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Red Bags Along Three Rivers 
 
#8.  Red Bags and Yellow Abbey 
 
With a length of almost eighteen hundred miles, the Danube is Europe’s second longest river behind 
only the Volga in eastern Russia.  It is a broad expanse of a river, so wide that it was the boundary of 
the Roman Empire when the empire was at its height.  Across the river was a land inhabited by 
savage….some would call barbaric….tribes who the Romans favored keeping at a 
distance…….preferably a great distance.  The problem with rivers, though, is that they make lousy 
boundaries.   Mountains separate people and take a lot of time and effort to cross.  Rivers, on the 
other hand, draw people and all it takes to cross is a half hour and a rowboat.  The tribes, themselves 
being pushed by invading Huns from the east, crossed the Danube and slashed their way through the 
Roman Empire.  Eventually they overran the city of Rome itself and the empire as we know it ceased 
to exist.  Chief among these attacking tribes were the Vandals.  Their conquest of Rome eventually 
gave rise to a new word in the English lexicon…..vandalism, though it is more likely they plundered 
everything rather than destroyed anything. 
 
Today’s Danube continues to attract people, but for far more peaceful purposes.  The Danube is one 
of Europe’s most important commercial waterways, regularly plied by barges laden with cargo and 
river cruise vessels packed with passengers. The river’s banks are lined with pleasant villages, 
castles, romantic ruins of bygone ages and huge, magnificent abbeys.  Cyclists along the Austrian 
Danube are legion and hail from all corners of the globe, drawn by the river valley’s undeniable 
beauty and the ease of riding along a flat, paved riverside path with restaurants, taverns and snack 
bars conveniently spaced along its edges.   
 
After spending a couple of days exploring the crowded but elegant city of Vienna, we were back on 
the river among another crowd….cyclists.  Among this mass of humanity on the move was a group of 
Americans who biked each day and cruised on a river vessel each night, two Chinese cyclists who 
had biked in from China, and hordes of Vandal descendants…..the Germans.   
 
The transition from Austria to Slovakia is barely noticeable.  An old border crossing station still 
stands, but it looks deserted and a bit forlorn from years of inactivity since the two countries now 
share an open border.   Other than a permanently open gate on the path, one can hardly tell a border 
has been crossed at all……but for one exception.   Perched high on a hill overlooking the Danube is 
Bratislava castle, an iconic symbol of both its namesake city and the nation, with its white walls 
reflecting bright in the afternoon sun.  Slovakia is one of the infant nations of Europe, having been 
born on the first day of 1993 following the division of Czechoslovakia.  The Slovaks pride in their new 
nation is evident, exhibited by displays of national emblems, statues to long dead Slovakian 
luminaries and flags everywhere…..and I mean everywhere.  In observance of a Slovak national 
holiday, the normally white walls of Bratislava Castle were converted into a huge Slovakian flag.    
 
 



 
 

 
 



 
 
 


