CASTLES
IN THE MIDDLE DYJE VALLEY

A concise guide to the Dyje valley in the
borderlands between south-western
Moravia and Lower Austria

Raabs (Rakousy)
The oldest castle in the Austrian Dyje valley. In the 10th
century this area was inhabited by Moravians, who built fortifications against the Hungarians near the later site of the
castle. When Holy Roman Emporer Henry III moved the borders of the Bavarian Eastern Marches permanently in 1041
AD, at the expense of Moravia, a stone castle was built on a
high cliff above the confluence of the Austrian and Moravian
Dyje rivers as the centre of a new mini-state, which was independent of the Eastern Marches. In 1100 AD Count Gottfried
provided sanctuary here to Prince Litold of Znojmo, who had
angered Prince Břetislav II of Prague. In the late 12th century
a market town was founded under the castle. At this time the
noble dynasty died out and Raabs became part of the “Duchy
below the Enns” (Österreich, later Austria), which the Moravians began to call “Rakousy” – the same name as the former
county in the Dyje valley. During Přemysl Otakar II’s reign the
castle was awarded to Vok of Rosenberg. In 1358 AD the castle and its estates were bestowed on the Lords of Puchheim,
who greatly expanded and reinforced it during the Gothic
and Renaissance periods. After 1500 AD the estate became a
freehold. In 1702 AD the last Puchheim sold the castle to the
Lords of Quarient and Raall. After this it frequently changed
owners and currently belongs to the publisher Richard Pils.
Open to the public: at weekends during the summer season,
www.schlossraabs.at
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„The borderlands of both countries are not divided by forests,
but by a river called the Dyje, flowing across the plains, barely
dividing them.“
Cosmas’ Chronicle of the Bohemians 1082 AD

The beautiful and dramatic landscape of the middle Dyje
valley provides a spectacular backdrop for numerous historic castles. To understand the founding and functions of
these castles we must look back into history.
In the mid-11th century the Dyje catchment was a turbulent borderland between the Přemyslid-ruled Moravia and
the Babenburg-ruled Eastern Marches, which were raised to
the status of the Austrian Duchy in the mid-12th century. The
Moravian-Austrian border was stabilised after 1179 AD and
the rulers of both countries attempted to secure the border
by building castles, which could also ease the colonisation
of the uninhabited fringes of SW Moravia and the Austrian
Waldviertel.
These lands were loaned to powerful noblemen in return for feudal promises to defend them. Thus, the number
of fortresses in the Dyje valley grew further. Many of them
became stately homes, centres of administration and law
enforcement for the subjects living in the wider region. The
border on the Dyje lost its military importance from the 16th
century, after Moravia and Lower Austria came under joint
Habsburg rule and the danger of a Turkish invasion retreated to the Hungarian lowlands. Unless the nobles decided
to convert their castles into chateaus, they were abandoned
or fell into disrepair, as illustrated by the picturesque ruins in
the Dyje valley. The military-political tension only returned
in the 20th century. But that is a different story.
Luckily, the border in the Dyje valley is now only an administrative line on the map of the unified Europe. Let us take
a trip down this valley, accompanied by the stories of the
castles!
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Kollmitz
The largest ruined castle in the Austrian Dyje valley stands on
a river promontory, 2 km south of the Kollmitzberg hill. The
older Chalmunze already existed in 1135 AD and probably
stood on a ridge on the opposite side of the valley to the

1 Autumnal Podyjí near Nový Hrádek Castle
< Front page: The fairy tale chateau at Vranov nad Dyjí

2 Raabs Castle above the confluence of the Moravianand Austrian Dyje rivers
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knights of Eibenstein – lived here from 1282 to 1543 AD
and added the tower, palace, forecastle and a remarkable
kitchen. The castle was then owned by the Schneckenreith
family but they did not live here. In 1660 it passed to the
Sprinzenstein family, the owners of Drosendorf Chateau.
Open to the public: free-of-charge and all-year-round.

west of Kollmitzgraben. In the late 13th century the Lords of
Walsee started building a new home on the site of the current
castle. A long palace and a high tower (bergfriede) with defensive walls were built before 1320 AD. However, the Lords
of Walsee turned their attentions to administering Drosendorf and they sold Kollmitz Castle and its estates (including
the town of Ludweis). After the Lords of Winkel (1346), the
Chratzers from Ofen (1362) and from Thürnau (1371), the
castle’s golden age began under the ownership of the Lords
of Hofkirchen (1398–1620), when the Drosendorf estates
were added. In response to frequent attacks by the Lords
of Bítov and Cornštejn in the mid-15th century, Kollmitz
was expanded to include a forecastle with cannon bastions,
fronted by a “Hunger Tower”, and the “Bohemian Wall” was
built across the neck of the promontory some distance away
from the actual castle. The castle was confiscated from the
Hofkirchens after they joined the protestant revolt. The last
construction activity at the castle was ordered by the Provost of Pernegg Monastery (1693–1703). Kollmitz was later
joined to the Raabs estates and was no longer inhabited.
Later it was even dismantled for use as building stone.
The castle is currently administered by a civic association.
Open to the public: all year round, www.kollmitz.at

Drosendorf
The chateau, which was originally the citadel of the fortified
town, was founded in c. 1240 AD by Austrian Duke Frederick
II the Quarrelsome, possibly as a response to the founding of
Jemnice castle in Moravia. Before the Battle on the Marchfeld in 1278 AD the town was besieged by Bohemian King
Přemysl Otakar II. Thanks to Stephan von Meissau the town
resisted the siege for 16 days. In 1328 AD the Lords of Walsee defended the town against King John of Bohemia’s army.
In 1405 AD the town was seized deceitfully by Albrecht of
Cornštejn, but when attempting to take the citadel, he was
caught and trampled to death by the crowd. In 1453 AD the
Habsburgs pledged the town and castle to the Eitzinger
family, then in 1506 AD to Jan Mrakeš of Noskov and Budišov, who rebuilt the castle into a fortified chateau. While the
town remained as a feudal property, the castle became a free
holding in 1607 AD. After the fire in 1694 AD the chateau

Eibenstein
This ruined castle once guarded an important crossroads
and ford on the Dyje. It was founded in the mid-12th century by the Counts of Pernegg – relatives of the Babenbergs.
Its name comes from “Ivan” (Iwenstein). Remnants of the
chapel and palace from this period are still standing. When
the Counts died out before 1220 AD, the castle passed to
the feudal lord. After the siege of Drosendorf in 1278 AD
it was used by the army of Přemysl Otakar II. Immediately
afterwards the castle passed to Stephan von Meissau, who
bestowed it to his follower Friedrich. His descendents – the
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3 The authentic condition of Kollmitz Castle will remind us
of the Late Medieval period
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4 Ruins of Eibenstein Castle
5 The small town of Drosendorf with its palatial chateau
and preserved defensive walls

was renovated in a Baroque style. Just like Eibenstein it now
belongs to the Counts of Hoyos.
Open to the public: free-of-charge to the courtyard. There is
a hotel and training centre in the chateau,
www.schloss-drosendorf.at

Frejštejn
The remarkable ruins of a castle founded before 1250 AD as
an additional seat of the Lords of Thürnau. The builders Ulrich Frei and his son Gaytmar were in the service of Moravian
King Přemysl Otakar II. After his death, the revolt continued
and the castle was conquered by the Austrian provincial
army (1286 AD). Until the 14th century the castle was administered by a burgrave of the Bohemian king, who extended
the original Romanesque castle with a bergfriede and a modest palace, to include a lower courtyard with a representative palace and chapel. In 1422 AD King Sigismund bestowed
Frejštejn to the Krajíř of Krajk family. However, the castle was
again identified as a centre of unrest and robbery and was
conquered by the Moravian army in 1440 AD. The Krajíř family immediately repaired and reinforced the castle, but it
was again destroyed in wars during the reign of King George
of Poděbrady. In 1487 AD it was mentioned as “ruined” and
soon afterwards the castle and estates were joined to the
Uherčice estates. Today it is owned by the village.
Open to the public: free of charge and all year round,
www.podhradinaddyji.cz
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the Dyje and can boast that it is probably the oldest castle
in Podyjí and in all of SW Moravia. There was already a fortified settlement here during the Great Moravian Empire, the
Přemyslids only added to it in the early 11th century. In the
12th and 13th centuries Bítov became the centre from which
the colonisation of the uninhabited forests of the BohemianMoravian Highlands (Dačice, Jihlava regions) was directed.
Bítov supported the Bohemian kings in the 13th century
wars, but was conquered by the Austrians in 1241 AD. So that
this would not happen again, the wood and clay Bítov fortress was soon rebuilt in stone. After the Přemyslids died out,
the castle became the hereditary fief of the Lords Bítovský of
Lichtenburg (1308–1576 AD). During the 14th century they
extended the castle to include a palace, and in the late 15th
century the gable wall was strengthened with two towers.
After the Lichtenburgs died out, the castle fell into disrepair before it was restored by the Jankovský of Vlašim family (1617–1755) in the Baroque period. The Counts of Daun
made major changes to convert the castle into a neo-Gothic
chateau in the early 19th century, when the lands around the
castle were also romantically landscaped. The last owners
were the new Barons Haas of Hasenfels, who set up a private
zoo here during the First Republic. In 1945 the castle was nationalised in accordance with the Beneš Decrees. Today it is
administered by the National Heritage Institute.
Open to the public: April–October, www.hradbitov.cz

Cornštejn
This extensive ruined castle stands on a river promontory
close to Bítov. Initially, a small castle with a courtyard and
palace was built here after 1319 AD in order to defend the
access road from Vranov and Austria. It was built by Raimund
of Lichtenburg, who held the hereditary rights to the Bítov
estate, also to provide a further dwelling for his offspring.
During the 14th and 15th centuries the castle was expanded
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Bítov – National Cultural Monument
This architecturally imposing castle is situated above the
last bend of the Želetavka river before its confluence with

6 The imposing Gothic palace of Frejštejn Castle as seen from
Podhradí nad Dyjí

7 The “Monarch of the Moravian Dyje Valley” is Bítov Castle
above the confluence of the Dyje and Želetavka rivers
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was completed in the 18th century. Vranov Chateau with its
estates was bought by the Counts of Mniszek in 1799 AD. In
their era the front of the castle underwent major changes.
After 1876 AD, the castle was inherited by Countess Luitgarda, who married into the Stadnický family. After Vranov was
connected to the Third Reich in 1938, the castle was confiscated and it was nationalised in 1945. Today it is administered by the National Heritage Institute.
Open to the public: April–October, www.zamek-vranov.cz

several times (bailey, lower forecastle with shooting bastions, second palace, advanced fortifications on the hill). In
1422 AD it was apparently attacked by the Hussites. In the
years 1464–1465 AD it resisted a siege by the troops of the
Moravian Estates for almost a year after Lord Hynek of Lichtenburg withdrew his pledge of allegiance to King George of
Poděbrady. The castle’s inhabitants were eventually starved
out and the castle passed to the Krajíř of Krajk family, who
significantly modernised it in the 15th and 16th centuries.
Around 1530 AD the castle passed to the Lords Bítovský of
Lichtenburg, but after their extinction (1572) it was abandoned. In 1945 it was nationalised and is now administered by
the South Moravian Museum in Znojmo.
Open to the public: June–September, www.znojmuz.cz

Hardegg
The predecessor of this majestic castle in the heart of Thayatal NP, which stands above the confluence of the Fugnitz
and Thaya rivers, was a Great Moravian fortified settlement.
In the 10th century it was abandoned but was repopulated
at the behest of the Babenbergs within the borders of the
old Weitersfeld parish in the late 11th century. After the mid12th century, it became the centre of the new estates of the
Counts of Plaine, natives of Salzburg. In the mid-13th century Otto of Plain and Hardegg was the most powerful man in
the Duchy, a nobleman of Austria and a loyal supporter of
the Bohemian Kings Václav I and Přemysl Otakar II. With his
death at the Battle of Laa (1260 AD) the Plaine family died
out. King Rudolf I of Habsburg bestowed their estates to Berthold of Rabenswalde. He rebuilt Hardegg Castle as a Gothic
fortress, established the town under the castle and founded
a new town at Retz. The Berchtold’s heirs, the Lords of Maidburg were among the most powerful noblemen in Austria.
For example, in 1335 AD Count Burkhard II of Hardegg married Anna from the Opava line of the Přemyslids in Znojmo.
In 1425 AD their descendant Johann of Hardegg, once the
Marshall of Austria, was captured during the defence of Retz
against the Hussites and deported to Bohemia. Due to the
large debts the castle passed to the Lords of Pösing. In 1495
AD Emperor Maximilian I divided the Hardegg estates into

Vranov – National Cultural Monument
The magnificent “Baroque Pearl of Podyjí” stands on a high
cliff above the river and was founded by the Přemyslids in
the late 11th century. In 1100 AD the Prague Prince Břetislav II stayed here during his retaliatory expedition against
his cousin Prince Litold of Znojmo, who fled to Raabs Castle. Vranov was rebuilt in stone during the reign of Přemysl
Otakar II. The building work may have been directed by the
King’s Burgrave Vikart of Thürnau. From 1323 AD the castle
was pawned to Jindřich of Lipé, from 1421 AD to the Bítovský of Lichtenburg family. In 1499 AD the king released it
into free tenure, which the Lichtenburgs took advantage of,
when they sold the castle in 1516 AD. After this Vranov often
changed owners. In 1618 AD the estate was bought by Wolf
Dietrich of Althann, who then lost it as he was a protestant.
The castle burnt down when it was owned by the Scherfenbergs (1665). In 1680 AD the Althanns regained the castle.
Michael Johann II of Althann had the monumental Ancestral Hall (the largest hall of any castle in Moravia) and a new
chapel with twin-towers built. The conversion into a chateau

8 The imposing Cornštejn Castle is now hidden in a mature
forest

9 The chateau and small town of Vranov nad Dyjí
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and modified as a tourist dormitory. After the rise of the Iron
Curtain it lay in the restricted border zone. Today it is administered by the National Heritage Institute.
Open to the public: May–September, www.novy-hradek.eu

Kaja Castle
This castle stands on a promontory above the Kajabach
stream and once guarded the trail to the river Dyje, which
continued via Nový Hrádek to Moravia. The origins of the
castle called Chiowe (“Kyjov” in Slavonic) lie in the plane of
hypotheses. It is certain that until 1168 AD it was held as a
fief by the sovereign Lords of Kampeck (Kuenring dynasty).
The Romanesque core with two towers and palaces dates
from this period. In the 14th century it briefly belonged
to the Lords of Lipé but it was later pawned to the Lords
of Hardegg. Kaja Castle was destroyed in the Hussite raids
and then it passed to the Einzingers, who repaired it and
strengthened its defences. In the late 16th century the new
owners – the Trautsons – preferred the comfort of the nearby
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two parts: he retained the town of Retz and surroundings,
while Hardegg and surroundings was sold to the Lords of
Prüschenk. In the late 16th century the seat of the Hardegg
estates moved to Riegersburg and Hardegg fell into disrepair. The earthquake and fire in 1764 AD brought great
destruction to the castle. In the late 19th century the castle
was partly restored by the Counts of Khevenhüller-Metsch. It
now belongs to the Countess Pilati.
Open to the public: daily and all-year-round,
www.riegersburg-hardegg.com

Nový Hrádek – National Cultural Monument
The double-walled castle with an oval plan was built by the
Moravian Margrave Jan Jindřich after 1358 AD on the neck
of a massive Dyje meander, on lands that he exchanged with
the Louka Monastery. In the 15th century the castle was held
by the Austrian Einzinger family, who enclosed the large
courtyard and built a Late Gothic palace. Nový Hrádek with
its estates had several owners in the 16th century, until it
was permanently connected to the neighboring Vranov estates in 1617 AD. In 1645 AD it was plundered by the Swedes
and left as a ruin. In the early 19th century it was adapted
into a romantic summer residence by the Counts of Mniszek
from Vranov. After World War I the castle was nationalised
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castle in Niederfladnitz and abandoned Kaja. After 1781 AD
the castle passed to the Auerspergs, who renovated some
of the buildings. Since 1945 it has belonged to the Counts
of Waldstein-Wartenberg. In the years 1968–1980, in cooperation with a civic association, the castle was repaired and
opened to the public.
Open to the public: May–October at weekends,
www.np-thayatal.at

Znojmo
Historically, the most important castle in the Dyje valley
was built before 1100 AD above the mouth of Gránický
Creek where it enters the Dyje, opposite the Great Moravian
11

10 Hardegg – an ideal symbiosis of man-made and natural
creations
11 The Late Gothic palace and courtyard of Nový Hrádek Castle

12 Kaja Castle is hidden in a side valley of the Dyje canyon
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settlement of Znojmo-Hradiště. Through the 12th century it
was the centre of the Appanage Principality of Znojmo. The
representative chapel (rotunda) at its centre is still standing
today. In 1146 AD it was captured by Bohemian King Vladislav II and then newly rebuilt in stone. The first Moravian
Margraves Conrad Otto and Vladislav Jindřich had their seat
here. From the 13th century it served as a royal citadel for the
newly established city on its foreland. Emperor Sigismund
died in the castle in 1437 AD. The Moravian Provincial Assembly was based at the castle in the 16th century, although
the castle was often in the pledge. In the 17th century it lost
its military importance and fell into disrepair. After 1710 AD
the Znojmo townspeople built the brewery in front of the
castle, while the Lords of Deblín rebuilt the rear castle into a
Baroque chateau. It was taken over by the army in 1784 AD
and it has been used by Znojmo Museum since 1910.
Open to the public: all year round, interiors April–September,
www.znojmuz.cz
Podyjí National Park Administration
Na Vyhlídce 5, 669 01 Znojmo
tel.: +420 515 226 722, e-mail: info@nppodyji.cz
www.nppodyji.cz
Nationalpark Thayatal
Nationalparkhaus, 2082 Hardegg
tel.: +43 2949 / 7005, e-mail: office@np-thayatal.at
www.np-thayatal.at
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13 Znojmo Castle as seen from the ancient crossing point
on the Dyje river
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