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Abstract: This paper examines the cruises undertaken by members of the 
Romanian royal family along the Danube between 1902 and 1914, showing how 
these journeys combined ceremony and statecraft. Drawing on press reports, 
personal memoirs, archival sources, photographs, and film footage, it traces 
how the voyages transformed the Danube into a symbolic artery of national 
unity and identity. Through public rituals, official inspections, and direct 
encounters with local communities, the monarchy performed its dual role as 
guardian of territorial cohesion and promoter of economic and infrastructural 
progress. The paper also highlights the intimate perspective offered by Queen 
Elisabeta’s writings, which reimagined these state voyages as deeply personal 
meditations on memory and dynastic duty. 
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1. Introduction 
During the early 20th century, the royal family undertook several cruises 

along the Danube. Far from being merely about leisure, these voyages were 
carefully orchestrated acts of statecraft and displays of national cohesion. By 
fostering closer connections between the monarchy and the Romanian people, 
they also promoted economic and infrastructural progress along Romania’s 
most fragile border. 

This article examines the royal family’s strategic use of the Danube as 
both a conduit for inspection and a symbol of Romania’s modernization on the 
eve of the First World War. It does so by detailing the itineraries, ceremonial 
protocols, and personal reflections associated with voyages aboard the royal 
yacht Ştefan cel Mare. 

This elegant yacht, originally named Orient, served as the main vessel for 
most of these voyages. Built in London in 1870 and assembled in a shipyard in 
Budapest, the Orient initially operated within the Austrian navigation system. In 
1898, it was acquired by the Romanian state. After renovation, it briefly 
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functioned as a passenger vessel for the state-owned Romanian Fluvial 
Navigation Company (NFR) before being officially designated as a royal yacht. 
This metamorphosis from a commercial liner to a royal vessel greatly enhanced 
its prestige. The vessel earned a reputation as one of the most refined ships on 
the Danube. Anecdotal accounts suggested that its English engineer destroyed 
the original blueprints to prevent imitation.1 

The yacht’s opulent interior further reinforced its symbolic status: 
cabins featured blue plush upholstery, and the grand reception salon boasted 
red leather embossed with gold, creating an ambiance filled with royal splendor. 
Beyond its role as a means of transport, the yacht served as a floating 
administrative and ceremonial space, linking the royal family directly with the 
local authorities and the wider nation.2 

This article focuses on the royal cruises undertaken on the Danube 
between 1902 and 1914, providing a detailed account of their itineraries, 
associated activities, and broader diplomatic and symbolic meanings. The 
analysis draws on a diverse range of sources, such as contemporary newspaper 
reports, official dispatches, archival documents, and personal memoirs. These 
sources shed light on the receptions organized by local authorities and 
communities, which were often presented as enthusiastic demonstrations of 
loyalty. Newspaper coverage was frequently laudatory and, at times, approached 
propaganda, emphasizing the government’s organizational success and the 
apparent popularity of the royal family. Such accounts must therefore be read 
critically. 

Of particular importance is Queen Elisabeta’s published account of the 
1904 tour, which offers valuable insight into her personal reflections and 
provides an intimate portrayal of life aboard the royal yacht.3 Her narrative is 
complemented by photographic documentation, such as several images taken 
by Crown Princess Marie. Marie’s photo album, now held by Kent State 
University Library in Ohio, offers a vivid visual record of the 1904 cruise.4 In 
addition, film footage of the 1911 tour brings the voyage to life and provides 
further evidence of the public spectacle and popular engagement generated by 
these royal journeys.5 

 
1 N. C. Nanu, “În jurul escursiunei familiei regale pe Dunăre,” Universul 32, no. 119, May 

3, 1914, 3; the same information in “Yachtul Regal ‘Ștefan cel Mare’. Notițe istorice,” 

Revista porturilor și a navigațiunei comerciale 2, no. 17 (May 1914), 12–13. 
2 Nanu, “În jurul escursiunei,” 3. 
3 Carmen Sylva, Pe Dunăre. 27 aprilie – 3 mai 1904, Atelierele Grafice I. V. Socecu, 

București, 1904. 
4 Queen Marie of Romania photo album. “1904. From March to October,” accessed June 30, 

2025, https://www.library.kent.edu/special-collections-and-archives/contents-album. 
5 “Calatoria Familiei Regale pe Dunare din 1911,” the “Historia” YouTube channel, 

accessed June 30, 2025, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VcQ8UFWtJGQ. 

https://www.library.kent.edu/special-collections-and-archives/contents-album
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VcQ8UFWtJGQ
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In terms of structure, the article first reconstructs the royal and princely 
cruises of 1902, 1904, 1908, 1911, 1912, and 1914. It then examines the 
significance of Queen Elisabeta’s travel memoir before considering the 
diplomatic, political, social, and symbolic implications of these Danubian 
cruises. 

 
2. Celebrating hydraulic works and honoring fallen heroes (1902) 
The first of the royal cruises analyzed in this paper took place in 

October 1902, when Crown Prince Ferdinand and Princess Marie represented 
the royal family at the inauguration of a new phase of hydraulic works carried 
out by the European Commission of the Danube. These works substantially 
improved navigation through the Danube Delta, a vital artery for Romania’s 

grain exports. The princely couple arrived in Galați by special train from Sinaia 
in the early morning of 7/19 October 1902.6 

In Galați, Ferdinand and Marie, accompanied by Prime Minister 
Dimitrie A. Sturdza, several ministers, European commissioners, and other 
distinguished guests, boarded the steamboat Principesa Maria to begin their 
voyage toward the delta. They were joined by the Commission’s yacht Carolus 
Primus and by a flotilla of naval and commercial vessels carrying journalists and 
additional guests. As the procession passed Isaccea, the Principesa Maria was 
greeted with cannon salutes. According to pro-government press reports, a 
large crowd had gathered at the beautifully decorated quay and welcomed 
Ferdinand and Marie with cheers and prolonged ovations. At Tulcea, the local 
population also turned out in large numbers to greet the visitors, while a 
reporter noted that “the ships in the port, very numerous, are all decked out 
with flags.”7 Karl Kühl, the Danish resident engineer of the Commission, 
together with senior technical staff, came aboard the Principesa Maria to 
welcome the princely couple and present details of the newly completed works.8 

The inauguration ceremony took place that afternoon at mile 19 of the 
Danube, where naval vessels from several countries lined the right bank and 
fired salutes in honor of the occasion. To mark the official opening, the 
Principesa Maria ceremonially broke a rope stretched across the entrance to the 
new canal. In the speeches that followed, Prince Ferdinand expressed his 
satisfaction at inaugurating the project on behalf of King Carol I, describing the 
canal as a lasting testament to the Commission’s tireless efforts to secure safe 
passage for large maritime vessels. To commemorate the occasion, the 

 
6 “Inaugurarea nouilor lucrări de la Sulina,” Voința Națională 19, no. 5266, October 8/21, 

1902, 1. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Dimitrie A. Sturdza, “Însemnătatea lucrărilor Comisiei Europene de la gurile Dunării. 1856 

la 1912. II (1866–1905),” Analele Academiei Române, Memoriile Secțiunii istorice, series II, 

t. 35, Librăriile Socec și comp. C. Sfetea, București, 1913, 258. 



Constantin Ardeleanu 

THE ROMANIAN ROYAL FAMILY’S CRUISES ALONG THE DANUBE (1902–1914) 

 

60 

 

Commission presented gold medals to Ferdinand and Marie, while silver medals 
were awarded to the other distinguished guests.9 

The festivities continued in Sulina, where the princely couple received 
formal tributes from the heads of the Commission’s services and from 
Romanian municipal officials. As dusk fell, the celebrations acquired a more 
symbolic character: “At sunset, the minaret of the mosque was the first to be 
illuminated. The hodja, from the balcony of the minaret, offered prayers for the 
dynasty in a strong voice. The impression was very profound.” That evening, 
the town of Sulina and the ships in its harbor were transformed into a lively 
display of lights and fireworks.10 

A formal dinner was held in a specially constructed pavilion. Further 
toasts were exchanged, with Prince Ferdinand emphasizing the monarchy’s 
appreciation for the Commission’s contribution to Romania’s navigational and 
economic development. After dinner, Ferdinand and Marie visited the 
Commission’s administrative palace in Sulina, from where they observed the 
port and town illuminated by fireworks. Around 11:00 p.m., the princely couple 

re-embarked on the Principesa Maria, which set sail for Constanța that night, 
bringing the Lower Danube journey to a close.11 

King Carol did not attend the canal inauguration, as he had already 
planned a symbolic visit to Bulgaria to mark the 25th anniversary of Romania’s 
War of Independence. On 29 October/11 November 1902, he traveled from 
Giurgiu to Ruse aboard the newly renovated royal steamboat Orient, 
accompanied by a flotilla of Romanian and Bulgarian vessels. In Ruse, he held a 
formal meeting with Bulgaria’s Prince Ferdinand and his brother, Prince 
Philipp. According to later accounts, Prince Ferdinand recognized a particular 
table in King Carol’s working cabinet aboard the yacht as the very place where 
he had signed the act accepting the Bulgarian crown.12 

The visit included a grand reception attended by Prime Minister Stoyan 
Danev, members of his cabinet, and leading figures from Bulgaria’s political, 
military, and religious circles. A triumphal arch had been erected at the entrance 
to Princely Street, beneath which the city’s mayor, accompanied by municipal 
council members, local officials, dignitaries, and several ladies, awaited the royal 
guest. In keeping with tradition, the mayor presented King Carol with bread 
and salt and delivered a welcoming address. Along the entire route of the 
procession, garrison troops stood in formation, while the city itself was lavishly 
adorned with flags and decorations. That evening, Ruse “was splendidly 

 
9 Ibid., 259. 
10 “Inaugurarea nouilor lucrări,” 1; Sturdza, “Însemnătatea,” 260–262. 
11 Ibid.; Also see Constantin I. Stan, “Familia regală și Comisia Europeană a Dunării la 

sfârșitul secolului al XIX-lea și începutul secolului al XX-lea,” Analele Universităţii 

Dunărea de Jos din Galaţi. Seria Istorie 5 (2006), 133–142 (here 139–142). 
12 Nanu, “În jurul escursiunei,” 3. 
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illuminated,” and “the air resounded with the crackle of fireworks and the 
music of military bands”.13 

The main purpose of King Carol’s visit was to pay tribute to the soldiers 
who had fought in Romania’s War of Independence (1877–1878). To this end, 
Carol and Prince Ferdinand of Bulgaria traveled by train to Pordim, continuing 
on to Grivitsa and Pleven, two key sites of remembrance for Romania’s fallen 
heroes. From Pleven, the party proceeded by train to Samovit, where the Orient 
was waiting to receive its royal guest.14 

 
3. The grand tour of 1904 
The princely and royal visits of 1902 were followed by further journeys 

intended to strengthen national unity and reinforce the monarchy’s visible 
presence along Romania’s strategic Danube frontier. Among these, the royal 
journey of May 1904 stands out as a significant “tour of inspection and duty” 
along the entire Romanian stretch of the river. King Carol, accompanied by 
Queen Elisabeta, Crown Prince Ferdinand, Princess Marie, other members of 
the royal family, and senior ministers, including Prime Minister Dimitrie A. 
Sturdza, embarked from Turnu Severin and traveled down the Danube to 
Sulina. This voyage combined ceremonial engagements with practical 
inspections of Danubian ports, Dobruja, and the Danube Delta. 

The royal family arrived in Turnu Severin on the morning of 27 
April/10 May 1904 and boarded the Orient, accompanied by the steamboats 
Dunărea and Severin. The journey continued with a brief excursion through the 

picturesque Iron Gates gorge and a stop opposite Austro-Hungarian Orșova, 
where large crowds had gathered to greet them. The party then returned to 
Turnu Severin, where they toured local shipyards and schools before attending 
a dinner aboard the yacht. That evening, the city was illuminated, students sang 
the royal anthem on board, and a torchlight procession further underscored the 
monarchy’s presence in Turnu Severin. The visitors spent the night aboard the 
vessel and continued their journey the following day.15 

On 28 April, the royal party proceeded downstream. At Calafat, a site of 
profound historical significance as the starting point of Romania’s military 
operations against the Ottoman Empire in 1877, King Carol revisited the 
position of his artillery battery and personally placed a commemorative stone 
marking the spot where Turkish shells had struck Romanian soil. Departing 

 
13 “Regele Carol în Bulgaria,” Gazeta Transilvaniei 65, no. 242, November 3/16, 1902, 1. 
14 Ibid.; “Visita dela Rusciuc,” Drapelul 2, no. 127, November 2/15, 1902, 2. King Carol’s 

speeches in Cuvântările regelui Carol I, edited by Constantin C. Giurescu, vol. 2, 1887–

1914, Fundația pentru Literatură și Artă Regele Carol II, București, 1939, 283–285. 
15 “Informațiuni,” Drapelul 4, no. 51, May 1/14, 1904, 3. 
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Calafat that evening, the yacht received a salute from Vidin’s fortifications and 
greetings from the local Bulgarian population gathered along the riverbank.16 

By Wednesday evening, the Orient reached Bistrețu, where villagers 
assembled to welcome the royal entourage. After dinner on board, traditional 
celebrations followed. The princes, princesses, and members of the royal suite 
joined a hora dance.17 

At dawn on Thursday, the yacht resumed its journey, cheered by crowds 
as it passed Bulgarian ports on the opposite bank. In Corabia, the vessel 
steamed past the very site where the Romanian army had crossed the Danube in 
1877. The inhabitants of Turnu Măgurele and Zimnicea greeted the royal 
travelers with great enthusiasm as they passed downstream. That evening, the 
Orient arrived at Giurgiu, where King Carol hosted a dinner in honor of the 
town’s dignitaries. Afterwards, “a torchlight retreat took place on the shore, 
while on the water several beautifully decorated and splendidly illuminated 
ships, full of people, offered the Royal Family an impressive ovation.”18 

The tour continued on Friday with additional stops at several Danubian 
ports, culminating that evening in the royal party’s arrival at Cernavodă. “The 
King and the Crown Prince, accompanied by Prime Minister Sturdza, visited 
the barracks. From all parts of Dobruja, Romanian and Turkish inhabitants 
came to cheer Their Majesties. The King and Queen mingled with the people 
and spoke with many. Veteran soldiers, who had recently received land in 
Dobruja, came to pay tribute to their former commander, King Carol, who had 
led them from victory to victory in 1877.” The day ended with a dinner aboard 
the yacht, followed by the spectacular illumination of the vessel and a torchlight 
retreat on shore.19 

On Saturday, the Orient continued downstream, stopping at several 

ports, such as Hârșova and Brăila. In Brăila, the stop lasted about an hour: 
“After the Royal Family disembarked, the consular corps, deputies and 
senators, the heads of all authorities, and the town’s notables were presented to 
Their Majesties and the Princes. The august guests conversed for a while with 
those present.”20 

Upon their arrival in Galați, the visitors were honored with flag salutes 
from foreign merchant ships and a 21-gun salute from local batteries. The 
bishop of the Lower Danube, together with local dignitaries, offered formal 
greetings, while the assembled crowds sent the royal entourage off with 

 
16 “Călătoria familiei regale române pe Dunăre,” Drapelul 4, no. 52, May 4/17, 1904, 2. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., 3. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 



Historical Yearbook 

Volume XXIII, 2026 

 

 

63 

 

enthusiastic acclamations. That night, the royal family made a brief stop at 
Isaccea before setting course for Tulcea.21 

The planned dedication of the Dobruja Annexation Monument in 
Tulcea, however, did not take place as intended. Official statements attributed 
the postponement to the ongoing Russo-Japanese War, which made any overt 
celebratory display appear potentially provocative to imperial Russia. Behind 
this diplomatic caution also lay a more immediate concern: credible threats had 
been made against King Carol’s life, conveyed anonymously and taken seriously 
enough to warrant the deployment of additional security forces from Bucharest. 
Although King Carol wished to proceed with the dedication, Sturdza ultimately 
insisted on its cancellation for reasons of state security.22 

On 2 May, the steamboat reached Sulina, where the sovereigns and 
princes attended a divine service at the local church. Weary of the heavy police 
presence that had shadowed the tour since the security threats in Tulcea, King 
Carol chose to walk unaccompanied among the residents of Sulina. He stopped 
to ask about their livelihoods, the needs of the port, and the difficulties faced by 
local merchants, thereby demonstrating his concern for the welfare of his 
subjects across ethnic and social lines. The visit also included practical 
demonstrations on the Danube, among them a simulated steamboat shipwreck. 
That evening, the royal party hosted a dinner aboard the Orient, marking the end 
of this long river voyage.23 

On the morning of 3 May, the royal family departed Sulina and returned 

upstream to Galați, where they disembarked and boarded a train for Bucharest, 
arriving later that evening. According to newspaper reports, their return to the 
capital was met with widespread celebration: Bucharest’s streets were decorated 
and brilliantly illuminated, while thousands of artisans, civic associations, and 
local dignitaries gathered at the North Station to greet them. Upon arrival, the 
king, queen, crown prince, and princess were welcomed with flowers and 
tributes, and took time to converse with the crowds.24 

As an Austrian diplomat reported from Bucharest in May 1904, “This 
journey was very successful, especially due to the enthusiastic and truly warm 
welcomes offered to the royal family everywhere along the Danube, which 
exceeded all expectations. Most newspapers emphasize precisely these 
demonstrations and speak very enthusiastically about these triumphs of the 
king. [...] It was noted with satisfaction that even on the Bulgarian bank, 
spontaneous demonstrations of sympathy were not lacking. This highly 
successful journey undoubtedly also has, to a certain extent, a political 

 
21 “Informațiuni,” Drapelul 4, no. 53, May 6/19, 1904, 3. 
22 “M. S. Regele amenințat serios la Tulcea,” Evenimentul 12, no. 75, May 14, 1904, 2. 
23 “Informațiuni,” Drapelul 4, no. 53, May 6/19, 1904, 3. 
24 “Sosirea suveranilor în capitală,” Voința Națională 21, no. 5721, May 5/18, 1904, 3. 
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significance: it contributed even further, in a way that cannot be 
underestimated, to strengthening the popularity of the royal family.”25 

 
4. Ceremony and politics during the 1908 royal tour 
A new and extensive tour was organized in May 1908. This journey 

offered King Carol a timely opportunity to reaffirm his presence among the 
population in the aftermath of the 1907 peasant uprising. 

The tour began on 1 May 1908, with King Carol accompanied by 
Queen Elisabeta and the young princes and princesses – Carol, Elisabeta, Maria, 
and Nicholas. Although officially presented as a pleasure cruise, contemporary 
observers quickly discerned its deeper political motives. Keen to dispel rumors 
about his health or weakening resolve, the aging monarch transformed the 
voyage into a public demonstration of vitality. Domestically, the journey was 
interpreted as an act of paternal concern for the country’s welfare, signaling the 
monarchy’s continued attention to rural conditions and to the hardships faced 
by the peasantry. But such gestures of reassurance carried their own 
contradictions: the elaborate receptions placed an additional burden on already 
strained local budgets, while peasants were often summoned from their fields to 
line the riverbanks in carefully choreographed displays of loyalty.26 

Indeed, the authorities’ preparations for receiving the royal family 
involved extensive measures of security, administrative coordination, and local 
festivity. At the central level, the Ministry of the Interior summoned the 
prefects of the riparian counties to the capital “in order to communicate to you 
the program of His Majesty the King’s journey on the Danube, as well as the 
measures that must be taken for this purpose.” To ensure protection, special 
agents were sent to various ports “for security service on the occasion of the 
journey,” while in localities with limited police forces, such as Zimnicea, an 
urgent request was made for “the detachment of a platoon of gendarmes,” since 
the town had only “24 town sergeants” at its disposal. At the local level, 
officials sought to ensure the ceremonial splendor of the event, requesting 
formal authorization for garrisons to fire “cannon salutes” and arranging 
dedicated means of transport, such as “a special Craiova–Calafat train,” which 
they described as “the only means of offering His Majesty the King a fitting 
reception.” At the same time, the places visited were richly decorated: “all 
vessels were dressed with national flags and triumphal arches,” while troops and 
police received strict instructions to ensure that “the guard and public order 
service be maintained” impeccably throughout the entire route.27 

 
25 Regele Carol I în rapoartele diplomatice austro-ungare (1877–1914), vol. 2, 1896–1908, 

ed. Sorin Cristescu (București: Paideia, 2019), 319 (Callenbert to Goluchowski, Bucharest, 

May 4/17, 1904). 
26 R. P., “Călătoria regelui pe Dunăre,” Dimineața 5, no. 1509, May 1, 1908, 1. 
27 Serviciul Arhivelor Naționale Istorice Centrale (hereafter SANIC), Fund Direcția Poliției 

și Siguranței Generale (DPSG), File 13/1908, passim. 
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The journey began with a motorcade from Bucharest to Giurgiu, where 
the royal family was to board the royal yacht, recently renamed Ştefan cel Mare.28  
Even this preliminary stage of the cruise became part of the spectacle. In 
villages such as Călugăreni, schoolchildren assembled to perform hymns, while 
the king paused to speak with locals, reinforcing the image of a ruler attentive 
to his people’s daily concerns. Queen Elisabeta, meanwhile, received floral 
tributes from local women and requested an impromptu peasant dance.29 

Giurgiu, the embarkation point, welcomed the sovereigns with 
triumphal arches, festooned flags, and a richly decorated pavilion. King Carol 
reviewed local guilds, commercial associations, and an honor company. The 
day’s events also carried a diplomatic note: General Nazlimof, head of the 
Bulgarian General Staff, greeted King Carol on behalf of Prince Ferdinand of 
Bulgaria.30 

Shortly before midday, the yacht – sumptuously adorned and escorted 
by military vessels – cast off from Giurgiu and steamed upriver.31 It passed 
Zimnicea and Turnu Măgurele, two sites deeply embedded in national memory 
as key theaters of the 1877 War of Independence. Locals greeted the yacht with 

cheers, church choirs, and patriotic songs. At Pietroșani, for instance, villagers 
gathered beneath three triumphal arches, while more than 2,000 people – 
priests, teachers, and students among them – sang the royal anthem as the yacht 
approached.32 

The arrival at Turnu Severin on 2 May drew large crowds and 
delegations of local dignitaries. A highlight of the stop was the presentation of a 
petition urging the construction of a Danube bridge to link Romania with 
Serbia. King Carol’s response – that the project had been accepted “in 
principle” – reassured the local community that it had not been forgotten 
within the monarchy’s broader national vision. A Serbian delegation, led by 
General Gruici, conveyed greetings from King Peter of Serbia, underscoring the 
Danube’s role as both frontier and bridge between neighboring Balkan states.33 

Meanwhile, Queen Elisabeta remained aboard the yacht, where she 
received bouquets from local women and spoke with notable figures about 
charitable initiatives such as “Vatra Luminoasă.” The yacht departed Turnu 
Severin shortly afterward, accompanied for part of the route by the Serbian 

 
28 “Călătoria regelui pe Dunăre,” Adevărul 21, no. 6693, April 17, 1908, 2. 
29 “Plecarea Suveranilor în călătoria pe Dunăre,” Universul 26, no. 119, May 3, 1908, 1. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 “Pe Dunăre,” Foaia Poporului 16, no. 21, May 18/31, 1908, 227; “Escursiunea 

Suveranilor. Ziua II-a,” Dimineața 5, no. 1512, May 4, 1908, 1–2. 
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delegation as far as the Cazane gorge near Orșova. That evening, the royal party 
anchored at Gruia.34 

Resuming its course, the yacht turned downstream and called at several 
ports. In Calafat, “after reviewing the troops of the garrison and the school 
pupils, His Majesty the King boarded the yacht amid the cheers of the crowd.” 

In Zimnicea, Oltenița, and Călărași, similar scenes unfolded: triumphal arches, 
decorated streets, and the ever-present guard of honor transformed each stop 
into a celebration of loyalty and unity.35 

At Călărași, King Carol disembarked to inspect troops and reservists 
encamped for summer training. There, a group of veterans from the 1877 
conflict presented a petition requesting land. Carol read their appeal on the spot 
and assured them that justice would be done.36 

At Cernavodă, the king inspected barracks and military units, while 
Prince Carol showed keen interest in local industry and economic prospects. In 

Hârșova, the king mingled directly with the local peasants, who assured him 
that life in Dobruja was good, although they also voiced concerns that peasants 
in Wallachia still suffered from a lack of land. “Everything will be set right in 
time,” the king replied, offering a cautious reassurance that acknowledged the 
tensions that had recently fueled the rural revolt of 1907.37 

Stops in Brăila and Galați, both major commercial centers on the 
Danube, offered a revealing glimpse into the concerns of Romania’s urban elite. 
In Brăila, King Carol engaged local leaders in frank conversations about the 
impact of the new agrarian laws on the peasantry. The candid reply that “They 
[the peasants] are not very satisfied!” was met with the king’s measured 
reassurance: “It will all come in time – it could not be done all at once.” In 

Galați, veterans of past campaigns gathered to greet the monarch, listening as 
he spoke of the battles fought three decades earlier on the plains of Bulgaria.38 

The journey also carried an unmistakable diplomatic weight. While the 
royal yacht passed largely unnoticed along the Austro-Hungarian shore, Russia 
sent a more conspicuous signal of goodwill. At Sulina, the final port of call, 
Rear Admiral Baron de Nolken saluted King Carol on behalf of Tsar Nicholas 
II, a gesture that did not escape the attention of foreign observers. Some 
interpreted it as a subtle sign of Romania’s gradual movement away from 
exclusive reliance on Vienna and Berlin and toward a cautious warming of 
relations with St. Petersburg. Others linked the king’s toast to the tsar – 
together with the warm welcome recently extended to the crown princes in the 

 
34 “Escursiunea Suveranilor. Ziua II-a,” 1–2. 
35 “Escursiunea Suveranilor,” Voința Națională 25, no. 6872, May 6/19, 1908, 3. 
36 Ibid., 3. 
37 Ibid., 3; “Călătoria Suveranilor pe Dunăre,” Universul 26, no. 120, May 4, 1908, 1–2. 
38 “Escursiunea Suveranilor României,” Gazeta Transilvaniei 71, no. 101, May 8/21, 1908, 

2. 
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Russian capital – to tentative plans for a Danube–Adriatic corridor intended to 
counterbalance Austria’s dominant influence over regional trade.39 

On 8 May, the Ştefan cel Mare returned to Giurgiu. The royal family 
disembarked at Ramadan port, where they were once again greeted by crowds 
and local dignitaries. According to press reports, villagers along the road back to 
Bucharest tossed wildflowers and sheaves of green wheat into the king’s open 
automobile, while peasant women slipped handwritten petitions through the 
windows, pleading for land or assistance. When the royal motorcade entered 
Bucharest through Carol I Park, crowds lined the streets, offering final cheers 
and applause before the sovereigns reached the palace, where the royal standard 
was raised to signal their safe return.40 

 
5. Strengthening the Danube’s economic and symbolic role during 

the 1911 royal tour 
The 1911 royal tour on the Danube was both a continuation and, in 

many respects, a symbolic culmination of the monarchy’s sustained engagement 
with Romania’s Danubian communities. The voyage underscored the crown’s 
role as a promoter of economic development along the river, while also 
reaffirming its presence in regions of strategic, commercial, and symbolic 
importance. 

The journey brought together King Carol, Queen Elisabeta, Crown 
Prince Ferdinand, Prince Carol, Princess Maria, and Princess Elisabeta. They 
were accompanied by prominent figures such as Ion Lahovari, Minister of 
Domains, and Dr. Grigore Antipa, Director of the State Fisheries Service.  

The tour began in late April, when the royal family departed Bucharest 

by special train for Oltenița. There, a large crowd greeted them with patriotic 

songs and cheers before they boarded the Ștefan cel Mare. From the outset, 
villagers, schoolchildren, and local dignitaries lined the riverbanks to witness the 
sovereigns’ passage and to present petitions and tributes. 

As in previous voyages, each port of call became an occasion for both 

ceremonial display and direct contact with the population. At Oltenița, Giurgiu, 

Zimnicea, Călărași, Ostrov, and Hârșova, thousands assembled to greet the 
royal party with festively decorated quays, military salutes, choirs singing the 
royal anthem, and the traditional offerings of bread and salt. Schoolchildren 
recited patriotic verses, local people submitted memoranda, and veterans came 
forward to present their grievances and seek redress. The queen and princesses 

 
39 Ibid. 
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received bouquets and spoke with local women and children, reinforcing the 
image of the monarchy as a bond between state and nation.41 

The voyage also carried deep historical symbolism. At Calafat, the king 
commemorated Romania’s War of Independence by marking the site of his first 
artillery battery from 1877. In Cernavodă, he reflected on the strategic 
importance of the Danube bridge, one of the most visible symbols of the 
kingdom’s modern infrastructure and territorial unity. 

A distinctive feature of the 1911 journey was its explicit focus on 
Romania’s fisheries. Guided by Antipa, the royal family ventured into the 

Filipoiu and Șerban canals in smaller boats to observe fishing operations 
firsthand and engage with local fishermen. Princess Marie later recalled these 
excursions in her autobiography, emphasizing both Antipa’s role and the 
affection he inspired within the royal household. Esteemed by the king and the 
crown prince, and beloved by the younger princes and princesses, Antipa 
transformed these outings into moments of both recreation and duty. Marie 
remembered such days with particular warmth, writing of the moments “when 
we would pass slowly through long stretches full of willows brought to life by 
the songs of nightingales pouring out their love calls among the branches. 
Other times, we would leave the yacht and, in motorboats or rowboats, slip 
through the marshes, lakes, and canals of the Delta – into enchanted lands 
unlike anything else in the world: dreamlike landscapes, peace and stillness, a 
world of solitary waters full of wild swans, coots, herons great and small of 
every kind, ducks, eagles, and countless other birds of prey. Those were days 
marked with a red letter, when we could change out of our ceremonial clothes 
and dress in simple country garb and were finally allowed the illusion of 
pleasure in place of relentless royal duties. … Although the crowded official 
receptions wore Aunty [Queen Elisabeta] out to exhaustion, no one loved the 
Danube excursions more than she did. At the end of the day, she would sink 
onto her canvas deck chair and gather her ladies around her to launch into 
words of praise for the magic of the great river. […] The peak of excitement 
was reached when, from afar, the splendid bridge at Cernavodă appeared 
outlined on the horizon, becoming ever larger as the yacht glided closer beneath 
its vast arches. Then Aunty would sing true hymns of glory, for this proud 
bridge had been one of King Carol’s great accomplishments – the dream 
toward which he had steadily worked in those first difficult years.”42 

Despite the generally festive atmosphere, the voyage was not without 
incident. The first notable episode involved a terrorist threat: an anonymous 

 
41 “Escursiunea Suveranilor pe Dunăre,” Universul 29, no. 114, April 29, 1911, 1–2; 

“Escursiunea Familiei Regale pe Dunăre,” Minerva 3, no. 848, April 30, 1911, 1–2; 

“Excursiunea suveranilor români pe Dunăre,” Gazeta Transilvaniei 74, no. 97, May 4/17, 

1911, 3; “Suveranii Români pe Dunăre,” Drapelul 11, no. 48, April 28/May 11, 1911, 2. 
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letter warned the authorities that a “terrorist committee” had decided to blow 
up King Carol together with the entire royal family and demanded that the 
journey be halted. Tensions increased further when a large projectile, an old 
artillery shell, was discovered in the port of Giurgiu, though it posed no 
immediate danger because it lacked a detonating cap. The most dangerous 

moment of the journey occurred at Hârșova and involved the royal yacht Ștefan 
cel Mare itself. As the yacht was docking, an escort vessel approached at 
excessive speed and, following a faulty maneuver, struck both a Russian 
pontoon and the port side of the royal yacht with considerable force. The 
collision snapped the mooring cables and separated the vessel from the 
pontoon, producing “moments of great terror” among those present and 
“indescribable panic both within the royal family aboard the yacht and among 
the entire gathering.” Four sailors from the escort vessel fell into the Danube, 
but fortunately they were rescued immediately.43 

The final stops highlighted the monarchy’s regional and international 
connections. At Sulina, the royal yacht was received with cannon salutes and an 
evening of spectacular illuminations. There, the king laid the cornerstone of the 
“Sf. Nicolae” cathedral and hosted a banquet for members of the European 
Commission of the Danube and foreign naval officers. The journey concluded 

at Constanța, where elaborate preparations included triumphal arches, choirs of 
more than a thousand voices, and delegations representing the region’s diverse 
ethnic and religious communities.44 

 
6. The 1912 inspection of the Danube’s resources 
King Carol undertook another Danube voyage in May 1912, this time 

with a more focused and practical aim: the inspection of Romania’s state-
managed fisheries. Lasting from 13 to 20 May, the tour reflected the king’s 
continuing commitment to national economic development and to the modern 
management of natural resources. The royal party was accompanied by several 
leading figures: ministers, high-ranking officers, and Grigore Antipa. Although 
partly intended as a period of rest for the aging monarch, the 1912 voyage 
nonetheless involved careful inspections and moments of local engagement that 
maintained the monarchy’s visible presence along the river.45 

On the morning of 14 May, the sovereigns boarded the Ştefan cel Mare at 

Oltenița and began their voyage downstream. As in earlier tours, villagers 

 
43 SANIC, Fund DPSG, File 90/1911, f. 61, 65, 71; “Escursiunea Suveranilor pe Dunăre,” 

Universul 29, no. 115, April 30, 1911, 1–2; “Escursiunea familiei regale pe Dunăre,” 
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44 “Escursiunea Suveranilor pe Dunăre,” in Expunerea situației județului Tulcea pe anul 

1911, presented by Petru Th. Sfetescu, Tipografia “Dobrogea”, Tulcea, 1911, 151–170. 
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Constantin Ardeleanu 

THE ROMANIAN ROYAL FAMILY’S CRUISES ALONG THE DANUBE (1902–1914) 

 

70 

 

gathered along the banks to salute the passing yacht, preserving the tradition of 
popular homage that had come to define the royal Danube journeys. 

At Hârșova, the prefect of Constanța and local officials received the 
king, who reviewed reports on the region’s situation and inspected strategic 
sites selected for upcoming military maneuvers. Meanwhile, the Minister of War 
and the Chief of the General Staff surveyed maneuver grounds in Dobruja, 
underscoring the crown’s combined interest in economic stewardship and 
border defense. 

That evening, the yacht anchored at Gura Dănulești, where the royal 
family rested ahead of a day devoted entirely to the State Fisheries. On 15 May, 

they toured the fisheries of the Șerban and Filipoiu canals, observing 
installations and operations under Antipa’s guidance. A luncheon at the 
Fisheries Administration’s pavilion was followed by a boat transfer across the 
Măcin branch. There, the royal yacht anchored near Turcoaia, where the party 
was welcomed by local authorities and Lipovan fishermen. The evening ended 
with an elaborate “Venetian illumination” and fireworks display organized by 
the Fisheries Administration.46 

In the following days, the royal party continued its circuit through the 
Danube’s branching network. They explored additional canals and fishing 
grounds in Brăila County, passed by Reni, and visited Crapina, where the 
prefect of Tulcea presented a detailed report to the king. 

On 17 May, the yacht traveled along the Sf. Gheorghe branch to the 
entrance of Lake Razelm, where thousands of fishermen in small boats gathered 
to greet the sovereigns. There, the king and queen congratulated Antipa and his 
staff on their work with the State Fisheries Service, while commemorative 
photographs visually affirmed the monarchy’s stewardship of Romania’s rich 
aquatic resources. The king’s boat trip on Lake Razelm, accompanied by leading 
fisheries merchants, further underscored the practical dimension of the tour as 
a visible royal endorsement of scientific management and economic 
modernization. After inspecting the King Carol Canal and other riverine 
outposts, the yacht turned upstream toward Cernavodă. The final days included 

brief stops at Seimeni and Galați, where crowds once again gathered along the 
piers to cheer the royal family as the Ştefan cel Mare passed.47 

On 20 May, the party disembarked at Cernavodă and continued by train 

to Constanța. The city, adorned with tricolor flags and garlands, offered an 
enthusiastic welcome that, for the press, reaffirmed the enduring bond between 
the crown and the local community.48 
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7. The king’s final inspection: the 1914 Danube cruise 
The final royal journey on the Danube, undertaken by King Carol in 

April–May 1914, served a distinctly political and administrative purpose: to 
inspect the newly annexed territories of Southern Dobrogea, acquired by 
Romania under the Treaty of Bucharest after the Second Balkan War, and to 
reaffirm the crown’s interest in the Danube Delta, one of the kingdom’s most 
vulnerable borderlands. 

Unlike earlier Danube tours, which emphasized ceremonial grandeur 
and carefully orchestrated popular festivities, this voyage was conceived as a 
solemn duty befitting the aging head of state.49  The journey began in late April, 
when the royal family departed Bucharest by special train and boarded the yacht 

Ştefan cel Mare at Oltenița, where they were warmly greeted by local residents 
despite the absence of elaborate ceremony.50 

The first major stop was Turtucaia, now part of “New Dobrogea.” The 
city was festively adorned with flags and flowers, while thousands of Turks, 
Bulgarians, and local Romanians gathered to greet the sovereigns. King Carol 
visited military posts, schools, and medical facilities, and received symbolic 
gestures of loyalty from both Christian and Muslim communities, including a 
welcoming address delivered at the local mosque. Later that day, the yacht 
continued on to Silistra, where it was met with a 21-gun salute and an immense 
crowd assembled along the riverbanks. The king reviewed the local garrison and 
attended a religious service during which Bishop Nifon praised his leadership in 
securing the new territory. Visits to the administrative palace and the local 
mosque reinforced the monarchy’s message of religious tolerance and political 
integration.51 

On 29 April, the royal party visited Călărași. “After His Majesty the 
King, accompanied by Princes Ferdinand, Carol, and Nicolae, reviewed the 
officers of the garrison and the honor company, he took his place in the 
reception pavilion, where the prefect presented the official guests. His Majesty 
conversed with almost each one individually, showing a keen interest in the 
progress of agriculture and trade.” While the presentations were taking place in 
the reception pavilion, the queen and the princesses mingled with pupils from 
the primary schools, affectionately caressing the little girls and offering them 
sweets. “Several pupils recited poems, for which Her Majesty warmly 

 
49 Antipa noted that the aging king preferred to be accompanied by a smaller entourage and 
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congratulated them, and after a half-hour stay, the royal family boarded the 
yacht, leaving the town amid the same enthusiastic cheers.”52 

Continuing overland by automobile, the sovereigns reached Ostrov on 
29 April, where the king personally thanked Prefect Ion Cămărăşescu for his 
dedicated service and awarded him the Order of the Crown of Romania. 

Subsequent stops, including Brăila and Galați, combined warm local welcomes 
with practical consultations. In each city, King Carol reviewed guards of honor 
and schoolchildren and received detailed reports from local authorities. He also 
discussed the region’s economic prospects and challenges with merchants and 
agriculturalists. Queen Elisabeta and the princesses continued their parallel 
engagements, visiting schools and reinforcing the monarchy’s image as a 
benevolent and attentive social presence.53 

The royal party’s visits to Turcoaia, Măcin, and Isaccea, though shorter, 
offered further opportunities to inspect local industries – including the granite 
quarries at Turcoaia – and to observe firsthand the effects of the spring floods 
along the Danube. The king considered these observations in relation to his 
broader plans for river management and infrastructural improvement.54 

In Tulcea, the sovereigns met with fisheries managers, monastic 
communities, and local fishermen. Visits to the village of Sf. Gheorghe, Lake 
Razelm, and the Danube’s deltaic branches marked the final riverine stages of 
the journey.55 

On 5 May, the Ştefan cel Mare returned to Galați, where the king once 

again met with local dignitaries before the final leg to Oltenița. The tour 
concluded the following day, 6 May, when the royal family returned to 
Bucharest by train.56 

The 1914 Danube journey – King Carol’s final inspection of his 
kingdom’s river frontier – embodied the same principles that had shaped the 
royal cruises of 1902, 1904, 1908, 1911, and 1912: direct royal oversight, visible 
engagement with local communities, blending ceremony with practical statecraft 
and with diplomatic meetings. 
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8. Carmen Sylva’s inner Danube 
Unlike the dry dispatches of official reports or the orchestrated 

enthusiasm recorded in contemporary newspapers, Carmen Sylva’s volume 
offers an intimate, inward-looking perspective on the 1904 royal Danube 
voyage. In her account, the journey was far more than an official tour: the river 
became a symbolic bridge between her inner life and the unfolding history of 
her adopted country. If, for the king, the Danube was above all a line of 
fortification and trade, for Elisabeta it flowed through her private memory. It 
was a lifeline connecting her German youth to her Romanian queenship, and 
her dynastic duties to her longing for poetic freedom. 

In the following pages, I trace the 1904 tour through this deeply 
personal lens, showing how the queen’s words transformed a state voyage into a 
meditation on belonging, memory, history, but also royal duty. 

At dawn in Turnu Severin, the royal party once again boarded their 
beloved yacht. Standing at the water’s edge, Carmen Sylva recalled her first 
hesitant steps on Romanian soil and the years that had since bound her ever 
more closely to her adopted land: “It was on the Danube that I once entered 
this country as a young wife, 35 years ago, when there were no railways here yet! 
It was also on the Danube that the young Prince [Carol I] arrived, passing 
through the ranks of the very armies sent against his homeland – the same 
armies in which he had won victories not long before! And again, it was on the 
Danube that I returned to my own homeland with my only child, to show my 
little fairy to her grandparents!”57 

For Carmen Sylva, the Danube was a living bridge across both space 
and time, linking the king’s family in Sigmaringen to the Romanian lands and 
weaving together German legends with stories of the fierce Dacians and 
conquering Romans.58 

As the long journey began, she hoped the river would reveal the ancient 
mysteries of its banks and peoples. To someone more familiar with the busy 
Rhine, it seemed uncanny to drift along the Danube and encounter no 
steamboats or bustling villages – only endless forests on either side, with here 
and there a solitary house or hidden fishing hamlet.59 The mountains, so similar 
to those along the Upper Danube, seemed to carry her back to Germany: “It is 
wonderfully beautiful in such silence – forests on both banks, forests and 
nightingales. Here and there, fragrant lilacs cling to the rocks, offering resting 
places for carefree nightingales and blackbirds who fancy themselves their 
equals.”60 
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At every village, triumphal arches rose and crowds gathered from afar. 
From the steamboat, the royal party could see that the people of Gruia had 
spared no effort to offer them a worthy welcome. It was impossible to pass 
without stopping, and so they lingered for a few minutes to listen to a warm 
speech and admire the peasants gathered along the bank.61 

The yacht approached Calafat in a wide arc, circling Vidin, where 
crowds had gathered to greet the royal travelers and soldiers presented arms. 
The river landscape unfolded in brilliant sunlight, conjuring visions of 
cannonballs once whistling over the Danube. For the king, Calafat remained a 
powerful site of memory, bound to his victories during the War of 
Independence. 

By evening, the royal party docked at Bistrețu, which seemed to Carmen 
Sylva like something out of a fairy tale. Countless groups of peasants, dressed in 
their finest costumes, had gathered on the banks. The pontoon was draped with 
colorful rugs and yellow veils, whose woven patterns seemed to glow with a 
warm, natural light as twilight descended. On shore, torches flickered to life, 
and in their glow the fiddlers began to play. Soon a hora formed. Princess Marie 
and the ladies stepped ashore and joined the circle dance, while Carmen Sylva 
watched from the yacht, absorbing the scene with evident delight.62 

All along this stretch of river, memories of 1877–1878 resurfaced. She 
recalled how, left alone in Bucharest, she had received the Russian emperor and 
his entire staff.63 

In Turtucaia, Oltenița, and Călărași, soldiers and civilians gathered along 
a 15-kilometer stretch of riverbank. Speeches rang out, some delivered by 
female teachers whose eloquence she sometimes envied. One woman even 
recited a poem by Lord Byron in English, hoping to delight Princess Marie.64 

In Ostrov, a splendid reception awaited the royal party, with more than 
a thousand carts and just as many horsemen, many riding bareback. The 
carriages, painted green and adorned with flowers of every color, looked like 
ancient thrones bearing peasants dressed in an extraordinary variety of 
costumes. The royal procession passed through rows of spectators in every kind 
of attire – Romanians, Turks, Bulgarians, Tatars, and Roma – while children 
sang in Romanian, though many were clearly Bulgarian or Turkish by birth.65 

From Cernavodă – with its great bridge that, in Carmen Sylva’s 
imagination, linked London to Bombay through Romania – to Brăila and 

Galați, each stop wove together official duty and private reflection.66 
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Life aboard the yacht followed its own rhythm: official dinners in the 
main cabin, coffee on deck, and early mornings at the typewriter, while the king 
studied state papers and Princess Marie took photographs. 

Throughout the travelogue, the queen saw the Danube not only as 
Romania’s economic and defensive backbone, but also as a living chronicle. In 
her mind, the river carried Roman ruins and Ottoman fortresses, echoes of the 
1877 War of Independence, and traces of the ancient peoples who had once 
moved across the Danubian plains: Dacians, Goths, Huns, and Romans. 

 
9. Conclusion 
The royal family’s Danube cruises were carefully staged events through 

which the monarchy performed its dual role as guardian of national unity and 
steward of modernization, forging a direct connection with local communities 
across the kingdom’s diverse river frontier. In each port, royal authority was 
asserted through inspection and direct engagement with the local communities. 

The Danube tours also functioned as quiet acts of regional diplomacy, 
marked by encounters with representatives from Serbia, Bulgaria, Russia, and 
Austria-Hungary. Equally important was the monarchy’s relationship with the 
European Commission of the Danube. King Carol, and later Prince Ferdinand, 
presided over major moments such as the inauguration of the Sulina navigation 
canals and the Commission’s 50th anniversary, thereby linking the dynasty to the 
international governance of the river. 

Domestically, the cruises were officially framed as voyages of “study, 
inspection, and duty,” allowing the king to perform his role as steward of the 
nation. At every stop, he asked questions about harvests, schools, trade, land, 
and local administration, presenting himself as a sovereign attentive to the 
practical concerns of his subjects. 

Such visibility, however, came at a cost. Lavish local receptions strained 
community budgets already burdened by new administrative and military 
obligations. Critics noted that peasants were sometimes drawn away from their 
fields during the crucial spring months to line the riverbanks in choreographed 
displays of loyalty. Yet the monarchy judged the spectacle worthwhile, treating 
it as a visible statement that the sovereign watched over every reach of the 
country’s river frontier.67  

The cruises were also living stages of social and cultural encounter. 
From Turnu Severin to Sulina, crowds lined the banks with garlands and flags, 
schoolchildren sang anthems beneath triumphal arches, and garrison troops 
rendered honors with rifles and brass bands. Local dignitaries, merchants, 
veterans, teachers, priests, and fishermen came forward with petitions, tributes, 
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or grievances, turning the royal visits into moments of both celebration and 
negotiation. 

Queen Elisabeta added a different layer of intimacy to these public 
scenes. In places such as Măcin and Ostrov, where Romanians mingled with 
Turks, Tatars, Lipovans, Bulgarians, and Roma, the monarchy’s presence served 
as a reminder that the country was composed of multiple ethnic and religious 
communities. Her writings transformed these encounters into reflections on 
belonging and memory, but also on her own duty as queen. 

In the end, the yacht itself embodied the layered symbolism of these 
journeys. Originally the Orient, a vessel shaped by British and Austro-Hungarian 
technology, it became the Ştefan cel Mare – a floating emblem of Romanian 
sovereignty and of the monarchy’s ambition to integrate and defend Romania’s 
most vulnerable borderland..  

 


