 
wetland habitats and is a sanctuary for many species dependent on the river. Natural willow, poplar and 
oak forests, occasionally-flooded wet meadows, oxbows, and swamps, once widespread wetland habitats 
along the Danube, are today rare and fragmented. The area is a secluded island of nature surrounded by 
dams, fields and human habitation. The diverse wildlife includes the White-tailed Eagle and Black Stork, 
both key indicators of wetland habitats. Numerous fish species find ideal spawning conditions in the 
oxbows and shallow shoals of the river, and endangered mammals – the otter and wild cat – find sanctuary 
here. There is also a population of European deer living in its natural wetland habitat. Despite constant 
pressure from human activities, the area remains an authentic natural living space for the many species.

All along the floodplain the demands of life by the river forged unique cultural patterns over the centuries. 
The land was subject to occasional floods and was generally inhospitable, but set against this were all 
the resources presented by the river. Old maps confirm the existence of a medieval settlement named 
Bodrog, and there are archaeological remains of Bortanj near Bački Monoštor. Despite the floods, people 
survived and maintained traditional ways of harnessing nature. Even today they preserve their social 
patterns, customs, music and food. People still make a living from traditional ways of fishing and the use 
of natural materials like reeds and bulrushes. The design of wooden boats and specific ways of preparing 
food are shared among the people of the floodplain in all three countries. These traditional activities are 
what give this area its significance and authenticity, and contribute to local economies and environmental 
conservation. They deserve to be protected from the threats of modern life.

The main challenges faced by Gornje Podunavlje concern the integration of local communities with 
nature conservation and transboundary cooperation. People started to transform the land more than 
two hundred years ago, digging channels to dry out the wetland, building dams and regulating the main 
Danube flow. The pressure on nature intensified in the twentieth century with new dams, agricultural 
modernization and the clearing of natural forests to plant artificial ones. Most of these activities had a 
direct negative influence on the area’s biodiversity.

Together with natural treasures, traditional ways of living began to die out, although the more inaccessible 
parts of the floodplain have retained their authenticity. Only in the last few decades have major efforts 
been made to conserve biodiversity. As in Hungary and Croatia, a major section of the floodplain has 
been put under protection. This involves prohibiting the use of natural resources in some ecosystems and 
limiting their use in others. Numerous measures aiming at nature conservation have been implemented. 
Partnerships established with local communities have given rise to joint programmes in which stakeholders 
work to preserve local traditions and pursue developments which benefit rather than harm the natural 
surroundings.

 www.vojvodinasume.rs/ponuda/srp-gornje-podunavlje
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The Chained Storm Cloud

“This is what was told in my grandfather’s time,” said the old shepherd. “There was a very rich man who 
had great fields beside the Danube. He had a gift. He could tell when the storm cloud was coming, full 
of hailstones that would flatten his crops. One year, when a storm cloud appeared, the rich man knew it 
was the work of a shaman. He rushed into his house, took out his hatchet, and struck it into the eaves.

The hailstorm came to nothing, and the dark clouds dispersed as fast as they had come. People started 
to say that the shaman had tied down the storm cloud with a rope, and the rich man had severed it with 
his axe. The shaman came to the rich man’s door and said, ‘It was only a rope holding down the storm 
cloud. You were lucky. But I’ll be back!’

The next year the shaman returned, bringing storm clouds and hail that flattened the corn on the rich 
man’s field. That time the shaman tied the clouds down with a chain, so the rich man swung his axe in 
vain.”
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Djerdap National Park 

Djerdap National Park covers an area of 63,786 hectares of north-eastern Serbia, land whose abundant 
and diverse wildlife has long been famous, being first mentioned by travellers many centuries ago. The 
Djerdap Gorge (the Iron Gates) was cut out of the Carpathian mountain range over millions of years as the 
Danube drained the Pannonian Sea. Nowadays, Djerdap is the biggest mountain breakthrough in Europe, 
consisting of four gorges and three valleys with an overall lengthover 100 km. 

The ancient oak and beech forests of Djerdap National Park preserve their rich stocks of game – deer, 
boars, badgers, martens, hares, wild pigeons and doves, and the rocky cliffs of Djerdap Kazan are home to 
mountain goats, eagles and falcons. Bear and lynx still wander the wooded vastness of Djerdap National 
Park, and there are also numerous wolves, jackals, foxes and wild cats. The huge expanse of Lake Djerdap 
is inhabited by many various swamp birds, and small game is bred on the cultivated land beside it. 

Notable species of the region include lynx (Lynx lynx), a nocturnal predator famous for its sharp hearing 
and eyesight, and the Squacco Heron (Ardeola ralloides), which returns from its African wintering grounds 
to nest in the area. It has a distinctive brown back, and its wings are white underneath. Turkish hazel 
(Corylus colurna) is the largest kind of hazel tree, growing up to 25 m tall with a trunk 1.5 m in diameter. 
The purple berries of the European nettle tree (Celtis australis) provide food for many different animals. 

To take a walk through Djerdap National Park is to feel the breath of history. For thousands of years, 
people here have survived at a confluence of historical forces. The story starts with the eight-millennium 
old Lepenski Vir, a prehistoric fishing settlement which was the center of a complex culture. The Romans 
bridged the Danube and cut the road through the Djerdap Gorge. Tabula Traiana and Diana Palace survive 
as witnesses to the power and wealth of the ancient Roman Empire. The legend of the beautiful girl 
Golubana still lives in the greatest Sesir kula of Golubac fortress. 

A hike along any of the nine well-marked trails, all with spectacular viewpoints along the way, bestows a 
sense of freedom and leaves enduring memories. The Sokolovac plateau dominates the view of Gospodjin 
Vir gorge, rising to a height of 625 m. At the top are broad meadows ringed by deciduous forest and 
covered with flowers in spring. The geological formations of Greben have earned it the reputation of being 
the most beautiful hill in the Balkans despite its modest height of 119 metres. For the more adventurous, 
the view from the 358-metre peak of Kovilovo, the “roof of the world”, extends down the 25 km-long 
Donjomilanovacka valley from Greben to Golubinje. Trips to the top of Ploce (355 m), Veliki Strbac (768 m) 
and Mali Strbac (626 m) give strong impressions of the awesome power of nature at work in the Djerdap 
Gorge. The gateway to the Djerdap region is Baba Kaj rock, 132 kilometres downstream from Belgrade, 
near Golubac Fortress. For centuries, it has served as an inspiration for poets and painters, as well as a 
beacon for tired boatmen. 

 https://npdjerdap.rs/en/
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The Danube Water Ghost

The Danube water ghost is a figure from Serbian folk mythology. He is imagined as a dwarf with a long 
nose, a beard reaching to his waist, goat’s legs, and horns and goat ears on his head. 

He wears a conical hat. He is evil, a menace to people. The Danube is believed to have ninety-nine of 
these ghosts plus their leader who carries a drum to call his company together. If any of them displeased 
him, he catches them by the tail with his whip and drowns them. The water ghosts call their victims 
by name and order them to come to the Danube. Then they wrap a whip around their legs or neck and 
chain them to the river bed. An old way of finding somebody who had drowned was to put candles and 
a coin into an unsalted cake. 

Then a naked woman would unwind her hair, step into the water between midnight and the first 
roosters, release the cake with its burning candles into the water and plead to the devil to release the 
drowned person. 

A Danube ghost only has power in the water. When a man crosses himself, the ghost disappears. It was 
said in the past that there were women who extracted the ghosts from the Danube. They walked into 
the water with disheveled hair and naked except for some light cloth to save their modesty and chanted 
the Bajanje charm. Some women were said to give themselves to the ghosts and thus acquire power 
over them. These women were then able to bring their husbands success in fishing. 

Fishermen, to avoid falling into the hands of the devil, would not sleep beside their tackle at night, so 
that the ghosts would not find them. There is a saying, “not even the devil knows where the fishermen 
sleep.”
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Iron Gates Nature Park 

Through the Iron Gate Nature Park, the Danube spectacularly separates the Carpathian and Balkan 
mountain. It represents a vivid picture of the power conflict between water and rocks so that water can 
create its path. Magnificent high cliffs and jagged rocks surround the riverbed, covered with dense forests 
as the water swirls its way and forces itself from the rock, further creating one of the most beautiful natural 
scenery, whose beauty and power should be experienced live. This unusual and powerful metaphor of 
the name Iron Gates evokes a mighty cliff that lets the Danube flow as far as its gates allow. Until a few 
decades ago, the Danube flowed violently into this fissure, and vortex of water and cliffs posed obstruction 
for navigation. The power of the Danube was restrained in 1972 by the construction of a large dam, and 
it now flows into a calm, artificial lake. When the Danube pass through the Iron Gate, part of this mighty 
river quietly flows into a valley that gradually widens more and more and turns into a swamp, and the rest 
of Danube continues its course calmly. In this part of its course, The Danube creates a panorama that is 
masterfully stunning and unique because it was created by the powerful forces of nature.

Iron Gates Nature Park is home to many rivers and wetland birds that either live in the park or migrate 
here during mild winters. For animals, the Danube is a particularly important corridor; a life-giving vein. 
Beautiful butterflies like Old world swallowtail (Papilio machaon) are often seen in flight and on flowers 
while feeding or sunbathing. Romanian side of the Iron Gates is full of wild life, we can find lynx (Lynx lynx), 
brown bears (Ursus arctos), various other large mammals, as well as birds that we can see in the neighboring 
area on the Serbian side. In nature protected areas, such like this, that are so close, it becomes obvious 
that nature knows no state borders. Climatic, pedological, petrographic, geomorphological conditions and 
the powerful influence of the Danube on them, together with the social context, have created unique 
places that have preserved the characteristics of specific habitats over the centuries. Numerous caves 
are sunk into the majestic rock walls, and one of the largest is the Ponicova Cave located near the town 
of Dubovo and connected by a series of passages to the main road. The huge carvings of Decebalus, the 
Romanian national hero and the last king of the Dacians on the rock above the mighty Danube add a 
powerful historical note to this whole natural phenomenon.

 www.pnportiledefier.ro
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Dragon slaying hero
The hero slaying the dragon is one of the few myths that have survived for thousands of years in almost every 
culture, and one of the famous Romanians is in the Romanian Song of Iovan Iorgovan. The motif of the 
dragon fight is found in the folklore of countries surrounding Romania, of special interest being the areas 
south of the Danube, with which the Romanians have more customs in common.

Once upon a time, there was an emperor who had a son who suffered from a disease that could not be healed. 
He even called the witches but seeing there was no cure they told the king to give his son a horse, food and 
money and let him go into the world. So, the prince left, and after crossing the Danube, he reached the Cerna 
Valley and came to a village where a local elder man told him that there was a magic spring nearby, and if 
he bathed in it he would get healed. For three weeks, he bathed himself every day in that spring’s healing 
waters. At the same time every morning, a snake also bathed itself in that spring, and as time passed by, the 
prince was not only healed but according to legend, acquired superhuman strength. But the snake also grew 
enormously, turning into a three-headed dragon. Prince who was now healthy and super strong, decided to 
kill the dragon, so they battled all along the river Cerna valley, and the prince cut off the dragon’s head one 
by one until he finally killed him in the Danube gorge. And the dragon disappeared into a cave near Orsova. 
Since then, flies and mosquitoes have come out of this cave.

Iovan Iorgovan seems to be a character who is very similar in some ways to Hercules. And also, dragons 
are mythical characters having the form of an enormously large snake with one or more heads, spitting fire 
through their mouths, with many tongues and sharp fangs, and sometimes, a set of bat-like wings.
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Persina Nature Park

In the provinces of Pleven and Velico Tarnovo in central northern Bulgaria, an immense ecological treasure 
is protected on the 22,000 hectares of Persina Nature Park – the only nature park on the Bulgarian stretch 
of the Danube, and a NATURA 2000 site under the Habitat and Bird Directives.

To protect the Park’s riverine forest and inland marsh ecosystems, several separate conservation areas 
have been marked out, including many Danube islands. The largest island, Persin (or Belene), boasts four 
freshwater marshes. These had previously been cut off from the river and drained, resulting in catastrophic 
consequences for the flora and fauna.

For a period of seven years, the internationally-funded Wetlands Restoration and Pollution Reduction 
project implemented by the Ministry of Environment and Water restored wetland on the island covering 
an area of approximately 7,000 hectares. In 2000, it was included in the Ramsar Convention and declared 
a wetland of international biodiversity importance.

Today the marshes on Persin Island are home to hundreds of species of plants and animals. Twelve of 
the diverse flora species in Persina Nature Park have international conservation status, and there are 
approximately 300 species of medicinal plants. The willow communities are extremely valuable. Rare 
and threatened plant species include white water lily (Nymphaea alba), yellow water lily (Nuphar lutea), 
waterclover (Marsilea quadrifolia), summer snowflake (Leucojum aestivum), yellow floating-heart 
(Nymphoides peltata) and water chestnut (Trapa natans). The Park’s mammalian life includes wild boar, 
European polecat, roe deer and the globally threatened European otter (Lutra lutra).

The greatest wealth of the Park, however, lies in its birds. There are more than 220 species, almost all 
with conservation status. The Belene Islands Complex supports breeding, feeding and resting habitats for 
more than 120 bird species, 62 of which are of European conservation concern. Persin Island’s marshes 
are home to many rare and threatened species of waterfowl, including Ferruginous Duck (Aythya nyroca), 
Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena), Black-necked Grebe (Podiceps nigricollis), Mute Swan (Cygnus 
olor) and Whiskered Tern (Chlidonias hybrid). Cormorants, egrets and spoonbills also nest in the vicinity.

Sand bars emerge between the islands at low water, providing resting places for Dalmatian Pelican, Graylag 
Goose, Great Cormorant and gulls. Of the thousands of white-fronted geese which gather in the region 
in winter, two species – Red-breasted Goose and Lesser White- fronted Goose – are globally threatened. 
Persina Nature Park is justly called a waterfowl paradise.

The White-tailed Eagle, one of Bulgaria’s rarest nesting birds, is one of the symbols of Persina Nature Park. 
Because it is highly sensitive to disturbance, human activity is severely restricted on the areas it haunts – 
the nature-reserve islands Kitka and Milka.

The architectural heritage of the area’s rich historic past include the first-century Roman castrum of 
Dimum in town of Belene, a rock-hewn church from the tenth century near the town of Nikopol, the 
fortress of King Shishman on Kaleto Hill, and the Church of Saints Peter and Paul from the period of the 
Second Bulgarian Kingdom.

In its headquarters in Belene the Persina Nature Park has a visitor centre, which provides information 
on the whole area. For visitors who would like to get close to nature, a series of resting places and 
birdwatching platforms have been built along the river, and there are places to camp all along riverbank. 
To take a rowing boat on to the river is to receive a refreshing charge of energy direct from nature.

 www.persina.bg
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The Legend of Persin

Once upon a time, a young shepherd called Belyo was watching nature’s colourful parade along the 
Danube. The briars and osier beds cut through the fog, and the wind blew through the hills.

Belyo put a wooden flute to his lips, and his breath became a melody. The wind took up the playful 
sounds and blew them through the reeds along the riverside. The magic of the song stopped at a loud 
noise. Belyo realised someone was in danger. A horse and cart were heading towards the abyss. He 
thought, “someone will be hurt”, and sprang to his feet. His brave and good heart told him what he had 
to do.

It was over in a moment. Belyo took threw himself at the cart and held it back from the edge. Then 
he saw who it was he had rescued. No less than the Turkish governor Mahay Bey and his daughter 
Persin. “Persin… that name sounds like a song,” thought Belyo. As he saw the girl’s face light up the 
night, something turned upside down in the young shepherd. He couldn’t take his eyes off Persin. 
“How beautiful you are,” he whispered. Persin shyly lowered her head and blushed. The two of them 
fell deeply in love.

With such a powerful father, of a foreign faith, this love was impossible. But Persin and the shepherd 
could not live without each other. Their pure love swept them away, and they threw themselves into the 
Danube, making their way to a big island where no-one could find them.

The light sank into the dark water as they swam, the deep shores were slowly 
erased, and overhanging branches of the willows threw odd shadows. The 
island loomed up and seemed to bear down on them. Persin was silent. The 
whole world for her was in this dark-haired shepherd, and her heart was filled 
with fear and warmth. As the wind swept around the island, it tore from the 
leaves a menacing whisper, as if the whole world was in a conspiracy against 
two young people’s love. On the island, Persin finally relaxed and snuggled up 
to her lover, her face shining with happiness. “How beautiful it is,” she said. 
The lovers embraced in silence and floated into a dream of a new world.

On learning his daughter had run off with the shepherd, the father was 
consumed with fury. The boy’s courageous act in saving his life quickly flew 
from his memory. Mahay Bey had other plans for his daughter. “I’ll kill him! 
He will be flayed alive!”

It did not take Mahay Bey’s servants long to find the lovers on the big island. 
Belyo and Persin were captured, but their love was stronger than anything. 
For Belyo, Persin was the light, he couldn’t live without her.

For Persin, Belyo was the whole world. The young shepherd has gone, the 
divine Persin has gone. There is only a story and the poetic name of an island, 
like a song, and as beautiful as Love.
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Rusenski Lom Nature Park

Rusenski Lom Nature Park lies in North Bulgaria 20 km from Ruse. It occupies 3,408 hectares of the canyon-
like valley of River Rusenski Lom, the last right tributary of the Danube. The people and traditions of the 
area have been connected with the Danube since Roman times. The Danube formed a border, and towns 
grew up near the river ports. The only rock monastery still used is to be found in the village of Basarbovo. 
Other sights are the rock- hewn church of Ivanovo, which has frescoes protected by UNESCO, and the 
medieval castle of Cherven, where the tourism season opens with a pageant of the local aristocrat’s court.

Villages throughout the park feature local stone architecture and maintain old customs and traditional 
food – milk, cheese and honey bearing the bouquet of wild plants. Rusenski Lom is a unique mosaic 
of landscapes: forests, pastures, wet meadows and agricultural fields, all landscapes with high natural 
value. On the largest scale are the deciduous forest ecosystems dominated by silver lime, elm, oriental 
hornbeam, and several species of oak. Old tree hollows shelter Tawny Owls, woodpeckers and Stock 
Doves. The Long-eared Owls, makes use of abandoned crows’ nests. With 172 protected bird species, the 
nature park is included in the list of Important Bird Areas and is a Natura 2000 site.

There are 16 species of orchids in the Park. The most interesting and rare is the Balkan Lizard Orchid. Its 
unique scent attracts flies which pollinate the species. Purple and monkey orchids, and large white and 
long-leafed helleborines are other species of the family found here. Of the 200 bird species found in the 
Park, the Egyptian Vulture – a sacred bird in ancient Egypt – is most severely threatened by extinction. It is 
a daytime bird of prey which winters in Africa, and Rusenski Lom is as far north as it spends the summer. 
According to traditional beliefs, Egyptian Vultures are monogamous – the pairs mate for life. They make 
their nest on an inaccessible rock and carry the construction material in their beaks, not in their claws like 
other birds of prey.

The Black Stork, an endangered species, is the chosen symbol of Rusenski Lom Nature Park. Elsewhere in 
Central Europe, and even in other places along the Danube, it nests in forests, but in this area it nests on 
the rocks. Parents take turns in taking care of their offspring.

According to traditional beliefs, this magical creature brings luck, health and wellbeing.

The Park’s latest visitor centre in Lomovete, near the village of Nisovo, has interactive displays that give 
a deep insight into the rich biodiversity of the area and its connection to the Danube. An ornithological 
route from the centre runs along the river of Mali

Lom, near cliffs where hollows carved out as monks’ cells have since been turned into nests by rock-
dwelling birds. The final point of this route is the Big Nisovo Monastery, hewn high in the cliff, and reached 
through the Via Ferrata and steps cut into the rock.

 www.lomea.org
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Lovers’ Towns

River Rusenski Lom has over the years carved out a picturesque canyon within vertical cliffs, more than 
120 metres high in some places. The caves, inhabited by monks between the twelfth and fourteenth 
centuries, are now the preserve of Black Stork, vultures, swallows and swifts. It is a secret place, full of 
energy, old memories and legends.

Hundreds of years ago, there was a town which lay on both sides of Danube at the mouth of Rusenski 
Lom. The plain was covered by forests and the rivers were full of fish. On the southern bank of the river 
there lived a beautiful maiden called Rusa. She had long hair light as straw, and her eyes were as blue 
as the sky and glittered like stars.

On the northern bank of the Danube lived Georghi – a strong, agile and brave lad. He was a skilled 
fisherman and hunter. These two young people were in love. They were happy and devoted to each 
other. They eagerly awaited the equinox, when they were going to be wed and start their own family and 
home beside the river. The spring, the sun, the beautiful flowers and the river – everything contributed 
to the harmony between these two young people. But then the barbarians came. The town was burned 
to the ground, and the few survivors left for good. Rusa and Georghi hid in a cave in the canyon of 
Rusenski Lom.

The long-haired barbarian chief had noticed Rusa while she was running from the town. He decided he 
had to have her. She would be his perfect trophy! The young people in love lay hidden deep in the cave 
and kept silent when barbarians passed near. The rocks kept them from fire and arrows.

Unable to find them, the furious barbarian chief 
punished all survivors in the area by dividing the people 
between the two banks of the river. He expected that 
no-one would give food and shelter to the couple.

But they survived because love always survives. And 
now two towns face each other across Danube – Ruse 
and Giurgiu. Rusenski Lom has sheltered love and 
happiness, history and nature.
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Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve 

The Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve lies in the historical region of Dobrogea in the South-Eastern part of 
Romania, close to Constanţa, Brăila and Galaţi cities. In 1990, the area became the only delta in the world 
to be entirely declared as a biosphere reserve. 

The objectives of the Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve’s management are to protect its biodiversity while 
promoting sustainable development of local communities in harmony with nature. The almost unspoiled 
natural landscape consists of a diverse mosaic of river branches, channels, lakes, reedbeds, sand dunes, 
oak forests with Mediterranean vegetation, and beaches. These natural treasures are the main attractions 
for visitors. 

The astonishingly diverse deltaic ecosystems host no less than 2,391 plant and 6,197 animal species. The 
bird populations of the delta are almost unsurpassed anywhere in the world. Many of the 370 recorded 
species nest in the area. 

There are 30 types of ecosystems in the Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve: 23 natural and 7 man-made. 
Flowing water (rheophilic) ecosystems consist of the Danube branches and the larger streams and 
channels, providing optimal conditions for worms and molluscs among many other animals, and for carp 
(Cyprinus carpio), zander (Lucioperca lucioperca), catfish (Silurus glanis), sturgeons and other migratory 
fish. There are standing water ecosystems, mainly lakes, which have rich submerged and floating flora 
that includes water chestnut (Trapa natans) and arrowhead (Sagittaria sagittifolia). Swamps and flood-
prone ecosystems, consisting of reeds and floating islets, are dominated by the common reed (Phragmites 
communis). The floating islets made of reed rhizomes, grass vegetation and organic and soil remains are a 
special feature of this ecosystem. 

Prominent protected species in the reserve include the yellow water-lily (Nuphar luteum), a 10-30 cm long 
perennial aquatic species, with a thick repent rhizome buried in the mud and a yellow flower. This is found 
in stagnant and slow-flowing waters near shores throughout Europe and Asia as far as Siberia. Another 
is sand bindweed (Convolvulus persicus), a white- perennial flower which grows on the sandy soils of the 
Black Sea shore. This vulnerable species is protected along the entire coastline. The beluga sturgeon (Huso 
huso) lives along the Black Sea coast and from the mouth of the Danube up to the Iron Gates. It is usually 
about 200-250 cm long and 100-150 kg in weight, but can reach a length of 6 m and weigh over 1,000 kg. 

The 25 villages distributed across the reserve area developed as their inhabitants adapted to local 
conditions. Nowadays, they preserve the traditions specific to the Romanian, Ukrainian and Russian-
Lipovan ethnic groups which are living in the region. Complementing its natural attractions, the Danube 
Delta has also many museums, archaeological sites (in the area between the Danube and the Dobrogea 
Plateau), and fine architectural heritage. 

Visitors of the Danube Delta are treated to a feast of natural sights, beautiful beaches and excellent fishing 
spots. There is also a warm welcome in the local villages which have their folk architecture, traditions 
and gastronomy. Special routes for tourism have been established within the reserve – 15 boat tours 
and 9 hiking trails. Some of the water routes start from the main gateway points to the reserve – Tulcea, 
Murighiol and Jurilovca – and others from points inside it – Chilia Veche, Crişan, Sulina and Sf. Gheorghe. 
Hiking trails start from Tulcea, Murighiol, Sulina, Sf. Gheorghe and Chilia Veche. Information for visitors 
are available in the centres run by the Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve Authority in Tulcea, Crişan, Sulina 
and Chilia Veche. 

 www.ddbra.ro
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LEGEND

The Otter Legend

Long time ago, in the days when many stories were told, there lived a king who had three daughters. 
The King of the Marsh sent one of them to the east to marry the King of the Sunrise and another one to 
the west to marry the King of the Sunset. Otter, his youngest daughter, spent all her time in the water 
and when the King of the Stone Land asked her to marry him, she ran away with Plaur, her lover, a 
fisherman. 

Consumed by anger, her father asked a witch to put a spell on her so that she would spend the rest of 
her life in the water, feeding on fish and having many children. So, the witch turned Princess Otter 
into an animal. Unable to imagine a life without his beloved, Plaur asked the witch to turn him into 
a floating island (the meaning of the word plaur). Otter made her shelter on the “plaur” (the floating 
islet) and they have been living happily ever since. 

This old story originates from the village of Murighiol in the Danube Delta and it was collected by the 
famous ethnographer Gheorghe Mihalcea. 
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Lower Prut Nature Reserve –  
trail side branch

The shortest route of the Danube flows through Moldova, which strongly influences its landscape. After 
the confluence of the Prut River downstream of Galaţi, the left bank of the Danube enters the Moldovan 
territory, and the river forms a 570-meter-long part of the natural border between Romania and Moldova, 
near the town of Giurgiuleşti. This unique place is one of the natural wonders of the Republic of Moldova. 
Geographically located in the very south of the country, it encompasses the lower reaches of the Prut 
River, which expands significantly into many tributaries and is a paradise for various species of birds, fish 
and plants. It covers part of the Prut River area, Lake Beleu and floodplain lakes. Full of life, this wetland is 
a mosaic of aquatic, meadow and forest ecosystems. This floodplain has preserved many natural original 
features despite human pressures nature still has the main word here and provides many animals with 
habitat or place for refreshment and rest, especially migratory birds.

In 1991, the 1,691-hectare area was declared a state reserve under a strict level of protection and nominated 
as the first Ramsar site of Moldova. In 2003, an area of 8,247 ha in Romania was declared a Nature Park 
(Lower Prut Nature Park), just across the most important wetlands in Moldova - the Prutul de Jos Nature 
Reserve. Romania and Moldova have a common intention to ensure the long-term sustainability of this 
unique natural floodplain. The key actors are the managers of the existing protected areas in Romania 
(Lower Prut Nature Park Administration and Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve Administration) and in 
Moldova (“Prutul de Jos” Nature Reserve Administration), the National Forest Administration (RomSilva 
and MoldSilva), NGOs and local communities.

The Lower Prut Biosphere Reserve is the entrance to the Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve. It is on a travel 
route for more than a hundred species of birds and is a nesting, resting and wintering place for many 
migratory birds. It is home to 225 bird species; 41 species of mammals; and 314 plant species. Many of 
them are in the Red Book of Moldova as an endangered species. As environmental awareness grew, so has 
an awareness of the importance of this unique, and irreplaceable place that is an irreplaceable home to 
many animals and plants.

 www.moldsilva.gov.md
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LEGEND

Prut and Hoverla

Once upon a time lived a young boy whose name was Prut. He was very hardworking, and one evening 
he decided to stay overnight in the mountains. He laid beneath a big pine tree and slept underneath it. 
In his dream, a very beautiful girl, all in green, came to him, stroked his hair and sang a song. The boy 
stretched towards her hand but she disappeared right away, he woke up and no one was around, but 
he noticed a green ribbon on a branch. He couldn’t stop thinking about her and decided to find her, so 
he lay under the same pine tree the next evening but he didn’t sleep. As night fell he saw that girl who 
went straight to the place where Prut hid, so Prut jumped and hugged her, and she smiled and said 
her name is Hoverla. After that night Prut was rarely seen in the village, he spent all of his time in the 
mountains. They fell in love.

Hoverla was a daughter of the mountain king, and she could not come down from the mountains 
among people, and once her father found out about her love for a boy, he cursed her. She could not live 
any longer without her love and jumped down from a high cliff. That moment a terrible wind began to 
blow and destroyed everything in its path. When the sun appeared again, people saw that in place of 
a valley now appeared a big mountain. Prut desperately was looking for Hoverla, and when he heard 
her voice, he ran onto the mountain and never returned to people. Since then, a mountain river flows, 
laying a path between rocks. People named the river Prut and the mountain Hoverla.
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Donauauwald Neuburg-Ingolstadt

One of the most important floodplain forests in Germany ranges along the Danube in the middle of Bavaria, 
between the beautiful historic cities of Neuburg and Ingolstadt with their palaces and old buildings.

The constantly changing water levels – groundwater and floods – have shaped the riversides and the 
riparian forest of the floodplain landscape. This has built up natural habitats for many plants like spring 
snowflake (Leucojum vernum), yellow lady’s slipper (Cypripedium calceolus), autumn crocus (Colchicum 
autumnale) and pedunculate oak (Quercus robur). The animal life is also highly distinctive, with European 
beavers (Castor fiber), Red Kites (Milvus milvus), Collared Flycatchers (Ficedula albicollis) and stag 
beetles (Lucanus cervus). The spring snowflake, a threatened and dwindling species in Germany, finds an 
undisturbed haven in Donauauwald Neuburg-Ingolstadt.

The conservation project “Dynamisation of the Danube floodplain between Neuburg and Ingolstadt” aims 
to protect and rebuild some parts of the area. One crucial scheme has been the re-introduction of the 
beaver, a natural landscaper which brings new diversity to the enviroment. The Gerolfinger Eichenwald 
(Oak Forest) has a very special function, linking diverse habitats – humid and dry, fertile and less so, open 
and wooded.

A striking feature in the breakthrough valley of the Danube west of Neuburg is the Finkenstein Rock, a 
Jurassic formation towering 50 metres above the north bank. It has been protected as a place of botanical 
interest since the beginning of the twentieth century.

The Bavarian feather grass (Stipapulcherrima subsp. bavarica) is a plant unique to the Finkenstein area. 
Klenzepark, which connects the historical city with the Danube, was created for the Ingolstadt Garden 
Festival in 1992 and is now a fine recreational area. The biggest winter swimming festival in Europe takes 
place in Neuburg on the last Saturday in January every year: brave people swim four kilometres in the very 
cold Danube.

The Aueninformationszentrum (Danube Information Centre) in the historical hunting lodge of Grünau 
near Neuburg was opened in April 2009. Its exhibition vividly presents the riparian zones and their special 
habitats, how they developed, and their importance for flood and nature protection. This is complemented 
by the Donaupavillon beside the Ingolstadt barrage. It has constantly-changing exhibitions on Danube-
related themes. Connecting the information centres is the Donauradwanderweg, a bike trail along the 
Danube which offers direct experience of a unique and diverse natural environment: the floodplain forest 
between Neuburg and Ingolstadt.

There are also plans to build a new Danube museum of European 
scope near the New Castle in Ingolstadt. Its exhibition will cover 
the whole of the Danube from source to outflow.

 www.donauauen.de
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LEGEND

The Devil and the Ferryman

From 1285 a ferry used to carry people, mainly local farmers, between Gerolfing and Weichering. One 
moonlit night Mr Fischer the ferryman heard a voice calling him over to the other side of the Danube. 
He crossed over and picked up his passenger, and they set off towards the other bank. As they reached 
the middle of the river, the boat started to slow down.

In the glimmering light, the ferryman saw the man in the boat had a goatee beard. It was the devil 
himself! In his distress the ferryman started to pray. All of a sudden, the devil vanished and the ferry 
floated on its own to the other side.

A true tale of nature by the Danube

Siegfried Geißler, project manager at Danubeparks, tells the story of taking a class of nine- year-olds 
to study the Danube floodplain: “It was a very sunny morning, perfect weather for a field trip. After 
watching the beaver working on its dam to keep the water level up and then crawling through the dense 
jungle of the floodplain forest, we suddenly found ourselves in the middle of grassland surrounded 
by hundreds of flowering orchids. Suddenly, the sun disappeared behind thick thunderclouds. Heavy 
winds started to blow and lightning flashes hit the ground all around us. There was nowhere to hide. 
Since we would have been in greater danger from the lightning among the big trees of the forest, I 
decided to stay on the grassland.

To hide my own fear from the children, I 
kept on explaining about the beauty and 
richness of nature around us. After a while, 
the storm subsided. Nobody was hurt, and 
we went on our way. But I retain a lasting 
impression of all the children kneeling on 
the meadow, listening to my explanations 
with lightning all around us, and no fear 
in their eyes.”
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Narrow valley of the Danube in  
Passau district

Before the Danube leaves Germany after about 600 km in the direction of Austria, it flows through an 
impressive breakthrough valley. This remarkable valley, located in the district of Passau, is one of the most 
beautiful river landscapes in Central Europe.

The slopes of the Danube, the so-called Donauleiten, can justifiably be described as one of the most 
species-rich regions in Germany. Due to the heterogeneous structure of the slopes, a small-scale mosaic of 
steep and dry slope forests and damp and cool canyon forests can be found. In addition, there are special 
sites such as exposed rock heads and vegetation-free blockfields. Due to the function of the Danube and 
its tributaries as migration corridors, species from the Alps, the low mountain ranges, eastern prairie areas 
and the Mediterranean region can also be found here. Of particular importance for Germany is the high 
diversity of reptiles. Among them are species such as the Aesculapian snake or the Eastern green lizard, 
which are common in southern and southeastern Europe but extremely rare in Germany. Many other 
species, especially warmth-loving ones, also find a home on the slopes. And in the context of climate 
change, new species are migrating from southern Europe more and more. The Danube itself is also home 
to countless fish species, among them some rare ones. One of these is the only reproducing population of 
the Danube sturgeon in Germany. Last but not least, the islands of the Danube are also important habitats. 
To respond to the need for protection of the high-quality landscape, various efforts have been made to 
protect the slopes. In addition, a cooperation agreement was signed in 2018 to protect the “Danube 
Canyons” along the Danube, which differ from the floodplains due to their location and specific habitats. 
In addition, the area is managed by an environmental station and a ranger.

The Danube also played an important role for man in the settlement and political development of Central 
and Southeastern Europe. The numerous castles and fortresses bear witness to this period. As a trading 
route for numerous goods, including salt, the Danube was of enormous importance. Passau, the center of 
the Danube valley, benefited a lot from the trade of that time. Nowadays, the beautiful landscape and the 
idyllic location of the Danube Valley invite you to go hiking and biking. For example, you can take a relaxing 
hike to explore the special aspects of the region and enjoy the impressive views.

 www.landkreis-passau.de
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LEGEND

The legendary Jochenstein

Between Passau and Jochenstein, there are five shallows, of which the last and longest is the Jochenstein 
rock. In the past, rafts were difficult to steer, and many sank there. However, it was not the helmsman or 
his skills to blame. It was the mermaid Isa, who had her palace inside the Jochenstein. Gold, colourful 
shells and pearls dress their chambers magnificently. At night, when the water level is low, the glow 
even reaches the surface of the water.

Once a year, Isa emerged from the floods of the Danube. Curiosity drove her from her fabulously 
beautiful dwelling into the realm of humans. On moonlit summer nights, when a glow surrounded the 
Jochenstein, Isa looked down into the Danube valley from the highest pinnacle of her castle. Anyone 
who looked for her could only discover her on the Jochenstein on one night of the entire summer. 
However, the sight was the undoing of anyone curious.

Spellbound and infatuated by her beauty, the foolish man had to row to the Jochenstein night after 
night. Only after a year did she show herself to the seeker again. That once happened to the young 
fisherman, villagers observed his strange behaviour for a long time. He was always quiet and withdrawn 
and avoided all company. Every night, the stream drew him to its shores. One warm summer night, the 
moon stood silvery in the sky. A deep silence fell over the valley figure ran nimbly through the dew-
damp meadows to the shore. It was the young fisherman. After a few powerful strokes of the oars, he 
was rocking in his boat out in the stream. Now he let the oars hang, and the current carried him leisurely 
towards the Jochenstein. He kept 
staring at the rock. There, wrapped 
in enchanting light, beautiful Isa 
waited for the fisherman. He hardly 
dared to look at her, so radiantly 
beautiful was the mermaid. This 
time Isa looked at him with pleasure. 
She bent down to him, held out her 
hand and led him onto the rock. The 
fisherman followed her, beaming 
with happiness. A gate in the rock 
wall opened and revealed the way to 
the palace. In the morning, an empty 
boat drifted down the Danube. The 
village searched in vain for the young 
fisherman - he remained missing 
forever.
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Donau-Auen National Park

Land am Strome (Land on the River): the first lines of the Austrian national anthem celebrate the Danube, 
the river that has so mightily influenced the history and culture of the region.

The influence is especially palpable in Vienna and Lower Austria, among last surviving stretches of a 
riverine landscape once widespread in Central Europe. These are the protected wetlands of the Donau-
Auen National Park.

In part this riverine landscape owes its continuing existence to the thrill of the chase: in past centuries, the 
Danube wetlands were favoured hunting grounds for the royals in Vienna. Of course, the region has been 
significantly altered – through major river regulation projects, fisheries, forestry and agriculture, flood 
protection and shipping. Yet despite these interventions, the fundamental character of the landscape has 
remained intact, and the area includes the last free-flowing stretches of the Upper Danube. The Donau-
Auen National Park was founded in 1996, after the abandonment of a huge hydroelectric project near 
Hainburg.

Being right in the heart of the “Centrope” project region, close to Vienna and Bratislava, has presented 
both challenges and opportunities. The Danube, the lifeline of the National Park, flows freely for nearly 
36 kilometres. The force of its waters, whose level can differ by as much as seven metres, is continually 
re-shaping the riverine landscape. This keeps nature in a constant state of flux, undisturbed by human 
intervention except where absolutely necessary. The grounds of the National Park are not used for any 
commercial purposes.

The Park is a treasure trove of rare natural habitats, from shallow gravelly waters to steep river banks, 
mature riparian forests to broad wetland meadows. Each habitat shelters a multitude of species: over 800 
vascular plants; 30 mammalian, 100 bird, 60 fish, eight reptilian and 13 amphibian species; and a huge 
number of insects and invertebrates.

Endangered species enjoying special protection include the kingfisher, White-tailed Eagle, Little Ringed 
Plover, mudminnow and European pond turtle. Botanical highlights include the black poplar, many types 
of orchid, and the wild grape, rare ancestor of the common grape vine.

Conservation in Donau-Auen National Park means more than just preservation and protection: the aim 
is to improve the overall environmental state of the region. In order to protect the wetlands in the long 
term, it is necessary to encourage a natural dynamic and allow the Danube to shape its own surroundings. 
This involves reconnecting side arms to the main current, removing hard banks and adapting existing 
hydraulic structures. This will allow new forms of wetland landscapes to emerge, benefiting the flora and 
fauna native to these habitats. Protecting natural processes also protects species. The effectiveness of the 
national park’s strategy has attracted much international attention.

You only treasure the things you know. That is why it is so important to directly experience the Donau-
Auen National Park and its conservation activity. The Park’s rangers lead hikes and boat tours, and there 
are workshops, events, school programmes and educational project weeks at National Park Camps. The 
Schloss ORTH National Park Centre and the wien- lob AU National Park House are popular destinations for 
day visitors and provide information, booking services and multimedia presentations.

 www.donauauen.at
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LEGEND

River Urchins
Josef Steiner grew up in the 1950s near what is now the Donau-Auen National Park. He has many 
stories about what life was like then.
“There weren’t as many hydroelectric dams on the Danube back then, and the ice jams stretched almost 
all the way up to Vienna. The river still had some of her original power, despite all the embankments 
and dykes. When I was a child, people still talked about the extremely cold winter of 1928 to ‘29, when 
the Austrian Danube froze completely, from the Wachau valley to Hainburg. The ice was as thick as 50 
cm, and you could even cross the Danube on foot!
For us kids, the Danube and its floodplains were the best playground we could imagine. After the 
war, the shores were full of shipwrecks, like the sugar barge at Haslau, which was looted by the local 
population – everyone finally had sugar again!
We watched every boat that landed in the area. Once, just before Christmas, a boat arrived with what 
seemed to us to be a very poor family. We wanted to give them a present, but didn’t have any money for 
one. So we sneaked into somebody’s garden, cut down a spruce, and the poor family on the boat got a 
Christmas tree.
We often went fishing on the Danube and its side arms, and explored all the old hulks. Sometimes 
Russian soldiers also came down to the Danube to fish. They used explosives instead of nets or rods! 
After each detonation, the fish would float up to the surface and the soldiers would jump into the water 
to catch them, put them into a wooden barrel, and then load it on to a lorry. The soldiers were happy 
with their catch and they gave us bread when they left. But they only got the small fish; the big ones 
came up to the surface later. So not only did the soldiers provide us with bread, they provided us with 
pike-perch and pike, too!
Traditional fishing was a completely different thing, though. For centuries the Danube had been a 
major source of income. In the flowing waters of the current, a large net – what the locals call a “Segen” 
– was cast into the water from a flat-bottomed boat, then the net would be pulled to shore by hand. We 
fished from river banks using these flat-bottomed boats along with the square nets that were tied to 
flexible poles on the banks. In still waters, like in the backwaters of the river, we used gillnets set upright 
to section off the body of water on both sides. To catch the fish we then 
cast out the big seine, which had to be pulled in by hand.
The number of fish species has been reduced by more than a third in the 
last century due to the effects of human intervention, for example the 
damming and straightening of the river. This meant that by the 1950s, 
the days of professional fishing in Austria were over.
The same thing happened with the ferry crossing service, which used to 
be extremely important. If you think about it, my hometown of Haslau 
only exists because a ferry crossing from here to Orth on the Danube 
was established in the Middle Ages. But as cars and trains became 
increasinglyimportant, the ferry became less so. In 1962, the service was 
discontinued altogether. So it is quite nice that the ferry resumed for 
pedestrians and cyclists in 1995 – we are connected once again!”
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Dunajské luhy Protected  
Landscape Area 

The Dunajské luhy Protected Landscape Area in Slovakia comprises five separate areas covering a total of 
more than 12,000 hectares.

They are spread along a natural levee beside the Danube near the Austrian and Hungarian borders. This 
section of the Danube is one of Europe’s largest inland river deltas. It has floodplain forests, forest steppes, 
meandering river side arms and lowland meadows, and on its several river islands there are nesting 
colonies of hundreds and even thousands of birds.

The most precious nesting bird species are Black Stork, White-tailed Eagle, Black Kite and Black Woodpecker. 
The river-branch system is an important migration corridor and wintering place for waterfowl. It is also 
home to an important small terrestrial mammal, a relict subspecies of the root vole. The “Danube forest 
steppe” areas preserve dry grassland plant communities which harbour endangered species such as the 
autumn lady’s tresses orchid. The varying water tables and flood-water levels of the area have given rise 
to a mosaic of softwood and hardwood forests.

Devínska Kobyla National Nature Reserve lies on the very first hills of Carpathians, on an area near Bratislava 
that spans the Slovakia-Austria border. Huge rocks embedded with fossilised scallops and shark’s teeth are 
among its many geological and paleontological features, and the reserve boasts more than 1700 higher 
plant species on an area of only 100 hectares.

Since Dunajské luhy Protected Landscape Area starts within the boundaries of Bratislava, it attracts many 
inhabitants of the capital city as well as large numbers of foreign visitors. A cycling route along the Danube 
between the villages of Dobrohošť and Sap takes in some of the most fascinating parts of the area. On 
the river itself and its side arms, there are places for canoeing, kayaking, swimming and fishing. A walk 
through the sights of the Devínska Kobyla reserve ends in the Devín district, where the castle ruins offer 
a breathtaking view over the confluence of two rivers – the March and the Danube. Under the castle, you 
can finish the day with a good dinner accompanied by a glass of the local currant wine.

One of the last large remaining Danube islands in Slovakia – Veľkolélsky Island near Komárno – combines 
land preserved in a pristine natural state with traditional sustainable farming. A walk here takes you 
through floodplain forest and wet meadows, and along the sand and gravel beaches beside the Danube. All 
along your way, signs keep you informed about the different natural habitats and points of interest. Cows, 
sheep, goats and horses graze on the traditional open grassland, Sand Martins nest on the river banks, 
European water chestnut covers some of the backwaters, the forest has oak trees that are several hundred 
years old, and a separate nature reserve protects a dense area of ancient natural forest. The whole island 
is a birdwatcher’s paradise. Everybody can see the great flocks of grey herons and cormorants, and more 
patient visitors are rewarded by sightings of Little-ringed Plovers and White-tailed Eagles circling overhead. 
Alternatively, you can see the island on horseback or take to the water in a canoe, or even try your hand at 
gold washing. During the season, qualified guides from BROZ (the Slovak NGO which manages the island) 
lead groups through the most interesting points and reveal the secrets of nature on the island.

 www.broz.sk
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LEGEND

Catching Napoleon

In the early nineteenth century, as Napoleon and his army approached Bratislava, the people there 
decided to stop him, and to stop the war. A wily fisherman called Matej made a plan. He knew that before 
any attack, but after the scouts have spied out the area, a general always comes to look at the battlefield. 
So Matej and his friends prepared a net among the trees at the place with best view of Bratislava. And 
theFrench soldiers duly came. Of course the first of them were just spies. It was Napoleon they were 
interested in. Then came a group of four soldiers. They were an easy target, and all of them ended up in 
the net. But there was a surprise for Matej.

One of the soldiers said, “You’re looking for Napoleon? He’s not with us, he was here before!” They had 
been so close to catching Napoleon and just let him go! Nevertheless, they decided to make a memorial 
of the event, and carved a big letter “N” on the rock that Napoleon had stood on to observe Bratislava. 
You can still see it today if you go for a walk along the Danube.
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Záhorie Protected Landscape Area

The Záhorie region is located in the west of Slovakia, along the border with Austria and the Czech Republic, 
between the Morava River in the west and the Lesser Carpathians in the east. The name Záhorie was first 
mentioned in the 17th century, meaning “Land behind the mountains”. Although not an administrative 
region, it is one of 21 official tourist regions in Slovakia. It is a region that primarily attracts fans of extreme 
sports, as it provides numerous conditions for cycling and hiking. In the middle of the district is Záhorská 
nížina, a plain that is mainly wooded because the soil is not suitable for agriculture. In addition to the 
wooded landscape, the region is enriched by numerous rivers and lakes, and almost every village has a 
dam or lake. 

The Záhorie Protected Landscape Area was the first declared lowland protected landscape area in Slovakia. 
It consists of two parts, western and northeastern, and covers an area of   27522ha. The northeastern 
landscape was shaped by winds, carrying sand created by crescent-shaped sand embankments and 
dunes. The temperature contrast between cold depressions between dunes and heated sand deposits is 
conducive to mountain species but also species typical of dry and warm habitats. Thus, this area abounds 
with lots of ants and insects that are the basis of the diet of predators such as Nightjars (Caprimulgus) and 
bats (Chiroptera) that find their habitat in dense pine forests. The region is the most valuable breeding site 
for European Nithjar (Caprimulgus europaeus) and Red Kite (Milvus milvus), as well as Black Kite (Milvus 
migrans) in Slovakia. 

The western part of the protected area, created by the action of the river Morava, consists of extensive 
coastal and floodplains and is covered with moist grasslands with abundant flowering. It is also the largest 
temporarily flooded wet meadow in Slovakia, inhabited by mollusc, amphibians, crustaceans and many 
species of waterfowl, and in the spring it is coloured with light blue flowers of Clematis integrifolia. The 
so-called protective face of this landscape area is the European beaver (Castor fiber), which expanded 
into the area in recent years when it was brought back from Austria in the 1980s and decorated the 
shores of flooded forests with its experiential craft. The uneven borders of woods and meadows are 
densely intertwined, with a network of old branches, river lakes and seasonal wetlands. These three main 
elements of the landscape structure create a diverse and dynamic environment suitable for a wide range 
of plant and animal species. Due to its geographical position and the diversity it offers, Záhorie is rightfully 
included in a protected landscape area, which should improve society’s attitude towards nature, better 
management and preservation of these unique natural resources.

 www.sopsr.sk
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LEGEND

Burning and drowning of Morena / Marzanna 

Morena or Marzanna is the incarnation of the old Baltic and Slavic goddess of winter, plague and death. 
She is associated with the death of both humans and their cattle by starvation and freezing. Her arrival 
was always expected with fear, while the arrival of the Spring season was always celebrated. Morena or 
Marzanna can be compared to the Greek Goddess Hecate or the Roman Goddess Ceres.

Morana starts her deadly reign with the winter solstice, roughly December 21st, during her time, 
nothing will grow in the frozen fields. Morana is the daughter of Lada, goddess of health and fertility, 
and Svarog, god of celestial fire. In some interpretation of the myth, she is daughter of Mokosh, earth 
goddess, and Perun, thunder god. 

Fearing her icy grasp, the best way for superstitious Slavs to protect themselves is to partake in an 
old-fashioned witch-burning, followed by drowning, to make the fallowness of winter finally leave the 
fields so Vesna, the goddess of spring, can return. So, once upon the medieval times (or maybe even 
nowadays), the rite involved making a Morena effigy out of straw, which was then wrapped in linen 
and beautified with ribbons and beads. On the afternoon of March 21st (the first day of spring), young 
children would play with the idol, parading it around and dunking it in every blige and water barrel 
or river in the village. At dusk the villagers would gather at the riverbank, setting the effigy ablaze and 
tossing it into the water, cheering as the blazing wretch disappeared downstream. After the flames are 
extinguished by drowning, the tradition is to remove the ‘corpse’ from the water and parade it back 
through the village. Post-drowning Morena is usually carried by girls, who walk from house to house, 
dancing and singing and, in some instances, collecting donations for the church or other charity.

Today this symbolic folk custom survives, as many children in kindergarten and primary school still 
participate in the annual creation of a Morena / Marzanna doll. Today these dolls are usually made 
out of old clothes and rags, sticks and straw, ranging in size from small puppets to life-sized dummies.
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Fertö-Hanság National Park

The Fertő-Hanság National Park Directorate, set up in 1991, is responsible for the management of the 
national park and other protected areas of national importance in Győr- Moson-Sopron county, including 
the landscape protection areas of Pannonhalma, Szigetköz and Sopron. In Szigetköz the main priority is to 
protect the floodplain ecosystem of the Danube, while the Sopron Landscape

Protection Area has pre-alpine habitats of special interest. The Directorate is also responsible for the 
conservation of smaller nature reserves, some protected parks, botanic gardens, marshes and saline 
grasslands.

The Szigetköz region covers 375 square kilometres between the Old Danube and the Mosoni Danube, 97 
of which belong to the landscape protection area.

At the end of the Tertiary period, the Pannonian Inland Sea, which occupied the Kisalföld area of Hungary, 
started to drain and gave way to a system of freshwater lakes. The rivers flowed into the basin from the 
Alps and the Carpathians, filling it further with their alluvial deposits. Where plants succeeded in colonising 
the banks of sediment, islands built up which divided the river into branches. These barriers that the river 
had created forced the river to create new channels, thus establishing a complicated network of streams 
which divide and then reunite. The evolution of the Szigetköz flora has been largely determined by water 
of the Danube, and this process still continues. Typical trees of the floodplain are bay willow and purple 
willow. Hollowroot and snowdrop abound in many places. Further away from the surface water and the 
water table, oak-ash-elm forests dominated on the higher elevations. These characteristic communities 
can be found today along the Mosoni Danube. A protected plant of the softwood forests is the summer 
snowflake.

Szigetköz was traditionally an important nursery area for the fish of the Danube. The main species today 
are brown trout, originally a fish of the clear mountain streams, and the European weatherfish, a protected 
species of the marshes. Almost all native amphibian species are present in the Szigetköz. Rana esculenta, 
fire-bellied toad and agile frog are all common. Typical protected butterflies of the area are the Dusky 
Large Blue and the Scarce Large Blue on the marshes, the Purple Emperor in the willow-poplar forests, and 
the elm moth Dicranura ulmi in the hardwood forests. There are estimated to be 230 bird species in the 
area. The herons are the most visible, and the strictly protected species breeding here include the Great 
White Egret, Black Kite, Night Heron and Black Stork. The White-tailed Eagle has re-established itself as 
a breeding species in recent years, and it was here that the beaver, which died out a hundred years ago, 
made its first natural return to Hungary in 1991.

 www.ferto-hansag.hu
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LEGEND

The Legend of Szigetköz
Once upon a time, there was a lake so big that nobody knew where its other shore was or where it was 
deepest, but one thing was for sure: it had a lot of fish. The fishermen in the little village beside it were 
happy. But early one morning, they pulled out their net and found it cut to pieces.

As they sat bewildered in the boat, the water beside them started swirling, roaring and rushing, and the 
head of a terrible monster rose out of the turbulent water, and said:

“Men, now you know how strong I am! I will cut you to pieces like your net unless you give me the most 
beautiful of your daughters!”

The fishermen rowed home in silence, heads bowed. Everybody thought their own daughter was the most 
beautiful, but nobody wanted to give her up. So they decided to never again to even look at the lake. They 
resolved to go into the forest and pick berries, roots and mushrooms.

And so they did, even though every day they talked of nothing but fish: the taste of fried bream, catfish 
stew, sliced pike-perch, pike, and tenderer-than-veal boneless sturgeon. One day, they were making their 
way with home with baskets full of mushrooms, they found a poor, worn-out journeyman who had been 
beaten and abandoned, unable even to speak.

They took pity on him, carried him home and tended his wounds. Hardly a week passed before he stood 
up, put on his patched-up clothes and said:

“Now, good men, one good deed deserves another. Make a wish!”

They looked at him in disbelief, but when he insisted, they told him of the 
monster in the lake and his demands. Next morning the whole village followed 
him down to the lake at dawn. There he reached deep into his pocket and took 
out a crystal, which he held out to the rising sun. On the other side, a glowing 
beam of light shimmered on the water. The water started to hiss and steam, and 
the surface to swirl and rush. The monster stuck out his head and swam to the 
shore in a fury.

The young man turned the beam to burn through the heart of the monster, 
who collapsed and died at the water’s edge. The water gradually calmed, and 
the stunned villagers watched as the young man left without a word. But when 
they turned back, the lake had gone, and in its place there was a bottomless 
swamp. They cried and lamented. Even the monster would be better than this! 
Then a little boy at his mother’s skirt noticed something glimmering in the west. 
He called out and soon everybody was staring open-mouthed as a stream, nay 
a river, of crystal-clear water meandered its way towards them with golden-
haired fairies swimming to and fro. The currents followed them, and when they 
met, shoals and islands emerged one after the other. Three hundred islands 
with fine green woods growing on them. The fishermen called this wonderful 
world of water Szigetköz, “among the islands”, and their grandchildren have 
been living there happily ever since.
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Duna-Ipoly National Park

The Duna-Ipoly National Park was established in 1997. It is distributed across several sites over an area of 
northern Hungary from the Slovakian border to the outskirts of Budapest. 

This includes the diverse countryside of the Pilis, Visegrád and Börzsöny Hills, undisturbed sections of the 
Ipoly Valley and parts of Szentendre Island. The limestone and dolomite Pilis Hills stretch from Esztergom 
to Budapest. The volcanic hills were split into the Visegrád and High Börzsöny ranges by a valley carved out 
during the last ice age, leaving what is now the scenic Danube Bend. 

The national park is part of the Natura 2000 network. Pilis is listed as a Biosphere Reserve under UNESCO’s 
MAB programme, and the Ipoly Valley is a Ramsar area, one of the white waters of international importance. 
The Duna-Ipoly National Park is also a member of the Network of Protected Areas in the Carpathians. 

The Hungarian iris (Iris variegata) is the emblem of the Pilis Biosphere Reserve. The Hungarian ferula 
(Ferula sadleriana) grows in very few other areas of the Carpathian Basin. Its habitat is highland rock 
steppes and bush with southern exposure. 

The spectacular longhorn beetle (Rosalia alpina), which features in the National Park’s logo, is widespread 
in the older beech forests. As the area of old beech forest shrinks, its existence is threatened. The Börzsöny 
Hills have a thriving population of White-backed Woodpecker (Dendrocopos leucotos). Our highly 
protected carnivorous mammal is the lynx (Lynx lynx). It almost completely disappeared from the area 
in the beginning of the twentieth century, and there have only been occasional sightings in the Börzsöny 
area in the last ten years. It is an extremely wary carnivore and very sensitive to the disturbing presence 
of humans. 

Királyrét Forest School and Visitor Centre in Börzsöny stands at the starting point of countless hiking trails. 
The “Residents of Börzsöny” exhibition tells of the flora and fauna living here and of the human activities 
that have shaped the landscape. The Centre also arranges guided tours and provides accommodation. A 
walk along Királyrét Study Trail gives a fascinating introduction to the forest and lake habitats, and tells the 
story of the local narrow-gauge railway and the old iron mines. 

Sas Hill Nature Reserve in Budapest is a refuge for many valuable and endangered species of plants and 
animals. Its visitor centre has an interactive exhibition telling the history of the hill and the habits of the 
precious species living there. The terrace offers an outstanding panoramic view of Budapest. 

Canoe and cycling toors along the Danube Bend

Expert-guided canoe tours offer an insight to the wildlife of the banks of the Danube. The visitors can 
observe the Grey Heron catching fish; or how the Kingfisher flashes when hunting; and – with a little bit 
of luck – Black Storks, as well.

The wilderness of Pilis and Visegrádi mountains can be explored with e-bikes and the help of experienced 
guides. The national park also offers bike tours on Szentendre Island, which is an ideal choice with its 
wonderful natural surroundings, little traffic and helpful tourist services.

 www.dunaipoly.hu
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The Legend of the Water Man

Until not so long ago, an old local law prohibited swimming in the rivers between midday and one 
o’clock. That was when the Water Man lay in wait. 

The people of the Lower Ipoly and the villages of Szob, Zebegény and Nagymaros knew this well, but 
the Water Man could be crafty. About a hundred years ago, the judge of Szob was walking beside the 
Danube when he saw the Water Man rise out of a whirlpool, twiddling his moustache. The Water Man 
held out a wooden platter full of beautiful apples and pears, beckoning him into the water. But the 
judge knew the rule and stood firm. The infuriated Water Man, his gills twitching behind his human 
face, told the judge of Szob that he would have his soul and put it in a clay ewer sealed with cow gut. 

The judge had little time to tell his story. A week later he lay dead, his head in a puddle in the middle of 
Szob. The Water Man also sealed the souls of children in his clay ewer after luring them into the water 
with fruit on a wooden platter. 

There was many a dark evening when the Szob ferryman, answering a call from the far bank, rowed 
across the Danube only to find nobody there. As he rowed wearily back, and night began to fall, he 
heard the fearful laughter of the Water Man and the crashing of a fin on the water. 

The Water Man was last seen just after the Second World War, but many eye-witnesses from 
Ipolydamásd, Szob, Zebegény and Nagymaros have told their stories. It is a chilling fact that all of them 
have described the Water Man the very same way: moustached, bearded, with deep-set eyes and gills.
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Lonjsko Polje Nature Park

Lonjsko polje Nature Park is spread along the central course of the River Sava in the Republic of Croatia, 
about 75 km downstream from the capital, Zagreb. The exceptional diversity of the natural landscape 
and human culture along Sava and throughout its basin are of great importance for the Danube Basin. 
Extending over a total of 51,173 hectares, Lonjsko polje Nature Park is one of the largest wetland areas in 
the Danube Basin.

The area preserves a cultural landscape which was common in many Central European regions until the 
second half of the nineteenth century. Today, Central Posavina, with its periodically inundated grazing 
and pasture areas, and lowland forests, is the last “living” example of this form of land management. 
It is a mosaic of traditional villages, pasture land, ox-bows, ponds, rivers, untouched tributaries and 
riparian forests. It is an outstanding example of how people have adapted to the floods, as reflected 
in the vernacular wooden architecture and the spatial organisation of villages. The methods of farming 
have shaped the landscape through a specialised form of land use and the breeding of indigenous breeds 
(Posavina horse, Slavonian-Syrmian Grey Cattle, Turopolje pig, the Posavina goose) whose habits are 
especially adapted to the local conditions.

The special landscape feature of Lonjsko Polje, covering two thirds of its area, is natural lowland riparian 
forest. It is the largest expanse of this kind in Europe and beyond. One species specific to this kind of forest 
communities is the Slavonian oak, whose quality and durability make it a byword for excellence in many 
European countries. The grasslands, hay meadows and pasture lands grazed by the livestock of Lonjsko 
Polje are flooded partially or completely for 30 to 100 days almost every year, and are thus dynamic 
habitats. The first animals to return to the pasture after the floods in early spring are the pigs, and as they 
root for their food they help to spread rhizomes of upright water clover. This has ensured the survival of a 
plant which has become extinct in many regions of Europe.

Lonjsko polje Nature Park holds the record for the number of breeding pairs of White Stork, and a mixed 
colony of spoonbills and herons feeds on the wet grasslands around one of the oxbows. The man-made 
natural habitats of the area also favour the survival of the corncrake, another globally endangered bird 
species.

Visitor centres in the villages Čigoč, Krapje, Repušnica and Osekovo have exhibitions giving information on 
the area, as well as lecture rooms and small souvenir shops. Many traditional farmyards are open to visitors, 
and several collections have been set up as exhibitions in the last ten 
years. There are also small rural tourism centres offering individual 
accommodation with traditional food. Places that visitors should see 
when they come to Lonjsko polje are: Krapje – Architectural Heritage 
Village, Čigoč – First European Stork Village, and for birdwatchers: 
Krapje Djol and Rakita Ornithological Reserves. For those who like 
active recreation, there are cycling routes, hiking trails with various 
themes (forest, grasslands, birdwatching), canoeing, solar boats and 
various educational programmes.

 www.pp-lonjsko-polje.hr
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LEGEND

The Haiduk Legend
During the Ottoman period, when people were exhausted by the many years of wars and poverty, up 
sprang a band of heroes known to the peasants as Haiduks. To the nobility they were no more than 
common brigands and outlaws, but for the impoverished commoners they represented all the hope and 
glory of heroism. The Haiduk code held that it was dishonourable to rob the poor, and so they plundered 
the rich and shared their booty with the poor of the area.

One day, the gendarmes captured a celebrated Haiduk and sentenced him to be hanged. While he was 
waiting to be hoisted into the noose, his mother came wailing and said: “Oh my son, why did you have to 
choose a dishonest life?” and he said: “Mother of mine, you did not object when I brought home the eggs, 
you asked me to bring the hen too.
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Regional Park Mura-Drava in  
Osijek-Baranja county

The two large rivers, which form the natural northern border of the Republic of Croatia with surrounding 
countries, are rich in cultural, biological and natural diversity. Due to the exceptional ecosystem and 
particular value, it is a protected area in several categories.

On 10 February 2011, the Government of the Republic of Croatia adopted the regulation on the 
proclamation of the Mura-Drava Regional Park. This decree protects the entire course of the murky, 
brown Mura and the clear, greenish Drava that blends into one, following the Nature Protection Act, in the 
category of a regional park. It is also the first protected area in the Republic of Croatia of its kind. Following 
the decree, the Mura-Drava Regional Park extends through five Croatian counties: Međimurje, Varaždin, 
Koprivnica-Križevci, Virovitica- Podravina and Osijek-Baranja counties, with a total area of 87,680.52 ha.

The regional park is also part of the UNESCO biosphere reserve where man and nature meet. At the 24th 
session of the International Coordination Council of the UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Program, in Paris 
in 2012, declared Mura-Drava-Danube the Croatian-Hungarian transboundary biosphere. The preserved 
natural resources of these two rivers, as well as their shores, which are in good harmony with man, were 
the largest river reserve in Europe at that exact moment, and on September 16, 2021, it expanded to 
3 more countries and became the only such biosphere reserve in the world. Transboundary Biosphere 
Reserve Mura-Drava-Danube, declared at the 33rd session of the International Coordination Council of 
the UNESCO Man and the Biosphere Program (MAB) in Abuja, Nigeria, and unites the following reserves: 
Lower Mura Valley (Austria), Mura River (Slovenia), Bačko Podunavlje (Serbia) and Mura - Drava - Danube. 
It is not a surprise that this reserve commonly is called the “European Amazon”.

Mura-Drava Regional Park is an example of society and natures synergy of which every Croatian county 
can boast of its peculiarities, depending on the geographical area and the flow that the river has carved 
into the mountains, forests or lowlands. The share of the regional park by counties is different it is 29.84% 
in Osijek-Baranja County. Considering that Osijek-Baranja County is the heart of the Pannonian Plain in 
eastern Croatia, the Drava is one of the last preserved lowland rivers in Europe, of utmost importance 
ecosystem composed of wetlands such as floodplain forests, wet grasslands and extensive reefs. The living 
world has embraced such a habitat, so it is an area of prevalence for endangered and protected animal 
species, some of which are the White-tailed eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla), Purple heron (Ardea purpurea) 
and Black stork (Ciconia nigra). The Drava River is one of the richest in Croatia in fish species, reptiles 
and amphibians. Among the endangered plants that stand out on the European level are the Siberian iris 
(Iris sibirica), Water lily (Nymphaeaceae), German tamarisk (Myricaria germanica) and others. In summer, 
Drava is a favourite bathing place and place for refreshment, and somewhere in solitude, beavers, otters 
and other inhabitants of the river can keep company while enjoyment and rest can be disturbed by 
mosquitoes, which are abundant in this area.

In the regional park Mura-Drava in Osijek-Baranja County, not only do many species depend on two rivers, 
but also the people who shaped and built their lives along the river. City of Osijek took advantage of all the 
benefits of the Drava, taking care to remain an indestructible symbol of the city. Untouched floodplains 
protect settlements from floods, provide drinking water, fertile soil, and are also zones of recreation and 
inspiration and can be actuators of sustainable development.

 www.obz-zastita-prirode.hr
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Vtoplenik, svečari and Drava monster

In Podravina villages, there is a legend about a monster lurking in the water locals call him Vtopelnik 
or Drava man. Vtoplenik is a Kajkavian word for a drowned person who was captured by the water 
spirit Vodenjak (Aquarius) in a clay jug or porcelain cup and taken to the underwater world to be his 
servant. Terrifying in appearance, covered with thick hair on his face and body, he lurked most often 
around noon and dragged into the depths all those who would then enter the water. Due to that, the 
locals stayed on the shore at that time or tried to avoid a tragic fate by throwing bread crumbs or a drop 
of beer into the river.

While one monster lurks during the day, other legendary creatures scare people around midnight that 
is when it gets dark. It is believed that these are resurrected souls, called Svečari, who roam the banks 
of the Drava holding candles in their hands and can bring happiness to those who see them. The small 
lights that roam the fields at night are probably a reflection of the swamp gas, but the frightened people 
conveyed a multitude of eerie stories of meeting the Svečari.

According to the ancient legends, in the Drava also lives a monster that frightened the residents with 
strange sounds. Many hunters set out in search of this creature, though no one was sure what it looked 
like. Some describe it as a monster fish, while some give it the characteristics of a wild beast, a strange 
mixture that resembles in part a boar, a deer, and a cow.

Drava fairies

In these areas, near the Drava River away 
from people, there are elegant and mysterious 
fairies. These are young, slender girls, with 
long blonde hair, dressed in white, resembling 
human women. According to legends, fairies 
are well-meaning, but if their presence is not 
respected, they could kidnap men and bring 
them back silent or insane. They also love 
horses very much and know how to tangle 
their manes and tails into braids.
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About the photographers

Zsolt Kudich and Réka Zsirmon are nature and fine-art photographers based in Budapest.

Their work has been published in many international publications, books and calendars, including National Geographic, Nature’s Best 
Photography Magazine, GEO Magazine, Nikon International Calendar and many others. Their work has won them numerous awards 

and been taken up by private and corporate collections.

In their latest project they have explored protected areas along the Danube River, photographing nature in all of its aspects and all of 
its richness.

They now also enjoy sharing their expertise by organising training courses and guided nature photography tours.

Zsolt Kudich and Réka Zsirmon

Email: zsolt@kudich.com | Phone: +36 20 9847274 | www.kudich-zsirmon.com

 www.facebook.com/kudich.zsirmon.photography
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6 Transdanube Travel Stories trails

During the project, 6 amazing thematic routes are developed – every single one is unique and focuses on a compelling topic from the 
Danube region.

TRAIL #1: EUROPE OF CONTRASTS

Discover a new, different Europe, located along 
the Danube River. From its turbulent history to 
its technological innovations and creativity, its 
cultural diversity transforms it into a unique, 
world-class destination.

TRAIL #2: NATURE LOVE  
(Returning to the Last Danube)

Thousands of animal and plant species, 
impressive forests and wild waters - the Danube 
offers an extraordinary and incomparable 
natural environment. The perfect route for all 
nature-loving outdoor fans.
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TRAIL #3: IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE ROMANS

Embark on a journey through time and admire 
the many stunning structures along the Danube 
that have been preserved from the Roman era. 
Throughout this trip you will visit some very 
special places that are guaranteed to become 
the next travel hot spot.

TRAIL #4: ART, CULTURE & ARCHITECTURE

Attention, all art and culture lovers: On this 
route you can find the oldest flute in the world, 
discover Chinese influences on Renaissance 
paintings, but also sit comfortably in a coffee 
house and talk about literature.

TRAIL #5: DANUBE TRADE ROUTE

The Danube belongs to some of the oldest 
trade routes in Europe. Even during the Dark 
Ages, the Danube was used by traders to 
transport their goods into foreign lands. Find 
out how the Danube impacted trade routes and 
experience the then and now.

TRAIL #6: DANUBE FOR THE SOUL

The Danube region has been home to many 
diverse religions over the years - a place of 
dialogue, compassion and tolerance. Reconnect 
with your inner self and experience the 
many spiritual sites along the Danube. An 
unforgettable experience awaits you.
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