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NATURAL CONDITIONS AS A FACTOR
IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF CITIES ON OPPOSITE SIDES
OF THE DANUBE RIVER: A CASE STUDY OF KOVIN AND
SMEDEREVO FROM THE 14" TO THE 18" CENTURY

Abstract: This paper analyzes the impact of the natural environment as a condition for the
emergence and development of Kovin and Smederevo, two nearby cities on opposite banks of the
Danube, during a period ranging from the Middle Ages, when both cities underwent intensive
development, until the eighteenth century, when the process of land reclamation began on their
locations. In the past, the terrain, climate, hydrography, fertility, and natural resources were highly
significant for the formation and development of cities, both for their strategic positions and for
supplying cities with basic needs, either through direct production or trade. Thus, it is important to
analyze and explain these factors that make up the basic prerequisites for the location of a settlement,
and to look at the possibilities and obstacles for a city or town along the lower course of the Danube,
especially because the conditions differed on the left and right banks in this particular area.
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1. Introduction

n understanding of historical processes and phenomena is often incomplete if
research into them does not include the area or terrain where historical events took
place. Human life has always been dependent on the conditions, influences, and
possibilities of nature, so knowledge of physical geography is needed to understand the
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environment and how it influences humans and their culture. In this respect, the process of
urbanization should also be considered.!

Terrain, climate, hydrography, and the qualities of soil, along with plant and animal
life are important factors in the human geography of physical or natural species. In addition
to natural factors of human geography, there are also social factors, which are primarily
historical, economic and commercial, and cultural. It is important to emphasize the interplay
and conditions of all factors, both natural and social. In order to monitor the various
phenomena and processes, one must properly measure and determine the relationship, share,
and character of both factors, without attaching more significance to natural conditions than
they truly have, while also not discounting their influence and the influences of historical
processes.? This paper, however, will only address natural conditions as one of, but not
necessarily the most important, factors in the emergence and development of Smederevo
and Kovin. Nevertheless, their economic (and primarily mercantile), administrative, and
military functions should also be borne in mind.?

Throughout history, people have always found favorable locations for establishing
settlements. Even after an area is completely abandoned, these settlements have always
attracted new settlers to settle in old places. Since ancient times, people have always
grouped together at particularly attractive points. They first form a small core around which
other human layers multiply. Through hard work and dedication, these settlements are then
perfected and become more valuable geographic locations that attract others to settle there.
The geographic elements of a living space—the nature of the soil, temperature, altitude, and
the interplay of hydrography and plant growth—determine how the settlement is organized.
Just like other living beings, humans also have a need to expand by negotiating a space.
Humans settle in a particular space that provides certain advantages in comparison to others,
but if the space itself has some drawbacks, they will endeavor to correct, change, and adapt
them to their needs.* Vidal de La Blache defined this relationship as, “Nature prepares the
ground, and man organizes it according to his needs and wishes.”>

Therefore, when identifying the conditions that determine the position of a town or
city, it is necessary to understand the terrain, climate, connections, fertility of the land,
economic opportunities, and the historical development of the entire area and beyond.®
Kovin and Smederevo emerged and developed under completely different historical
circumstances. Here, however, we will only look at the aforementioned natural factors as
they relate to the emergence and development of these two nearby towns on opposite sides
of the Danube during a period spanning between the Middle Ages, when both cities
underwent intense development, and the eighteenth century, when a process of land
reclamation began.

' Vasin 2019: 45-46

2 Cvijié 1922: 11-12; Radovanovi¢ 1959: 14-25; Cubrilovié 1983: 2. Gréié 2004: 31-33; Gréi¢ 2015: 178-180
For more on various factors in the development of Smederevo and Kovin and how they interacted with one
another, see: Vasi¢: 2023.

4 Vasin 2019: 46-47

5 Vidal de la Blache 1898: 107.

¢ Cviji¢ 1922: 234-245; Stankovi¢ 1939: 13-14; Radovanovié¢ 1959: 258-260; Grei¢ 2004: 45-47.

15



2. Hydrography and Terrain

The hydrographic characteristics examined here resulted from the course of the
Danube and by that of its tributaries in this area. It is important to emphasize that, in the
past, rivers were not regulated as they are now, and there are certain differences that must
be considered. As an element necessary for daily life, water has always drawn humans to
settle near it, but its ill nature as seen in flooding has also repelled them. Even today, most
settlements are found near water sources, which in the past was even more necessary. In the
past, however, much more frequently than now, there was a greater danger of uncontrollable
flooding after many attempts to regulate waterways. It was therefore necessary to find
terrain that was appropriate for building a settlement that was close enough to the water, but
also somewhat protected when the rivers rose.”

In the area addressed here, the Danube is located in a section of the Pannonian plain,
more specifically in the Serbian part of Banat starting from the mouth of the Sava and
extending down to the Ram narrows.® At this section of the river, the left bank is lower than
the right. On the right bank, there are places with higher and lower terraces on the hillsides
leading down to the Danube, and on the left are the alluvial plane and higher and lower
Danube terraces.” Therefore, the land along the left bank is more vulnerable to flooding
when the river rises. On the right bank of the Danube, this sector can be vulnerable to
flooding directly below Veliko Selo, between Ritopek and Grocka, slightly further
downstream from Grocka, the area around Smederevo, and the land between the mouth of
the Mlava and the Ram narrows.'°

The alluvial plains are the lowest land in this area, ranging between 80 and 66 meters
above sea level. Due to frequent flooding, these areas were not appropriate for settlement.
The Danube’s alluvial plain is rather wide. Before it was regulated, the Danube flooded the
alluvial plane and part of the right terrace every spring, leaving devastation in its wake. This
is why there are many small watercourses and marshes around Kovin. In the lowest part of
the alluvial plane, there are marshes and wetlands. Their surfaces vary depending on the
amount of rainfall and the height of the ground and surface water.'!

Here the central stretch of the Danube is a low-lying river. The width at this stretch
varies, but averages around 600 meters, but by Smederevo and Kovin it is 1200 meters wide
and can rise by up to two kilometers. There are many small islands along this stretch,
including Big Smederevo Island and Little Smederevo Island on the stretch between Kovin
and Smederevo.'? Navigation of this sector of the Danube can be hampered by low water

7 Vasin 2019: 47-48

8 Duki¢ 1983: 15-16, 26-30; Gavrilovi¢, Duki¢ 2014: 21-26.

°  Durdevié¢ 1960: 67-69.

Over the last 150 years, the city of Smederevo was flooded or threatened by rising water around seventy times.
(Opstina Smederevo: 91); In the year 1154—1155, John Kinnamos noted that the Danube flooded after heavy
rains. (VIINJ 4: 51); Bertrandon de la Broquiére wrote that during his time in Belgrade in 1433, the Danube
rose higher than people could ever remember it had in the past. He said it had grown to ten Latin miles wide
(around fifteen kilometers) and had exceeded its normal high point by six feet (around two meters). Because
of the high water, he was unable to travel to Buda. (Brokijer 1950: 147).

" Gyorffy 1987: 305-113; Ivanfi 1872: 153.

Duki¢ 1983: 30-34; Great Smederevo Island is about one kilometer wide and six kilometers long. Little Island
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levels in the shallows and in winter by ice, and it can sometimes freeze completely.'?
Kosava® can also have a negative impact on navigability. Between Kladovo and Belgrade,
a strong koSava can create high waves that prevent ships from sailing or push ships up
against the rocky banks.'*

The most important tributaries in this sector that are relevant here, and the courses
of which have an effect on the area around Kovin and Smederevo, are the Timig and Karas,
and on the right the Great Morava and the Jezava.!®

The Timis rises in modern-day Romania from the eastern slope of the Semenik
massif, and flows into the Danube near Pancevo. Due to the low terrain and a small drop in
the river flow, the river runoff/drainage is slow and often empties out. Regulation of its
course began in the eighteenth century.'® The Kara$ has a rather wide alluvial plain in which
many highly branched meanders form. During snow melts and the rainy season, the Karas
floods everything around it, including the entire plain, which essentially becomes a slow-
draining lake. The water is slow to drain because it must pass over sandbars, circulate
through long meanders due to a very small drop at the sharp curves, and is often slowed by
sand deposits formed by the wind. Major flooding can also occur when the Danube is high
and when ice sheets from the Kara$ cannot flow into it and accumulate at their confluence.
Durning a particular season, the Kara$ gushes out and floods the surrounding area and then
recedes, only to swell again a few days later. When the river returns to its basin, a large
surface area remains under water, so the land can only be farmed in the late spring. Some
of the lower terrain remains under water all year round.!” Ever since the early eighteenth
century, and up until today, considerable efforts have been made to drain this area and
cultivate it. The Timis cuts through a valley in loess terrace all the way to the Danube
marshes, and in the past regularly flooded the surrounding area. It was later regulated so

is about two hunderd meters wide and one and a half kilometers long. When the river rises, the islands are

partially or completely submerged. (Opstina Smederevo: 68).
13 We know the Danube froze over in 1048. (VIINJ 3: 163); There was also ice in the Danube near Kovin in
1431 (Thalloczy, Aldasy 1907: 88). It was also frozen over in 1463 (J. Panonius, Smrt majke Barbare, stihovi
35-36, str. 12) There was ice again in 1476 (Thalloczy, Aldasy 1907: 388). King Matthias and his army were
on their way to Wallachia but were unable to reach it due to high water and ice on the Danube. He had to resort
to pulling up his ships and dragging them overland to the Sava River, which, according to a witness, Bishop
Gabriel of Eger, rarely or never froze. (Thalloczy, Aldasy 1907: 388; Kisi¢, Vasié: 81-95). King Matthias
would later note that he was unable to conquer Smederevo after Sabac because the Danube was too low.
(Fraknoi: 354-355; Kisi¢, Vasi¢: 93-95). Evliya Celebi noted that, during winter, the Danube would freeze,
when the ice was ten spans (around 75 centimeters) thick, certain duties were not charged, which was favorable
for merchants. The impression from his account is that this was not an unusual occurrence. (Evlija Celebi
1979: 93); Quiclet also mentioned ice on the Danube in a similar context. (Samardzi¢ 1961: 194).);
The Serbian name for a strong southeasterly wind that often blows in this part of the Lower Danube —Trans.
4 Purdevié¢ 1960: 67-69; Gavrilovi¢, Dukié 2014: 33-38.
5 Duki¢ 1983: 24, 29, 38.
16 Gavrilovi¢, Duki¢ 2014: 65-66.
Milovan 1958: 8—15. Theophylact Simocatta mentioned the wetlands in this region in his description of the
campaign Priscus launched from Viminacium against the barbarians. In one of them, the Roman army subdued
the enemy and drove them into a marsh, where many drowned, including sons of the khagan. VIINJ 1: 123;
Broquiere also mentioned the marshlands in Banat. (Brokijer 1950: 147) Antun Vranci¢ wrote that the
marshland near Titel completely flooded whenever the Tisa and Danube overflowed their banks. (Matkovi¢
1884: 17-18).
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that now it floods much less often. A description from January 1768 states that across the
Timis there were reed marshes and bogs, and there were a lot of reeds and marshes between
the floodplains and the Danube around Kovin on the left and right.'®

There is an aquifer near Kovin at a shallow depth of around one to three meters. It is
fed by water from the Danube, atmospheric precipitation, and influx from higher loess areas.
This water is very important for crops that have been adapted to make use of them, yet a
high-level aquifer can have a negative effect on developing crops. Likewise, high
groundwater can make land cultivation and travel difficult.!® According to information from
the urbarium of Kovin from 1771, the total flood and marshlands covering the field
bordering Gaj and Ostrovo, the banks of the Danube, the stretch along the Dunavica and
Ponjavica, and the marsh called Crna Bara amounted to wetlands covering 21 percent of the
entire area. A significant part of the area was covered by the Crna Bara marsh. This marsh
had its own water source and never dried up.?’ In a description of the area where a German
colonizing regiment was located in April 1768, Anton Kocian, a business inspector, said
that it was flat terrain, and a third of it was a stretch of marsh overgrown with reeds along
the Danube, with a depth of up to four klaftera (7.56 meters).?!

The Great Morava is formed by the merging of the South and West Morava rivers at
Stalaé. The town of Kuli¢ was built at this confluence. In the past, it was about 60 meters
longer because many meanders were cut when it was regulated and shortened. Very often
in the past—almost every year—it spilled over and destroyed everything in its path, which
resulted in the land constantly flooding and becoming marshy, and the river changing
course.?? The Jezava is a distributary of the Great Morava and emerges two kilometers
downstream from the mouth of the Jasenica. In 1897, it was separated from the Great
Morava by an embankment. Water only flows through its upper course during the spring
and late summer. In the past, the Jezava flowed into the Danube, and the Smederevo fortress
was built at its mouth. After heavy rains and when the Danube was high it overflowed its
banks and flooded into the wider area around its mouth. It was eventually diverted and now
flows into the Morava.?

In the Lower Danube region around Smederevo, there is primarily gently rolling
terrain with wide hillsides and shallow valleys. Along the stretch from Grocka to Kuli¢, the
Danube valley is asymmetric. The right bank is hilly and highly exposed to the sun’s rays.
Throughout the day, there is nothing hindering insolation. For this reason, this part of the
area has been inhabited since the earliest periods. In Roman times, this was a golden
riverbank full of vineyards. Godomin field is generally a very fertile plain, although the
success of the harvest is subject to the whims of the river. The terrain tends to become
marshy. During the despot Stefan’s reign, there was a kind of “mud” in Godomin that was
referred to as Mrtva Morava or Dead Morava.?* Antun Vran¢i¢ wrote that the plain near

18 11i¢ 2014:144; 1li¢ Mandi¢ 2020: 211.

19 Tomié¢ 1981: 23-27.

20 11i¢ 2012: 199-229.

2l Ili¢ Mandi¢ 2020: 188.

22 Morava 2006: 115-116; Gavrilovié, Duki¢ 2014: 67—74; Simonovié¢ 1990: 184; Misié 2007: 18.
B Opstina Smederevo 1992: 74-75; Gavrilovi¢, Duki¢ 2014: 73.

2 Opstina Smederevo 1992: 31; Mihaljéi¢ 1976: 105



Smederevo was so low, that if the Danube rose even a little, it would immediately become
flooded.?® Evliya Celebi claimed that the land in Smederevo was marshy.?® Quiclet said that
on the road from Kolar to Hasan-paSina Palanka in the summer of 1658, he crossed through
long marshes and the road had been particularly muddy. Interestingly, he claimed they had
traveled at night because it was unbearably hot during the day, which meant these marshes
did not dry out, even in summer.?’

3. Suitability of the Terrain

Each kind of terrain has certain advantages and disadvantages. It is just a matter of
what is considered crucial at the time a settlement is conceived in order for it to be
established at a particular spot. As has been described, the area here is flat and rather marshy
and prone to flooding; but often only one small advantage to an area can be decisive and
overrule a number of disadvantages.?

Cities were often built at the confluence of two rivers or on their components,
primarily because it was easier to defend, but also to take advantage of the benefits of two
rivers. Smederevo emerged at the mouth of the Jezava where it empties into the Danube. It
is located on a gently rolling lowland area on the southern rim of the Pannonian Basin, where
it meets the Banat plain, Pomoravlje, and the Sumadija hills. This is highly fertile land
suitable for cultivation. A favorable geographic position at the meeting point of different
natural and geographic formations, along with lowlands with valleys, plentiful water, and
agricultural land provided the necessary conditions for the development of settlements. The
location on the banks of the Danube that had important areas with small gradients in the
surrounding area basically ensured that the terrain would not be a limitation to exploiting the
land. The entire region had a favorable climate with plenty of water resources.?

As was mentioned previously, here the left bank of the Danube is somewhat lower
than the right bank, which means the left side is more vulnerable to flooding if the rivers
rose. Settlements that emerged on higher and better drained Kovin developed where the
loess terrace and the Danube’s lower alluvial plain meet, on a protruding, triangle-shaped
loess marsh that ends with a sharp high point on the bank of the Danube. Medieval Kovin
was located at the very tip of this triangle. It was thus built on higher and drier land which,
in the past, provided security from flooding and high groundwater. The alluvial plain is at
its narrowest here due to this protruding loess marsh, which is a highly significant factor for
river crossings. This means that Kovin is located at the most favorable spot in all of southern
Banat for crossing the Danube.*°

Kovin is surrounded on the east and west by the Danube’s low alluvial plain and its
now long-abandoned distributary. At the north, it is open toward the expansive loess terrace.
Kovin is thus naturally protected by steep slopes to the south, west, and east, and only

3 Matkovi¢ 1884: 20

% Evlija Celebi 1979: 313

27 Samardzié 1961: 195

2 Febvre 1966: 345

2 Opstina Smederevo 1992: 31-44, 208.

3 Tomi¢ 1981: 27-32; Ivanfi 1872: 173-174.
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needed additional defense to the north. The loess terrace near Kovin is rugged, which can
certainly be attributed to the Danube. There are many elongated depressions within it, which
can offer some protection to a settlement when filled with water. Sandstone on the north
side, which was uninhabited in the past, can also provide a sort of protection. This location
where two geomorphological features (the somewhat drier loess terrace and the wetter
alluvial plain) meet enables the population to exploit both of these. The alluvial plain is very
humid and contains wetlands, marshy terrain, and moist pastures. In the past, it flooded
when the Danube was high, after which lush, marshy vegetation would grow. Another
morphological unit on which Kovin is located is a loess terrace with excellent fertile soil,
but it is rather dry due to deep the phreatic zone and low precipitation.?!

4. Plant and Animal Life

In the past, the tree canopy was much denser than it is today. Priscus noted that,
while on the way to the Danube, a delegation sent to Atilla’s court by Emperor Theodosius
II found itself in a densely forested area and had descended into a completely forested
plain.?> In a much later period, Evliya Celebi and Quiclet also mentioned forests.™
Broquiére, on the other hand, mentioned that on the way to Belgrade and Szeged through
Banat, he never saw a single tree apart from two small forests surrounded by a river.3*

On his way to Constantinople, the well-known French poet Lamartine wrote that he had
passed through an ocean of Serbian forests and did not emerge from the shade of trees for three
days. Adam Weingarten, an Austrian staff captain who published a historical and geographical
description of Serbia in 1820, wrote that Serbia was an almost uninterrupted forest.

In the late nineteenth century, the plain between Veliko Selo and Vinca was covered
in willow trees, and there used to be oak trees laden with acorns used in pig breeding. In the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the hillsides between Belgrade and Smedervo
were completely forested, mostly with oak trees. These forests were mentioned by numerous
travel writers. They were mentioned by Broquiére, who said that he crossed through many
large forests on his way to Belgrade.*® Antun Vran¢i¢ wrote that the area around Smederevo
was wooded.?” Stephan Gerlach, on his way to Smederevo from Belgrade, and again from
Kolar to Smederevo, mentioned that there were forests of oak.3¥ Hans Dernschwam also said
that the areas north of Jagodina and around Begrade were forested.?’In 1621, an anonymous
travel writer noted that, on the road from Belgrade to Hasan-pasina Palanka via Kolari, he
continually traveled through forests. Poullet wrote similarly in 1658.%° In this climate, the

31 Tomi¢ 1981: 8-13, 117-118, 56-57, 66-86; Bukurov 1970: 20-21; Krsti¢ 2006: 28-30.
2 VIINT 1: 13

3 Evlija Celebi 1979: 518, 521, 522; Samardzi¢ 1961: 192

3 Brokijer 1950: 147

3 Stojanovié 1997: 65

% Brokijer 1950: 131.

37 Matkovi¢ 1884: 22.

3 Matkovié¢ 1893: 53-55.

¥ Vlajinac 1927: 97, 99.

40 Samardzi¢ 1961: 169, 212.

20



forests are filled with several species of oaks.*! A variety of game animals are found in these
forests, including deer and roe-deer, wild boar, hares, pheasants, gray partridges, common
quail, European turtle doves, wolves, foxes, European wildcats, weasels, European badgers,
Eurasian goshawks, sparrowhawks, eagles, and falcons.

The natural conditions around Kovin and Smederevo are very favorable for fishing.
The Danube, along with many distributaries, meaders, oxbow lakes, and ponds provide ideal
conditions for catching fish, but they are also inhabited by varieties of birds such as mallards
and graylag geese. The Danube and its tributaries were teeming with fish. In the mid-
nineteenth century, before rivers were artificially restocked, there were around sixty-six
varieties of fish in Serbian rivers. The most commonly fished were Eurasian carp, crucian
carp, blue bream, wels catfish, ziege, weatherfish, European perch, pike, freshwater bream,
and common rudd, while barbel, zander, trout, ide, and redfish were less common. Beluga
and sturgeon that had come all the way from the Black Sea could also be found in the
Danube even in Belgrade.*? Manuel Holobolos wrote that the Danube had more of a kind
of fish he referred to as a “fresh river pig” than any other river. It is not clear, however,
which fish this was.** Theodore Metochites wrote of a Danube fish that was large and oily,
and was highly prized in Constantinople, where it was difficult to find.** In the Descriptio
Europae Orientalis, an anonymous author claimed that the Danube and its tributaries were
filled with an abundance of fish, and he made specific mention of beluga, sturgeon, pike,
and barbel.* Constantine of Kostenets also wrote that there were many fish in Serbia.*°
Fishing on the Danube was certainly prevalent in the later period.*’ During the Ottoman
period, taxes on fishing were collected at Golubac, Kuli¢, and Ram. Half of the sanjak-bey
of Smederevo’s income came from fishing on the Morava, and he possessed fishponds on
the Sava and the Danube.*® An anonymous travel writer noted extraordinarily large carp and
commented that all the fish in Belgrade were excellent and fatty because the riverbed had
two feet of silt. Similar observations were made by Hans Dernschwam, Jean-Baptiste
Tavernier, Quiclet, and Louis Gedoyn.*

4 Kari¢ 1887: 70.

42 Pantié¢ 1860: 61-159; In a typicon from the Studenica monastery, it is instructed that people to be sent to the
banks of the Danube and the Zeta to gather fish before the Feast of Saint Simeon. (Corovi¢ 1928: 125).

4 VIINJ 6: 581.

4 VIINJ6: 114.

4 Zivkovié, Petrovi¢, Uzelac 2013: 137-138.

4 Konstantin Filozof 1936: 50.

47 Zirojevi¢ 1994: 111-120; Zirojevié 2011: 13-31; Fish are most easily caught in eddies. The most well-known
is the Gospodin vir on the Danube, which knez Lazar granted to the Ravanica monastery. He also granted
hunting grounds on the Danube the the Gornjak monastery. (Mladenovi¢ 2003: 32, 35, 58, 61; Miklosich 1858:
194; Skrivani¢ 1970: 249-250; Novakovié¢ 2005: 771; Nikoli¢ 1973: 152); Krsti¢ 2006: 131-142; In the
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Germany and northern Italy often procured live or semi-wild livestock
from Poland, Hungary, and the Balkans. The people of the Balkans were often mentioned in in sources in
Venice as butchers and livestock traders (most often from Dalmatia). Later, until the eighteenth century, pike
and very large hake from the Sava and Danube rivers were highly praised. (Brodel 2007: 180).

4 Bojani¢, 1974: 21, 23, 51; Sabanovié¢ 1964: 26; Hrabak 1960: 59—65

4 Vlajinac 1927: 100; Samardzi¢ 1961: 164-165, 186, 194, 183.
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5. Climate

Climate has a significant effect on water surfaces, distribution of plant and animal
life (specifically on the growth of crops and forests), and thus on humankind. This is
particularly relevant because, in the Middle Ages and the early modern period, most of the
population was engaged in agriculture and the remainder was also largely dependent on
food production. Temperatures in central Europe were slightly higher between 900 and
1300. Evidence for this is that the level of forest cover increased from one hundred to two
hundred meters above sea level. Tilling the land and cultivating crops became possible at
higher latitudes and elevations than in the past. What has been called the Medieval Climate
Optimum favored biological growth throughout the entire West. At higher latitudes, weather
conditions began to worsen as early as the thirteenth century, and this deterioration ushered
in an era often referred to as the Little Ice Age. This worsening extended throughout the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries when the northern hemispheres cooled. The Little Ice Age
began slowly and imperceptibly, beginning with occasional harsh winters. Worsening
weather followed in the mid-fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries with wet, cool summers
and long, cold winters. This lasted from approximately 1400 to 1850, with the coldest
periods around 1550 and between 1700 and 1850, when there was a series of cold winters.>

There has so far been no research on the climate in this part of the Danube region in the
Middle Ages. Various descriptions of the weather found in chronicles, biographies, travel
writings, and other sources contribute to our understanding of this period. An anonymous travel
writer wrote that in 1621, the air in Belgrade was mild and the seasons were rather pleasant. !
Louis Gedoyn wrote that in 1624, it had been extremely cold with lots of snow, and because of
this he had to postpone his journey from Sarajevo to Belgrade. At that time, the Drina was half
frozen and the Morava had frozen over completely. After he arrived in Belgrade, he wrote that
it had snowed for four days straight, and no one had ever experienced such a harsh winter for
over a hundred years.”> Evliya Celebi mentioned in several places that the climate around
Smederevo and Belgrade was very pleasant. He said that in Smederevo specifically, the winters
were very pleasant and mild, and that in July, the air in the city was unusually hot, which he
attributed to the high walls, and that in the town outside the walls the climate was pleasant.>
He also noted that when he traveled from Budapest to Belgrade in November and December of
1663, so much snow fell in Osijek that thousands of tents were completely covered, but then
the next day it was warmer and the sun was shining, and after that such heavy rains fell that
there were no tents left standing. At the same time, tremendously strong winds began blowing,
but the next day it was cooler.>* He said the climate in Banat, however, was good, and the
climate in the area east of Smederevo was lovely and pleasant.>

The temperate continental climate offers ideal conditions for settling down and
building settlements. Throughout this region, the level of insolation is relatively equal, and

30 Brodel 2007: 33-35; Delort, Wolter 2002: 106—107; Hoffmann 2014: 318-329.
31 Samardzié 1961: 164.

32 Samardzié¢ 1961: 176-178, 181, 183, 184; See also Note 13.

53 Evlija Celebi 1979: 70, 313

4 Evlija Celebi 1979: 376

55 Evlija Celebi 1979: 543, 547-548
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although the amount of sediment is low, it is approximately evenly distributed throughout
the entire year, making this area suitable for agriculture. Wind is frequent but not strong. %
All this indicates that, despite certain periods when conditions were somewhat harsher, the
climate in this part of the Lower Danube did not adversely affect the formation of settlements
nor hinder their development. Also indicative of this is the number of vineyards in the area
(which will be discussed later), which require a warmer climate and longer summers.

6. Soil Fertility

Arable land played an important role in this period when agriculture was the most
important part of the economy and in what the majority of the population was engaged. It
was reached by clearing groves and virgin soil, which, after being tilled, were turned into
fields suitable for growing grain or for planting vineyards and orchards. Up until the
sixteenth century, cities and towns were still inseparable from their agrarian surroundings,
so it is necessary to consider the city’s surroundings from this viewpoint.%’

In the mid-twelfth century, John Kinnamos wrote that the south of Banat was full of
people and all sorts of goods.*® The travel writer Muhammad al-Idrisi wrote that Kovin and
Ba¢ were beautiful, well-built, wealthy, bustling cities with many estates.>® Constantine of
Kostenets wrote that Serbia was fertile, had an abundance of everything, and there were
many vineyards.®® Broquiére wrote that, on his journey to Belgrade, he saw large valleys,
many villages, good foodstuffs, and especially good wine.®' The villages along the Danube,
and in Brani¢evo and Pek, which Prince Lazar had granted to Ravanica, had many
vineyards.5? Vineyards and other riches on the Rudiste estates, which belonged to Belgrade,
were also mentioned.®® The ban of Belgrade also had vineyards.®*

In accounts of travel writers from a somewhat later period, there are references to the
fertility of this part of the Lower Danube. Hans Derschwam wrote in 1553-1555 that a beautiful,
fertile plain extended around Smederevo, and that around the town there were extraordinarily
large vineyards. There were also vineyards along the Danube in the direction of Belgrade, and
he wrote that Smederevo could not be seen until they had passed the vineyards. He also
remarked that there appeared to have been vineyards in the areas south of the city. For this
reason, wine in Smederevo and Belgrade had once been good and cheap, but he claimed that it
was not as good has it had been because few people were left in the area, and the Ottoman taxes
and had become too high, meaning that vineyards could not be maintained as they had been in
the past.®> Antun Vranci¢ said of the area south of Smederevo that it was a spacious, beautiful,
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and fertile land with many orchards and vineyards.® In 1564, an imperial courier named Jakov
Becek wrote that Serbia was a desolate place and the people impoverished, but that it produced
a great deal of grain and wine, which showed how fertile the land was.®” Stephan Gerlach also
made note of the vineyards in Smederevo and the cheap wine.®® In the Morava valley near
Smederevo the beautiful fields of grain were noted in 1578.% Evliya Celebi mentioned several
times that the area between Belgrade and Smederevo was very fertile and had many gardens
and vineyards. He said of Smederevo that there was no end to all the gardens and vineyards.
Celebi also mentioned vineyards in Banat in the area around Vrsac.”' He also mentioned those
east of Smederevo near Kuli¢, Hram, and Golubac.” Vineyards were often mentioned in the
cadasters compiled during Ottoman rule. During this time, wine was imported to Smederevo,
but those living in Smederevo had their own vineyards.”

During a period of scarcity after 1555, the City of Dubrovnik sought supplies from the
deeper within the Balkan peninsula in Belgrade, Smederevo, and other areas. In years of famine
and scarcity, and as a consequence of navigational difficulties caused by military conflict at sea,
only small quantities of wheat were imported from around Belgrade and Smederevo. There is
information from the year 1564—1565 and after the harvest of 1565 about Dubrovnik’s efforts
to obtain permissions to import grain from Belgrade, interest in prices, and the orders
themselves.” People in these parts were also engaged in beekeeping. In 1428, King Sigismund
freed the citizens of Kovin from all taxes except for those on wax production.” The Archdiocese
of Kalocsa-Bacs was granted tithes on grain, food, bees, and wine from Belgrade estates.”
Immediately after the fall of Belgrade, the conqueror began taxing the hives of Christians.”’
During the Ottoman period, wax in particular was exported from areas around Belgrade and
Smederevo. Honey was taxed on ferries at Belgrade, Smederevo, Golubac, and Ram.”

According to travel writers, the wider area around Smederevo, Kovin, Southern
Hungary, and northern Serbia was quite fertile. They were impressed by the forests,
vineyards, gardens, and plowed fields, which they mentioned in their writings.”

7. Use of Natural Resources

As was mentioned in the section about the terrain, Smederevo and Kovin’s
surroundings are low-lying and rather marshy. Today lowlands are associated with fertile
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terrain, but in the past before land development began, it could have been the complete
opposite. At that time, the lowlands mostly collected water. Because this water is stagnant,
it becomes surrounded by reeds and cattails, and during the summer months noxious fumes
are emitted. These waters are also conducive to mosquitoes, which can spread serious
diseases. Although wetlands were first cultivated in the Middle Ages, it was not common
practice until the sixteenth century, and people mostly found arable land through clearing
forests or virgin soil. In the past, wetlands generally took up much more space than they do
today®® and were considered to be unhealthy. Stagnant water, high humidity, mud, and
mosquitoes facilitated the spread of infectious diseases— especially malaria, which is
transmitted by mosquitoes.®! Contemporaries considered these environments to be
unfavorable for human habitation. Hans Dernschwam said that Smederevo was an unhealthy
settlement because the walled city was susceptible to flooding, and the lower town was a true
lake of mud where stinking puddles of mud were accumulated in the largest streets.®? The
poor quality of the water was often mentioned in reports by civil servants when they visited
the colonized settlements of German regiments. In April 1768, a commerce inspector named
Kocian recorded that, among other things, the well water was very salty, which made it
mostly unusable for cooking or drinking, and the inhabitants were forced to take water from
the Timis and Ponjava rivers, and even from the Danube. Kocian believed the air in this
region was poor due to evaporation from the marshes and bad water, and that it was no
surprise that foreigners who came there fell ill, while the old and sick mostly perished.
However, because wetlands are part of the human environment, people must find
some way to wrestle with them and learn how to take advantage of some of the benefits they
offer. Marshy and muddy terrain can make access to the city quite difficult, which can serve
as a kind of natural defense and a hindrance to besieging the city. In the eighteenth century,
Inspector Kocian divided marshy terrain into three categories: completely unusable;
partially usable for fishing or gathering reeds; and terrain occasionally useful for gathering
additional hay during dry periods. This area was marshy before a drought but then dry was
used for hayfields and livestock grazing.3* According to a 1771 urbarium from Kovin, some
parts of the wetlands were completely unusable due to dampness and plant cover. However,
the largest part of the floodplain in the area was meadowland on both sides of the Ponjavica
River, which could be used for harvesting hay in the dry season. Considering the general
lack of trees in Banat, the marshy terrain along the Danube due to a large number of trees
such as willow, alder, and oak.®® Broquiére wrote that in Banat, straw and reeds were used
for kindling because wood was scarce.®® Reeds could also be used for thatching roofs.
Information from the medieval period indicates that there were fishponds in the vicinity of
Kovin.?” The Danube and its many distributaries, meanders, and oxbow lakes provide ideal
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conditions for fishing. It would be reasonable to assume that the ponds located near these
cities were used for this purpose.

In the past, forests have played an important role in everyday life, primarily because
they were a source of wood that had a variety of uses. Timber was a basic material for
construction and was additionally used for firewood and for making various tools, weapons,
and other necessities. Momcilo Spremi¢ poetically observed that the Middle Ages were in
fact an age of wood hidden behind a false image of stone. This is only because city walls
and the houses of noblemen and the wealthy were built of stone. The homes of the rest of
the population were mostly made of wood. Even parts of large and important fortifications
had wooden elements. Forests were also highly important for hunting since they were a
natural habitat for all sorts of game animals. These included varieties of deer, wild boar,
hares, pheasants, gray partridges, common quail, European turtle doves, wolves, foxes,
European wildcats, weasels, European badgers, Eurasian goshawks, sparrowhawks, eagles,
and falcons. During the Middle Ages there were also beavers in this area of Serbia, and
there were known to be two varieties of wild cattle: aurochs and the European bison. Pigs
were able to feed on acorns in the forests of oak and beech. Various types of fruit suitable
for human consumption could also be found in the forests. These could include wild walnuts
and chestnuts, quince, and a variety of berries.®® During times of war, the forest could
provide shelter, and enemy advances could be stopped by felling trees.®® Forests are also
excellent at cleaning the air. This is especially important in wetland areas where the air
quality was poor. Similarly, forests also provide protection from strong winds, including
the kosava. Forests can also partially protect against flooding because they use up large
amounts of water and can to some extent retain water. In the summer months, they reduce
temperatures and prevent the ground from getting too cold in the winter.”

8. Roads

One of the rather important advantages of the terrain is for aligning roads. River
currents, valleys, and gorges have been used for this purpose. If the need was great enough,
roads were built over difficult terrain.’!

There are two types of communication: river and land transport. First and foremost,
rivers can be used as travel routes for transporting people and goods, but there was also a need
to cross from one side to the other, either for crossing from one place to another on opposite
banks of the river or continuing an overland route that often followed along river valleys. *?

Regarding transport, rivers do two things: They essentially cut off or disrupt
transport over dry land and create a variety of problems for crossing from one bank to the
other. They also connect distant places and enable easier transportation of people and goods.
In the Middle Ages, bridges were only built over smaller rivers, so rafts were mostly used
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for crossings. There were no bridges spanning this particular section of the Danube during
the Middle Ages, so rafts were used for crossing, although there had been bridges in some
places during the Roman era.”® There were several elements that influenced raft, which were
mostly related to geography. Fords are mostly found where land routes intersected, and they
were very often aligned with rivers valleys, so many of them were located near river mouths.
Also, some natural conditions had to be dealt with that were related to the conditions of the
terrain itself and the possibilities for crossing at a particular place.

As was already mentioned, it was important that the alluvial plane to be as narrow
as possible, so that even when the river is high or when it overflows its banks, the ability to
cross is not jeopardized. These natural conditions led to a ford near Kovin.** Evidence of its
importance is that it was often used when large numbers of troops, horses, and equipment
needed to be moved to the other side of the river, and that many military campaigns passed
through Kovin. When King Louis I launched a campaign against Bulgaria in 1365, he
crossed the Danube at Kovin. The raft was also used for military purposes many times
during the reign of King Sigismund. In early November 1389, he penetrated Serbia, most
likely through Srem and Magva, since he had been in Mohacs just prior to this.”> When the
campaign ended, the king returned to his own lands through Kovin before taking another
short journey to the Lomnica River and then returning to Kovin.”® In September 1390, the
ban of Severin, Miklos Perényi, announced from Kovin his intent to attack Serbia, which
he did.”” The last campaign against Serbia was led by King Sigismund in the summer of
1392. The Ottomans were stationed on the right bank of the Danube across from Kovin, but
they withdrew ahead of the king’s army. The king’s army stayed in the area around
Brani¢evo and pushed their way to the town of Zdrelo on the Mlava River, and then returned
to Hungary via Kovin.®® An army led by Pippo Spano and sent by the despot Stefan
Lazarevi¢ in 1409 as part of his fight against his brother Vuk, also traveled through Kovin.*
When King Sigismund tried to retake Golubac in 1428, he remained for some time in the
southern parts due to the Ottoman threat. He stayed in Kovin and was in Belgrade by the
beginning of November.'?

In early 1431, rumors were circulating that the sultan was preparing a hundred large
vessels for an attack on Hungary. In response, Franko Talovac, the captain of Belgrade,
ordered the lords of Kovin to occupy the Danube with infantry and cavalry. And in early
1432, it was said that the Ottomans might strike at the southern reaches of Hungary. For
this reason, Franko Talovac ordered the vice-ispan of Kovin to go down to Kovin with an
army, and when word came that Belgrade might also be a target, nobles from the county of
Kovin were told to come to Belgrade within two days.!%!
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During skirmishes near Kovin in 1437, the Hungarian troops were supposed return
to their lands, but they were attacked by the army of Ali Bey from Vidin, who wanted to cut
off their retreat. Nevertheless, the Hungarians won a decisive victory at Godomin field near
Smederevo.!?? During one of the incursions, they ransacked Kovin, and the inhabitants fled
or partly relocated to the island of Csepel, south of Budapest.'”> When Hunyadi moved
against the Ottomans in 1448, he sent arms to Belgrade, and gathered an army in Kovin,
where he crossed the Danube in September and set up camp at the mouth of the Morava.'*

In 1450, Hunyadi and his army went down to Belgrade and Kovin with the intention
of attacking Serbia, but this never happened.'®®> When he failed to conquer Smederevo, in
early August 1454, the sultan withdrew at the news of Hunyadi gathering his forces near
Kovin and Belgrade.'® Hunyadi had gathered his army and his fleet when he needed to
defend Belgrade from an Ottoman assault in 1456.'%

Upon hearing that Golubac had fallen to the Ottomans in 1458, Matthias ordered
Szilagyi to come to Kovin with his army. When Mahmud Pasha learned of this, he left
supplies at Golubac and he and his army withdrew.!*® In December 1458, King Matthias
convened a diet in Szeged, where it was decided that all inhabitants of the kingdom had to
participate in the defense of Belgrade and other cities along the Sava and the Danube. All
of these decisions were meant to shore up the defenses along the southern border. Not long
after, the Ottomans took Kovin and razed it.'® Afterward, Michael Szilagyi rebuilt it and
supplied it with necessities. The Ottoman progression in this region was not easy to stop, so
in 1478, the Hungarian diet voted to rebuild the fortresses at Kovin, Hram, and PoZeZeno.
This was carried out over the following years, but these measures failed to stop the Ottoman
advance. Attacks by akincis® were a regular occurrence, and things became particularly
chaotic after the Hungarian defeat at Mohacs in 1526. Banat finally fell to the Ottomans in
the year 1551-1552, but it is certain that parts of this region, and especially those along the
Danube, had fallen to them even earlier. Crossings at Kovin became less frequent when the
Ottomans took Belgrade in 1521.

River traffic on the Danube in this region was of twofold significance. First and
foremost, it was important for local travel by connecting places on opposite banks of the
river; and second, it was significant for long-distance travel to places lying further along the
river. It is clear from what has been covered so far that the two sides of the Danube have
different geographic, and therefore commercial, characteristics. For this reason, there are
crops that are much more likely to thrive in moist soil on the lower left side. This is
particularly significant for farming and breeding livestock. On the left side, the cliffs and
hillsides are more suitable for crops that thrive in drier soil, and especially for wine and fruit
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growing. Thus, the left and right sides have varying commercial and geographic features,
which resulted in a need for transport links. Long-distance travel was also highly important
for connecting settlements up and down the river, and especially for connecting very remote
places.''? Therefore, rivers were a sort of compliment to overland roads, and were sometimes
even more important. River transport was cheaper and easier, and on the river, there was less
chance of being attacked by bandits. The Danube was used extensively for both military and
commercial transport. In the Roman era and during the Middle Ages, the Morava River was
navigable not as winding as it is today. We know the Ottomans kept vessels at Stala¢ on the
Morava.'!! The Tisa, Timis, and Begej were also suitable for river travel.!!?

The most well-known land route was the Belgrade—Constantinople route, which was
the successor to the old Roman Via militaris."'> The marked medieval route went from
Belgrade to Grocka, then followed the Danube to Smederevo and continued on to Branicevo.
From Branicevo, the road left the Danube and turned south toward Ravno, Razanj, and Bovan,
continued down to Ni§, and then headed toward Sofija and further on to Constantinople. At
Nis the road split into three, with one branch leading to the Timok Valley and Vidin; the
second to the Toplica valley, Kosovo polje and the Adriatic; and the third toward Skopje and
Thessaloniki.'"* However, in the mid-fifteenth century, the Great Road was partially altered
so that at Ravno it crossed the Morava at the left bank and continued through Batocina, Kolar,
and Grocka toward Belgrade.!'> Many roads from various regions connected to this road, and
of one the most significant connections was with Buda, Timisoara, and Szeged. ''¢

The old Roman road, the Via militaris, therefore went from Belgrade to Viminacium,
where it branched off to the south. However, from Viminacium, after Brani¢evo, the old
Roman road used in the Middle Ages continued along the Danube toward Hram, Golubac,
Visesava, and further on to Vidin.!'” In the Ottoman period, there was also a road connecting
Ram on the Danube with Timisoara via Vr$ac.''® Because it was located on the old Great
Road on the way from Belgrade to Branicevo, Smederevo had well-developed connections,
as did nearby Kovin. From Smederevo, there was a road that led through the Jezava and
Great Morava valleys to Batog¢ina, where it connected to the left route of the Great Road.!"

9. Conclusion
Kovin and Smederevo, two nearby cities on the banks of the Danube, emerged and

developed under completely different historical circumstances, but in many ways
experienced similar natural conditions. They shared the same stretch of the Danube and
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made use of the river’s vast resources for transportation, natural defenses, water sources,
and its plant and animal life. There was fertile soil on both sides of the river. Its distributaries
in this region enabled the formation of fishponds. The Danube’s narrow alluvial plain near
Kovin and the two river islands in this area made crossing the Danube easier. The two cities
also shared the same climate. However, in this section of the river, the left bank of the
Danube is lower than the right, leaving the area around Kovin more exposed to flooding
than Smederevo. Likewise, the Danube basin near Smederevo is more heavily forested and
has access to more resources provided by the forest.

Until the eighteenth century, the towns of Kovin and Smederevo each had a
particular geographical position that provided some advantages. Smederevo was built at the
confluence of the Jezava and the Danube. In the Middle Ages, this was a highly strategic
position. Kovin was built primarily on elevated land above the river at a location highly
favorable for river crossings, and on land that was partially drier than the land around it.
There are also two river islands on this stretch of the river. They had an important role in
transportation because crossing such a wide river as the Danube was quite dangerous. The
river islands served as intermediaries and eased the crossing. This was an important factor
for trading hubs such as Kovin and Smederevo.

Geographic position is an important aspect in the history of cities that, to a certain
extent, influences their emergence and development. Thus, the effect of natural conditions
has become one of the important factors in the long-term formation of cities, and they have
made a particular contribution to their development and survival.

Translated by Elizabeth Salmore
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CHEXXAHA BOXXAHUWh
VYuusep3uter y Hosom Cany
dunozodcku pakynrer, Oncek 3a UCTOPU]jY

MPUPOHU YCJIOBU KAO ®AKTOP PA3BOJA I'PAJIOBA
HA CYIIPOTHUM OBAJIAMA JIYHABA. CTYJIMJA CJIYYAJA
CMEJIEPEBA U KOBHUHA O] 14. J1O 18. BEKA

Pesume

Ipu aHanmu3u mpoieca ypbaHH3alMje BaXKHO je y HUCTPAXKHUBAKBC HE YKIBYUH H MPOCTOP
OJTHOCHO TEPEH Ha KOME Cy HaCTajalli M pa3BHjalli ce IpajoBH. YOBEK Y CBOM MaTEPHjATHOM KUBOTY
je omyBek OHMO y 3aBHCHOCTH OJf YCJIOBa, yTHI@ja ¥ MOTYRHOCTH TpUpOJE, TaKO [a je MO3HaBahe
¢m3uuke reorpaduje moTpeOHO paay yTBphUBamka IPUPOIHUX YCIOBA M YTHIAja HA )KUBOT YOBEKA 1
mBeroBy Kyntypy. Kosut u CmezepeBo /iBa 00MmKba Ipajia Ha CynpoTHUM obanama JlyHaBa HacTallu
CYy W pa3BHjallil C€ Y MOTIIYHO Pa3IMYUTHM HCTOPHjCKUM OKOJHOCTHMA, i Cy Y MHOIOME HMAIH
CIIMYHE TPUPOAHE ycioBe. JIenuiu ¢y UCTH BOJOTOK J[yHaBa M KOPHCTHIIH ce GOraTUM pecypcuma
OBE peKe U Kao peyHe KOMYyHHKAIHje, TPUPOAHE 00paHe, H3BOpa BOJC U KHBOTHELCKOT U OHUIBHOT
cBera. [InoxHocT 3emsbnnTa je Takohe Omma obe3delena Ha obe cTpaHe peke. IberoBu pykasiu Ha
0BOM N0/ipy4jy omoryhasamu cy dopmupame pubmaka. CyxeHa anyBHjanaH paBaH JlyHaBa Kox
KoBuHa 1 nocTojame JBe aJie Ha OBOM MOApydYjy omoryhaBanu Cy Jakmm mnpenasak mpeko JlyHasa.
Taxole ximiMa je y 06a rpaja Ouna ucroBerna. Ca apyre cTpaHe, YMI-CHHIIA 12 je JeBa obana JlyHaBa
HAa TOM TMOTe3y HWXKa OJ JecHe, momapydje KoBuHa je OWIO yrpoKeHHje OJ TOIUIaBa HETO
CwMmenepeBcko. Mcro Tako, cMeIepeBCKO TTOIyHABJbE je MMaJIO BUINE IIYMCKOT NMOKpPHBaya M CaMUM
THM BHIIIE pecypca Koje je myma nasana. ['pamosu Kosun u CMenepeBo y Mepruoay O] CPEAmeEr 10
18. Beka cy cBaku 3a cebe je mManu onpeljeH reorpadckd TMONOKAj KOjU My je JaBao Heka
npeumyhctBa. CMenepeBo je ca3uaano Ha yirhy aBejy peka. Takas Monoxaj je y cpeimheM BeKy Ono
0]l M3y3eTHOT cTpartelnkor 3Hayaja. M KoBuH je mpBoOuTHO OMO carpaljeH Ha y3BULICHY H3HAJ peKe,
Ha MM0Te3y KOjH je OMo N3y3eTHO TI0BOJhAH 3a Mpeia3 MPEeKo PeKe, a Ha HEITO OIEANTH]EM 3eMJBUILTY
oJ1 okosrHe. Takolje Ha OBOM MOTe3y mocrojaie ¢y jase aae. OHe Cy Mope/ CTpaTelKe HMalle U BaXKHY
caobpahajuy yrory. [Ipena3 Tako MUPOKKUX peka kao mrto je JlyHaB je yBek OHO omacaH W aje Ccy
UMaJie yJIory HocpeJHrKa Majia cy Ouiie 4ecTo u3jiokeHe norasama. To je OMo BaykaH YMHMIIALL 32
TproBauka Mecta kakasu cy ounn KoBuH 1 CMeziepeBo. Y TUIAjU IPUPOTHHX YCIOBa YMHHIIM CY je/laH
on BakHHX (akTopa Ayror Tpajama (opmHpama IrpagoBa, HBHXOBOI SKOHOMCKOT pPa3BUTKa U
OICTaHKA.

Kibyune peun: Kosun, CmenepeBo, pexa JlyHaB, ypOaHu3aiuja, pUPOSHH YCIOBH.
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