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Ottokar II of Bohemia (1253–1278) used several 
methods to strengthen royal power, such as building 
castles, founding cities, and developing rural and 
mining colonization. All these elements were used 
to cultivate “the forest known as Bezděz”. Under 
the oversight of the newly built Bezděz castle, 
a new “royal territory” was formed stretching from 
the castle N to the peak of Ralsko. However, the 
bold colonization and urbanization impulse re-
mained unfulfilled. The king’s defeat and death re-
sulted in his son Wenceslas II (1283–1305) failing 
to continue the project, which was picked up by in-
fluential noble houses and ecclesiastic institutions. 
The story of the region beneath the Ralsko highland 
is part of the 13th century mosaic when the Czech 
lands underwent a medieval modernization.
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Introduction

The “Bezděz forest” stretched from the NW of the historical region around Mladá 
Boleslav, which was part of the large dense forest of North Bohemia. Ottokar II of 
Bohemia (1253–1278) noticed the region and supported colonizing and urbanizing it. 
While heretofore research has focused on the southern, more attractive parts of the 
“forest” around the town of Doksy and Bezděz Castle, the more northern parts re-
mained shunned. The N and W edges are created by the uppermost parts of the 
Ploučnice River and the town of Mimoň, respectively. The E boundary is the Zábrdka 
stream that flows into the Jizera River near Mnichovo Hradiště. This area has about 
260km2, but it has only two orientational points: Ralsko (696m) with a castle at its 
peak, and the Ještěd (1012m) peak a little further away. We call the area “Podralsko” 
(or area beneath Ralsko) according to the eponymous peak.1

The profile of the terrain in Podralsko is rugged and in places submontane. 
Elevation is around 400m and falls slightly towards the S. The sandstone bedrock is 
strengthened by polymetallic ore veins with igneous peaks (Děvín, Hamerský Špičák, 
Jelení vrchy) in the N. Geobotanic surveys show most of Podralsko is made up of 
evergreen forests with pines, birches, and rowan trees. Most of the soil is poor and 
acidic, and thus inappropriate for intensive grain farming. The area was thus known for 
its focus on raising livestock and forestry. Furthermore, the central areas lack flowing 
waters, which limited the building of mills.2

The originally Czech ethnic nature of the area established in the Middle Ages 
gradually changed and, in the 18th and 19th centuries Podralsko was a predominantly 
German region. The “Horní vsi” (Oberdörfer, Upper Villages) made up the nucleus and 
only Kuřívody was formally a town. Distances, a sparse population, and thick forests 
attracted the interest of the army, and a  real break came after World War II. As the 
population of the “Horní vsi” were mostly German, they were deported after the war. 
Podralsko was transformed into the closed Vojenský výcvikový prostor Ralsko (Mili-
tary Training Ground Ralsko). Soviet troops then replaced Czechoslovak units after 
1968. Nothing remained of the original villages. The forests, bushes, and weeds cover 
15-20 abandoned settlements whose beginnings date back to the Middle Ages and the 
Early Modern Period. Only few remain to remind us of the past, with cliff dwellings 
and cellars poking out along roads. The training area was disbanded on 1 January 1992 

1  This essay is part of the author’s broader project: “Středověk mezi nejhořejší Ploučnicí 
a Zábrdkou” (being prepared).

2  Evžen QUITTE, Klimatické oblasti Československa, Studia geographica 16, 1971, 
pp. 1–74; Margita KUPELOVÁ – Lubomír COUFAL – Jaroslav ČULÍK, Agroklimatické podmien-
ky ČSSR, Bratislava 1975; Vladimír ZOUBEK – Odolen KODYM et al., Geologická mapa ČSSR, 
Praha 21989–1990; Martin CULEK et al., Biogeografické členění České republiky, Praha 1996; 
Zdenka NEUHÄUSLOVÁ et al., Mapa potenciální přirozené vegetace České republiky. Textová 
část. Mapa, Praha 2001.
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and opened to the public. Anyone can now tour the plains, hills, and knolls on foot or 
bike. The views of Ralsko peak, Ještěd, and the carpeting of blooming pastures is cer-
tainly worth it.3

Besides older German publications and the works of August Sedláček about 
Czech castles, there is no aggregate overview of Podralsko. Medieval sources are rela-
tively quiet in relation to Podralsko, and there are also no large discoveries of coinage 
and no archaeological testimonies except for those known to pre-war research.4

3  Jana BLAŽKOVÁ, Vznik vojenského újezdu Ralsko, Praha 1995, the past is evoked by 
the remembrance publication by Jaroslav KOVÁŘÍK – Milan KRČIL – Petr PRÁŠIL – Jiří ŠŤAST-
NÝ, Ralsko na starých pohlednicích. / Hühnerwasser und Umgebung in alten Ansichtskarten, Hos-
tivice 2014.

4  August SEDLÁČEK, Hrady, zámky a  tvrze Království českého X. Boleslavsko, Praha 
31997, among older German overviews, see Franz HANTSCHEL, Heimatkunde des politischen 
Bezirkes B.-Leipa, B.-Leipa 1911. On the villages, the latest on slightly distorted areas is Osvald 
HONS, Zaniklé obce kolem Ralska, Město Ralsko 2014. An overview of older material findings was 

Fig. no. 1. The entire landscape is dominated by the Ralsko peak, where a castle was built only 
at the end of the 14th century. – Photo Josef Žemlička (2022).



174 Historická geografie 49/2 (2023)

Josef Žemlička

Local toponyms and older map materials can give some information, specifi-
cally indicational sketches from the stable cadastre of the second quarter of the 
19th century. It shows village outlines and how fields were set up before social and 
economic forces started to irrevocably change rural areas. Their evaluation is divided 
into several disciplines, which besides history include archaeology, historical and set-
tlement geography, and others as well.5

Humble Beginnings and Ottokar’s Reconstruction 

A massive dense forest filled the area north of Boleslav, its undocumented part was the 
“Bezděz Forest” (“silva nostra in Besdhetz”), as thus titled in the royal document from 
October 1264. The ducal and later royal administrator of this extensive area had his 
seat directly beneath the peaks of Bezděz (638m, 577m) at the Romanesque church of 
St. Giles. Despite its remote location, Podralsko was important: One of the branches of 
the Zittau road passed this way connecting central Bohemia with Lusatia. Its exact path 
in this area remains a topic for discussion; from the Jizera River it probably went to-
ward Stráž pod Ralskem and continued on to Jablonné v Podještědí and Zittau.6

Czech dukes nor their administrators cared much for the dense forests of Pod
ralsko. It fell into the interests of the Markwartingers, one of the leading families of 
the early nobility, which attached itself to the office of castle manager in Mladá Bole-
slav. To better secure their claims, they founded a Cistercian convent on the “Hradiště” 
(hillfort) above the Jizera River and took patronage over it. The first monks came from 
the monastery in Plasy in Western Bohemia. Current research tends to favour the later 

published by František GABRIEL – Jaroslav PANÁČEK, Prameny k dějinám středověkého osídlení 
vojenského prostoru „Ralsko“, Bezděz 5, 1997, pp. 47–72.

5  Indicational sketches and prints from the imperial maps of the stable cadastre preserved at 
the Czech National Archive and the Ústřední archiv zeměměřictví a katastru, can be easily accessed 
using the https://ags.cuzk.cz/archiv/ [accessed on 9. 11. 2023] online application and other public 
sources. On old cadastre sources, see most recently Jiří ŠKABRADA, Nástin vývoje vesnických 
půdorysů a plužin v Čechách. K výpovědní schopnosti map stabilního katastru, Brno 2022, these were 
used for research into medieval agricultural history by Tomáš KLÍR, Osídlení zemědělsky marginál-
ních půd v mladším středověku a raném novověku, Praha 2008; IDEM, Zánik a pustnutí venkov-
ských sídlišť v pozdním středověku. Chebsko a Slavkovský les, Praha 2023.

6  On the church in Bezděz, see František GABRIEL – Lucie KURSOVÁ, Středověká archi-
tektura na Českolipsku, in: František Gabriel et al., Středověké umění na Českolipsku, Česká Lípa 
2012, pp. 41–61, here pp. 49–50; on the Zittau road, see Ivan VÁVRA, Žitavská cesta, Historická 
geografie 12, 1974, pp. 27–91; Jaroslav JÍHLAVEC, Po stopách žitavské cesty, Historická geografie 
18, 1979, pp. 383–398, with corrections and several excursions into the terrain Pavel BOLINA – 
Tomáš KLIMEK – Václav CÍLEK, Staré cesty v krajině středních Čech, Praha 2018, pp. 73–74, 
566–624.
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date of the two alleged foundings (1144/1145 and 1177). The Cistercians also received 
a gift of a small territory from the Markwartingers. According to old unconfirmed lore, 
other monks usually associated with the Benedictines lived at Hradiště before but were 
expelled.7

The Podralsko forest remained rather intact until the mid-13th century with 
some expected activity in the monastery’s hinterland and along the Zittau road sup-
ported by discoveries of coins. Settlements branched out from Hradiště up the flow of 
the Zábrdka River to Mukařov and the Church of St. Lawrence in the older period. The 
church was rebuilt from a late gothic style in the 18th and 19th centuries, but its founda-
tions could be much older.8

King Ottokar II of Bohemia launched a massive recultivation of the “Bezděz 
Forest” soon after taking the throne. His plan was gradual, beginning with the con-
struction of a large royal castle dubbed Bezděz. This work, which entered textbooks as 
an excellent example of early Gothic architecture, was continued by Ottokar’s son 
Wenceslas II (1283–1305). A Lehenssystem meant for defence and operations began to 
be tied to the castle. The largest groups of these fiefs lasting to the 16th century (many 
were founded in the 14th century), and were distributed in a band running south from 
the castle. This contrasts with northern Podralsko, where there was no such system.9

This was not the end of the king’s interest, however. Ottokar also planned the 
extensive founding of towns. In October 1264, he issued a document announcing the 
founding of 100 Hufe. We are still unsure whether this text is the foundation of Doksy, 
or whether this is a “town” at the foot of Bezděz Castle. The location of the next civitas 
is vague and should be formed “in Our Bezděz forest along the waters called Doksy” 

7  For an analysis of the expansion of the Markvartinger family, see Jan KLÁPŠTĚ, Počátky 
Markvarticů a jejich sídelní souvislosti v Pojizeří, Archeologické rozhledy 65, 2013, pp. 321–372; 
for the origins of the monastery, see Kateřina CHARVÁTOVÁ, Dějiny cisterckého řádu v Čechách 
1142–1420 I. Fundace 12. století, Praha 1998, pp. 249–252.

8  On the dating of the church in Mukařov, see Umělecké památky Čech II, ed. Emanuel 
Poche, Praha 1978, p. 440.

9  The discussions of the construction at Bezděz Castle are sometimes controversial, cf. Dob-
roslava MENCLOVÁ, České hrady I, Praha 1972, pp. 226–244; Jiří KUTHAN, Česká architektura 
doby posledních Přemyslovců. Města, hrady, kláštery, kostely, Vimperk 1994, pp. 47–63; Tomáš 
DURDÍK, Ilustrovaná encyklopedie českých hradů, Praha 2000, pp. 58–71; Dobroslav LÍBAL, Ka-
talog gotické architektury v České republice do husitských válek, Praha 2001, pp. 19–22; on central 
castle buildings and their transformations in detail, see František GABRIEL – Lucie KURSOVÁ, 
Královský palác a kaple na hradě Bezdězu a  jejich proměny, Castellologica bohemica 16, 2016, 
pp. 7–45. Feudal systems are a specific topic, generally see František KAVKA, Západoevropský 
lenní institut jako nástroj vnitřní královské politiky za posledních Přemyslovců a za Jana Lucembur-
ského, Český časopis historický 88, 1990, pp. 225–251, on Bezděz directly Josef ŽEMLIČKA, Pře-
mysl Otakar II. Král na rozhraní věků, Praha 2011, pp.  222–224; Helena PIKOROVÁ, Manský 
systém hradu Bezděz (Vznik, rozsah, vývoj a zánik), Confluens. Vlastivědný sborník Mělnicka 7, 
2010, pp. 74–110.
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(“de silva nostra in Besdhetz sita circa aquam dictam Dogs”). The success of the en-
terprise was assured by two lokators from nearby Kravaře, and the planned town was 
to use Prague’s laws.10

Despite this, the result was middling. Doksy (Hirschberg) was established as 
a  small town with a  four-sided square. The German or duel Czech-German place 
names of the time show the area around Bezděz Castle experienced a wave of coloni-
zation that included “Germans”. King Ottokar II also entered the northern areas of the 
“Bezděz Forest” and Podralsko to face pressure from the Markwartingers based on 
important offices throughout the northern reaches of the forest. They had insured them-
selves by founding a monastery in Hradiště, and they were not alone. The influence of 
another influential family, the Ronowitzers, was growing on the western edge of the 

10  Codex diplomaticus et epistolaris regni Bohemiae (further CDB), V.1, edd. Jindřich Še-
bánek et Sáša Dušková, Pragae 1974, pp. 627–629, no. 423. The latest summary is Josef ŽEMLIČ-
KA, Districtus Policensis a „bezdězský les“. Dva příklady z urbanizace Čech, Historická geografie 
47, 2021, pp. 152–164.

Fig. no. 2. Bezděz Castle, the centre of the royal territory. – Photo Josef Žemlička (2021).
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“Bezděz forest”. New types of stone castles played an important role in this fight for 
position, acting as a symbol of power besides their role as fortresses.11

Two of these castles were built in northern Podralsko. Beneš of  Vartenberg 
(“Benessius dominus de Wardenberc”) first founded a castle in Wartenberg (today’s 
Stráž pod Ralskem), in November 1281. Its nucleus comes from the mid-13th century. 
The so-called Dalimil associated the defence of Kutná Hora (1304) with Jan of Stráž. 
This castle was related to the Zittau road from its founding as seen in the discovery of 
more than 700 coins close to Dubnice. That is where the Vartenbergs derived their 
name: from Warte, or Stráž, as a reminder of the location’s purpose.12

Where was the king? Děvín Castle was located on one of two larger hills 
(421m) only 4km from Stráž. Its first mention is traditionally attributed to a  royal 
document from 1260, but that is a mistake. Regardless, the first mention appears soon 
afterward. The young King Wenceslas II gave up Děvín and the castles of Velešín and 
Ostrý (Scharfenstein) along with “the towns and villages belonging to them” (“castro­
rum Weleschin, Scharphenstayn et Dewin cum civitatibus et villis, pertinentibus ad 
eandem”), in a transaction with Jan of Michalovice on 28 August 1283. Later, Děvín 
fell into the hands of the Vartenbergs. Although its structural development is not fully 
clear, it seems certain the Markwartingers founded Stráž within a territory they were 
interested in, while Děvín was a royal project. This could have been a response to the 
Markwartingers entering the region. However, it was another moment that distanced 
King Ottokar II from the nobility.13

Here we enter the uncertain ground of relations between King Ottokar II and the 
nobility. Many noble houses, including the Markwartingers and the Ronowitzers, 
either directly clashed with the autocratic Ottokar II or at least fell into displeasure. 

11  Josef V. ŠIMÁK, České dějiny I.5. Středověká kolonisace v zemích českých, Praha 1938, 
pp. 751–764; Josef ŽEMLIČKA, Bezdězsko – „královské území“ Přemysla Otakara II., Českoslo-
venský časopis historický 28, 1980, pp. 726–751.

12  On Stráž, see Codex diplomaticus et epistolaris regni Bohemiae VI.1, ed. Zbyněk Sviták 
– Helena Krmíčková – Jarmila Krejčíková – Jana Nechutová, Pragae 2006, p. 237, no. 182; Staro-
česká kronika tak řečeného Dalimila II. Vydání textu a  veškerého textového materiálu, edd. Jiří 
Daňhelka et al., Praha 1988, chapter 92, p. 458, on the treasure of Dubnice, see Nálezy mincí v Če-
chách, na Moravě a ve Slezsku, ed. Emanuela Nohejlová-Prátová II, Praha 1956, p. 93, no. 1834.

13  The supposed first reference to o Děvín is in (CDB V.1 (see note 10), pp. 359–362, no. 
231–232), but doubted by P. BOLINA – T. KLIMEK – V. CÍLEK, Staré cesty (see note 6), p. 431; 
reliably up to 1283 Archivum Coronae regni Bohemiae I.1, ed. Václav Hrubý, Pragae 1935, pp. 39–
40, no. 24. The basic knowledge about both castles was laid out by Wilhelm FEISTNER, Beiträge 
zur Geschichte der Stadt Wartenberg, Mitteilungen des Vereins für Geschichte der Deutschen in 
Böhmen 16, 1878, pp. 124–162; A. SEDLÁČEK, Hrady X (see note 4), pp. 147–165, the current 
state is in T. DURDÍK, Ilustrovaná encyklopedie (see note 9), pp. 110–111, 582–583; F. GABRIEL 
– J. PANÁČEK, Hrady okresu Česká Lípa, Praha 2000, pp. 14, 23, 61–64, 123–127; cf. F. GABRI-
EL – L. KURSOVÁ, Středověká architektura (see note 6), p. 44.
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The territory of Kladsko given by Wenceslas I (1230–1253) to Havel Markwartinger 
seems to be the reason for the tension between the king and the family. The Mark-
wartingers lost their position in Kladsko under the rule of Ottokar II, which certainly 
was a reason for conflict. However, we can’t rule out the “Bezděz forest” playing a role 
in the cooling of relations. The monastery in Hradiště was an extended beachhead for 
the Markwartingers, but the king held an iron hand over this entire territory.14

King Ottokar II has other measures to protect his interests beyond the Bezděz 
and Děvín castles. His administrators and agents developed municipal and rural colo-
nization while the king built stone castles. Houska Castle located in a maze of cliffs 
near Mšeno is related to his efforts to control the key areas of the shrinking forest. 
Long debates about the origin of this castle were finally resolved using a document 

14  J. ŽEMLIČKA, Přemysl Otakar II. (see note 9), pp. 358–389; IDEM, Epizody z vládní 
praxe Přemysla Otakara II. O revindikacích, hradech a nucené směně, in: Mezi raným a vrcholným 
středověkem. Pavlu Kouřilovi k šedesátým narozeninám přátelé, kolegové a žáci, ed. Jiří Doležel – 
Martin Wihoda, Brno 2012, pp. 521–535.

Fig. no. 3. Děvín Castle was located on a dominant hill. It was still in operation in the 16th century, 
but soon fell into ruin after being abandoned. – Photo Josef Žemlička (2022).
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showing that Záviš, the son of Častolov (“Zavissius, filius quondam Castolai, 
purchravius noster de Husta”) served as Wecenslas II’s castle manager at Houska in 
June 1291. Elsewhere, he is called “of Stružnice”, and he began the Klinštejn branch 
of the Ronowitzers. Newer research has shown the castle was built in the second half 
of the 13th century and King Ottokar II seems to have ordered construction. The inter-
ests of the Ronowitzers in this corner is launched by Záviš serving as castle manager, 
and the influence of his relatives, specifically the Berks of Dubá, would soon be felt in 
the region.15

Royal power spread throughout the area around Bezděz and Ralsko, going on 
the offensive with the goal of securing a large portion of the northern forest. It also 
pulled Podralsko into its sphere, which began to be populated by new roads. That may 
be a reason the Dowager Queen Kunhuta visited Kuřívody, the Hradiště monastery, the 
“city of monks” Mnichovo Hradiště, and Mělník in spring 1279. Practical matters re-
quired contact between Bezděz and Děvín castles and the road between them saw the 
founding of Kuřívody, the only town in Podralsko, which went on to play a greater 
role than it ever did in the plans of the king and his advisers.16

15  Regesta diplomatica nec non epistolaria Bohemiae et Moraviae (further RBM) II, ed. 
Josef Emler, Pragae 1882, p, 665, no. 1545; cf. D. MENCLOVÁ, České hrady I  (see note 9), 
pp. 244–249; Dobroslav LÍBAL – Petr MACEK – Olga NOVOSADOVÁ, Stavebně historický prů-
zkum hradu Houska, Castellologica bohemica 1, 1989, pp. 141–158; Jaroslav PANÁČEK, Počátky 
pánů z Klinštejna a z Ronova, Časopis Společnosti přátel starožitností / Muzejní a vlastivědná práce 
100/30, 1992, pp. 84–91.

16  Vypravování o zlých létech po smrti krále Přemysla Otakara II., ed. Josef Emler, in: Fon-
tes rerum Bohemicarum II, Pragae 1874, p. 348.

Fig. no. 4. Czech King Ottokar II as a knight on 
his fifth seal type. – Source: Alwin SCHULTZ, 
Das höfische Leben zur Zeit der Minnesänger, 
Bd. II, Leipzig 1889, p. 103.
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Known as Freistadt, Kuřívody first appears in a  report about the visit by the 
Dowager Queen on St. George’s Day to whom the local church was originally dedi-
cated (“posset visitare civitatem Vristad, in qua est ecclesia sita in honore sancti 
Georgii martyris”), and much later to St. Gall. The German name for the town was 
understood as a testimony to the large portion of “Germans” in the area. In the later 
14th century, Freistadt appears as a  Libera civitas. Like Doksy, a  four-sided town 
square remains as a relic of the original design. The church was located nearby. In the 
mid-14th century, the German name Freistadt is gradually replaced by Kurziwoda. The 
name Hühnerwasser comes later and is not associated with the Middle Ages.17

The founding of the suggestively named Freistadt began the transfer of settle-
ment into Podralsko. The town on the older road between Hradiště and Mimoň should 
have been part of the Přemyslid economy, but the rather large distance between the 
nearest villages is rather surprising.

There were opinions that Kuřívody lacked a rural hinterland, such as the conclu-
sions reached by Petr Meduna and Jiří Sádlo, who wrote that not just around Kuřívody, 
but also near Bezděz and Doksy “we almost do not register any village settlements”. 
They thus concluded Ottokar II’s project failed because “the colonists came and left”. 
Josef V. Šimák agrees the settlements in the “Bezděz Forest” were “exclusively agrar-
ian”. Some research, however, offers an alternative interpretation. It notes the service 
function of Kuřívody, which developed from its position on the road. That will also be 
part of the truth, as objectively medieval towns could only develop if they were inter-
connected with their hinterland, which was not lacking in Kuřivody, although the sur-
rounding villages are not located right outside the town because the forests between 
Kuřívody and the Hradiště monastery were home to an impressive feat of coloniza-
tion.18

17  On the labelling of Kuřívody, see Codex juris municipalis regni Bohemiae (further CIM) 
IV.1, ed. Antonín Haas, Praha 1954, p. 101, no. 63; Registra decimarum papalium, ed. Václav V. To-
mek, Praha 1873 (further RDP), p. 84; Libri confirmationum ad beneficia ecclesiastica Pragensem 
per archidiocesim (further LC) I.1, ed. Franciscus Tingl, Pragae 1867, pp. 19, 91, 105, 191; LC 
VIII–X, ed. Josef Emler, Pragae 1889, p. 95. On the later change in dedication, see Lucie KRACÍ-
KOVÁ – Jan SMETANA, Románská a gotická sakrální architektura v okrese Česká Lípa, Praha 
2000, pp. 80–83, research in the urban complex by Vladimír PEŠA – Petr JENČ, Příspěvek ke stře-
dověké podobě města Kuřívody v Ralsku, okr. Česká Lípa, Archeologie ve středních Čechách 13, 
2009, no. 1, pp. 467–488.

18  Cf. J. V. ŠIMÁK, České dějiny I.5 (see note 11), p. 753; Petr MEDUNA – Jiří SÁDLO, 
Bezdězsko – Dokesko. Krajina mezi odolností a stagnací, Historická geografie 35, 2009, pp. 147–
160; on the influence of transportation on economic functioning of Kuřívody, see Karel KUČA, 
Města a městečka v Čechách, na Moravě a ve Slezsku III, Praha 2002, pp. 276–280; P. BOLINA – 
T. KLIMEK – V. CÍLEK, Staré cesty (see note 6), p. 589. The position on the older road is used as 
the foundation of Kuřívody in F. GABRIEL, Středověké dějiny Českolipska, in: František Gabriel et 
al., Středověké umění na Českolipsku, Česká Lípa 2012, pp.  23–29, here p.  26. On the relation 
between the medieval town and rural areas in Bohemia, see most recently Josef ŽEMLIČKA, K sou-
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This collection of villages is wholly singular. A substantive part of the forest 
was dotted by a network of large forest-pasture villages known in German as Wald­
hufendörfer. The terrain of foothills with waterways in shallow valleys supported this 
development, and settlements expanded along these waterways in long rows. Long 
strips of land with fields, forests, and pastures extended perpendicularly from these 
settlements to the border of the “village”. This system supported the self-sufficiency of 
the agricultural settlements and did not force stewards to follow the agricultural cycle 
of the entire village on their own lands.19

The forest field villages around Kuřívody were revealed in a manuscript. Al-
though the additions and changes in subsequent centuries cannot be clearly defined, 
a  fundamental framework was compiled: Dolní and Horní Krupá, Horní and Dolní 
Rokytá, Židlov, and Jezová differ from anything else the region had seen to that point. 
They line Kuřívody from a distance and the forest bends to the town from the N and 
W. Josef V. Šimák vacillated and did not clearly express himself. On the one hand, he 
wrote about earlier and later phases of colonization initiated from Hradiště, on the 
other he only originally attributes the villages of Krupá and Rokytá (until the mid- 
-14th century) to the estate of Zvířetice in relation to Kuřívody and Ottokar II’s goals. 
However, if Vristad or Freistadt were on the land of the sovereign, it would be peculiar 
if the population of the surrounding “forest” was not placed under its administration. 
This led to innovative Czech-German historian Julius Lippert to say that Colonis­
tendörfer Židlov, Krupá, and Rokyta were founded “auf königlichem Boden”.20

The idea the strip of forest-field villages around Kuřívody are related to Otto
kar II’s royal colonization efforts is built on even stronger foundations supported by 
circumstantial evidence. Not only is it difficult to separate the creation of “urban” 
Kuřívody from its hinterland, but it was part of its concept. In the case of Freistadt, 
there are clear outlines of the beginning of the “city” being associated with the king. 
Furthermore, the king’s officials certainly didn’t intend to build Freistadt in the middle 
of the forest if not for a piece of evidence connecting a new town with a network of 
villages: A similar case took place on the other end of Bohemia. The “founding” docu-
ment of Polička dates to 1265 where King Ottokar II also built the nearby castle of 

žití středověkého města a venkova, in: Rudolfovo číslo. Rudolfu Procházkovi k 65. narozeninám 
kolegové a přátelé, ed. Irena Loskotová, Praha 2021, pp. 112–133.

19  In the selection from Rainer KRÜGER, Typologie des Waldhufendorfes nach Einzel-
formen und deren Verbreitungsmustern, Göttingen 1967; Hans-Jürgen NITZ, Neue Tendenzen der 
Siedlungsformenforschung seit dem Zweiten Weltkrieg, in: Siedlungsnamen und Siedlungsformen 
als Quellen zur Besiedlungsgeschichte Niederösterreichs, ed. Helmutz Feigl, Wien 1986, pp. 97–
121.

20  J. V. ŠIMÁK, Dějinné paměti okresu Mnichovohradištského I, Praha 1917, pp. 26–27; 
IDEM, České dějiny I.5 (see note 11), p. 753; Julius LIPPERT, Social-Geschichte Böhmens in vor-
hussitischer Zeit II. Der sociale Einfluss der christlich-kirchlichen Organisationen und der deutschen 
Colonisation, Prag – Wien − Leipzig 1898, pp. 304–305.
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Svojanov. Villages, also large forest field types, were cleared around the town, and 
their dating is irrefutable.21

Despite these developments, the Cistercians in Hradiště also profited. Monaste-
rial villages grew up in the earlier period up to the beginning of the 14th century, spe-
cifically around Olšiny, Proseč, and Okna. To the N, there were Palohlavy, Křída, and 
Medný. They are a part of the same settlement layer but formed outside the monas-
tery’s domain. They were primarily owned by lower nobles with ties to the Varten-
bergs. These areas were populated by small villages build around a  round village 
green. Their fields show characteristics of forest field villages, but with a radial con-
figuration (the fields radiate out from the settlement). They could have partially formed 
as part of monasterial colonization, and partially organically. This did not complete the 

21  CDB V.1 (see note 10), pp. 673–677, no. 457; see J. ŽEMLIČKA, Districtus Policensis 
(see note 10), pp. 146–152.

Fig. no. 5. The Church of St. Gall, formally St. George in Kuřívody, conceals an early gothic 
foundation. – Photo Josef Žemlička (2021).
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cultivation of norther Podralsko, however. Another settlement band towards Děvín and 
Stráž castles was filled in only in the 16th century.22

Svébořice is noteworthy in north-western Podralsko as the largest of the medi-
eval and early modern villages in the area. The relationship between the villages to the 
largely unresearched “fort” on the nearby hill of Doubek (Eicherg in German, 336m) 
remains unclear. Its dating to the mid-13th century through the 14th century is only 
orientational. It appears that Svébořice were a minor agrarian settlement that trans-
formed into a large forest field village during the reign of Ottokar II. Typologically, it 
would be among the royal villages around Freistadt, but a possession of nearby Děvín 
Castle. Together with the castle, Svébořice soon passed into the ownership of the Var-
tenbergs.23

22  For more detail see Josef ŽEMLIČKA, Ztracený kraj (in printing).
23  On the hillfort in Doubek, ambiguously, see A. SEDLÁČEK, Hrady X  (see note 4), 

p. 168, and F. HANTSCHEL, Heimatkunde (see note 4), p. 1124; for impulses from archaeology, see 

Fig. no. 6. Only small remnants of walls remain from the formally imposing Church of St. Mary 
in Svébořice. – Photo Josef Žemlička (2022).
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Bezděz, Doksy, the founding of Freistadt, Děvín Castle, and the network of 
forest field villages are all among Ottokar’s works, even though the onset of mass 
colonization and urbanization remained unfinished. Ottokar’s death (1278) in a losing 
battle with Roman-German King Rudolf of Habsburg brought a wave of poverty and 
hardship to the entire kingdom. With one blow, the effort to transform the “Bezděz 
forest” into a strong royal territory was snuffed out. 

The End of Ambitions

Royal power diminished into the background in Podralsko and elsewhere after Otto
kar’s death. The Markwartingers rekindled their old claims and the Berks of Dubá 
(a branch of the Ronowitzers) demanded compensation for their services. The monas-
tery in Hradiště had to focus more on defence than expansion. In the end, it was the 
Vartenberg branch of the Markwartingers that controlled Děvín Castle. They al-
ready controlled Stráž (Wartenberg) Castle with its town. Furthermore, the Mark-
wartingers remained the patron of the Hradiště monastery. The gothic castle on Ralsko 
hill only began to fulfil its role as a noble seat at the end of the 14th century. Now, the 
Markwartingers were Vartenbergs at Stráž, Děvín, and Ralsko.24

The more western settlement of Mimoň was also along one of the Zittau road’s 
branches as seen in the discovery of about 200 denars from the end of the 12th century. 
There was a small town around the fortress, Mimoň, which in the second half of the 
14th century came into the domain of the Vartenbergs. The second noble family that 
used the death of Ottokar II for expansion into Podralsko and elsewhere were the lords 
of Dubá: The NW of the “Bezděz Forest” was defended by Jestřebí Castle, and they 
also held Houska Castle, which was also originally a royal project.25

F. GABRIEL – J. PANÁČEK, Prameny (see note 4), p. 55–57; F. GABRIEL – J. PANÁČEK, Hrady 
(see note 13), pp. 128–129.

24  On the origins of Ralsko Castle, see T. DURDÍK, Ilustrovaná encyklopedie  (see note 9), 
pp. 473–474, its function as a refuge was emphasized by F. GABRIEL – J. PANÁČEK, Hrady (see 
note 13), pp. 110–115. An overview of the Vartenberk property is in Ivana RAKOVÁ, Vývoj pozem-
kové držby pánů z Vartenberka v letech 1281–1415, Historická geografie 18, 1979, pp. 69–102.

25  On Mimoň, see J. V. ŠIMÁK, České dějiny I.5  (see note 11), pp. 777–778; Vladimír 
PEŠA, Archeologické poznávání dějin Mimoně, Bezděz 12, 2003, pp. 5–50, Miroslav HONCŮ et 
al., Mimoň v zrcadle staletí, Mimoň 2012. On the Berka of Dubá family in detail but outdated, see 
Wilhelm HIEKE, Die Berka von Duba und ihre Besitzungen in Böhmen, Mitteilungen der Vereins 
für Geschichte der Deutschen in Böhmen 24, 1885–1886, pp. 116–155. The origins of Jestřebí Cas-
tle are unclear, see František GABRIEL, Opevněná panská sídla na Českolipsku před rokem 1319, 
Z minulosti Děčínska a Českolipska 4, 1985, pp. 301–332; T. DURDÍK, Ilustrovaná encyklopedie  
(see note 9), p. 227.
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Initially, Wenceslas II tried to retain a large portion of the “Bezděz Forest”. For 
a time, the idea of a large royal territory where a major castle would be connected to 
a  significant town returned because the promises associated with the privileges of 
October 1264 were never close to being realized. Doksy never showed promise, so 
Wenceslas turned to Bezděz itself, launching new construction at the castle and plan-
ning a new urban centre at the foot of the castle. This can be inferred from a document 
by Charles IV (1346–1378) from 1348. It includes a  list from a document by Wen
ceslas II about civitas Besdez, probably written in 1291. In this spirit, King Wenceslas 
planned to build “the town of Bezděz” (“de novo construxit”) and give it a gift of 166½ 
fields. This property was unusually placed into rather distant villages (Mšeno, Chotětov, 
etc.). It also lists the rights of Bezděz advocatus Konrád of Kuřívody (Conradus de 
Wreystat), which testifies to the personal interconnections within the region. “Civitas 
Besdez” would use the laws of the town of Nymburk, while the town announced in 
October 1264 used Prague’s.26

Wenceslas II fruitlessly tried to save the territory around Bezděz. Further-
more, the founding of the town around the castle was not a good choice. Royal officials 
may have defined its shape, but Wenceslas II gave up retaining the Bezděz area under 
increasing financial pressure, opening space for the surrounding nobles. Hynek of 
Dubá, who supported Wenceslas II during his reign, received a  large part of the 
“forest”. The family acquired Bezděz Castle itself in mortgage in return for a debt of 
2,638 grzywna from either the king or his son Wenceslas III (1305–1306), which com-
pleted a longer process. The castle, the nascent “town” at the foot of the castle, and 
a large portion of the “forest” were owned by the lords of Dubá. The fact that Wen
ceslas II bestowed upon them “město Kuriewody, s wesnicemi, s polmi etc.” in 1297 is 
testified to in the confirmation of Charles IV and later testimony from 1454. The resi-
dence of the Berks of Dubá in Kuřívody is then repeatedly testified to up to 1622 when 
this estate was confiscated from them by the emperor.27

The very active Hynek of Dubá made acquisitions at the ecclesiastic administra-
tive level as well. According to the norm that the symbols of prestige include parishes, 
he began to strive to patronize churches. First, he ensured the churches in Kuřívody, 
(Dolní) Krupá, and Chlum, which had up to now been branches under the oversight of 
the church of St. Giles in Bezděz (“Vrienstat, Crupa et Chlum, filias ecclesie nostre 

26  CIM IV.1 (see note 17), pp. 100–103, no. 63. According to J. V. ŠIMÁK, České dějiny I.5 
(see note 11), pp. 754–755, there were discussions whether this individually non-surviving “charter 
by Wenceslas” followed the transfer of the town to Bělá pod Bezdězem.

27  On the doubts of the Berks of Dubá RBM II (see note 15), p. 893, No. 2069; p. 913, no. 
2120; on the debts of Wenceslas II and Wenceslas III Josef ŽEMLIČKA, Konec Přemyslovců. 
Skladba a fungování jejich pozdní monarchie, Praha 2020, pp. 326–329. As well as Reliquiae tabu-
larum terrae regni Bohemiae a. MDXLI igne consumptarum (further RTT) I, ed. Josef Emler, Pragae 
1870, p. 420; Registra zápisův královských i obecných roku 1454, II, ed. František Palacký, in: Ar-
chiv český II, Praha 1842, p. 204, no. 441–442; LC I.1 (see note 17), p. 19, see RTT II, p. 170.
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s. Egidii in Bezdez”). They received the status of parish churches in a document issued 
by Wenceslas II in December 1293. Since the time of Pope Alexander III (1159–1181), 
these “subsidiaries” could be established in areas where oversized parishes prevented 
pastoral oversight. The massive size of the original Bezděz parish in Podralsko thus 
required the use of this measure.28

Kuřívody, Krupá, and the eccentrically protruding Chlum (N of Dubá) are reg-
istered as parish churches in the register of papal tithes (1352 and afterwards), and the 
Berks of Dubá regularly act as their patrons in the Libri confirmationum. Wenceslas II 
offered the village of Zbyny near Doksy so this change did not damage the parish 
church in Bezděz. The central role of the Bezděz church was also transposed into its 
high papal tithes (120 Prague groschen), and Doksy remained without a parish church 
until the end of the 14th century. The Vartenbergs embarked on the same path and in 
1325 they combined Svébořice with a church through acquisition, and then figure as 
patrons to the church in Jablonec. Old parish centres include Mukařov, which was ad-
ministered by the Hradiště monastery’s abbot.29

Patronage of parish churches dynamically reflects the spheres of influence 
that formed at the turn of the 13th and 14th centuries. The Berks of Dubá, the Varten-
bergs, and the Cistercians of Hradiště maintained their dominant position throughout 
the pre-Hussite period (to 1419). The monastery in Hradiště showed a particular abil-
ity to thrive. Its villages expanded throughout SE Podralsko and approached Kuřívody. 
The extent of the monastery’s domain showed only a  fraction of its urbarium from 
around 1400, with a  large portion from Podralsko. Even the surviving portions are 
among the exceptional testimonials of the time.30

The royal authority that began the settlement of the “Bezděz Forest” under 
Ottokar II receded at the end of the 13th century, while at the same time a new urban 
centre was coming into being. The process was completed by the document issued by 
Hynek Berk the Younger of Dubá dated 24 April 1337. The town of Nový Bezděz or 
Bělá pod Bezdězem (Novum Bezdez, Wyssynwasser) was legally superior to the town 
at the foot of the castle (“civitas Bezdez sub ipso castro”), the town of Doksy (Hers­
perch opidum), and all villages that belonged to the castle. Prudently, the new town of 
Bělá had a large square that is a striking late urban foundation. Another attempt then 
came under Charles IV, who may have been inspired by his royal predecessors. He 

28  RBM II (see note 15), p.  701, no. 1634; on creating subsidiaries Konrad BAUM-
GARTNER, Pfarrei, in: Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche VIII, Freiburg – Basel – Rom – Wien, 
31999, pp. 162–167.

29  RDP (see note 17), pp. 84–85; RTT I (see note 27), p. 67, no. 210; LC (see note 17) I.2, 
ed. Josef Emler, Pragae 1874, p. 31; LC (see note 17) V, ed. Anton Tingl, Pragae 1865, p. 261, re-
cently on the expansion of the Ronovs, especially the lords of Dubá, see Libor JAN, Václav II. Král 
na stříbrném trůnu 1283−1305, Praha 2015, pp. 182–184.

30  Zlomek urbáře kláštera Hradišťského, ed. Josef Emler, Praha 1884.
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reacquired Bezděz Castle and added it to the list of “inalienable” fortresses in the 
Maiestas Carolina. Hersperch opidum or Doksy maintained a certain centrality be-
cause Charles IV had the so-called Velký rybník (Large Pond – now known as Má-
chovo jezero) built near the town. For a time, Bělá pod Bezdězem was a royal civitates 
and benefited from trade along the Zittau road. After Charles IV’s death, the develop-
ment of the region returned to its previous way and Bezděz Castle and Bělá were 
transferred to mortgage holders. These trends were completed by the coming of the 
Hussite Revolution.31

Conclusion

The Czech king had to find new foundations for his power during the changes of the 
13th century. A network of royal cities was created, and royal castles were built. 
Ottokar II also created a  network of “royal territories”, which was another way he 
sought to buttress his position vis-à-vis influential noble families. He did not create 
these projects using a  single template, and instead the king’s administrators, castle 
managers, and agents took local specifics into account. Sometimes the project was suc-
cessful, sometimes less so, and sometimes they were simply abandoned. The contours 
of these organizationally complicated measures usually included the combination of 
a royal castle and a town accompanied by rural colonization and the creation of feudal 
relations (Lehensystem). There are usually references to the regions around Loket, 
Trutnov, and Kladská where the chronicler Neplacha said King Ottokar II gave them 
to the “Germans” (“terras … Cubicensem, Tratnouicensen, Glacensem Theutonicis 
tradidit”). However, there seem to be similar locations as well: around Tachov, Zvíkov, 
Křivoklát, and Kamýk, often related to old hunting grounds. Another type is the town 
of Polička with the somewhat outlying Svojanov Castle, and other variations were 
exported to Žittau and to western and eastern Bohemia as well.32

This is also the case of events within the “Bezděz Forest”, which was part of the 
northern forest. Two royal castles were built there under Ottokar II: Bezděz and Děvín 
to the N. Ottokar planned that a large town would be the centre of the region, and its 
planned founding is stated in the royal document from October 1264, but the reality 
never met expectations. However, the urbanization of the “Bezděz Forest” was par-
tially successful, at least in Doksy and Kuřívody. Then the town at the foot of the 

31  CIM IV.1  (see note 17), pp. 62–66, No. 44 (also RBM II (see note 15), pp. 169–172, 
no. 419). On the role of Bělá with an emphasis on the square, see Karel KUČA, Města a městečka 
v Čechách, na Moravě a ve Slezsku, I, Praha 1996, pp. 72–78; František HOFFMANN, Středověké 
město v Čechách a na Moravě, Praha 2009, p. 161; P. BOLINA – T. KLIMEK – V. CÍLEK, Staré 
cesty (see note 6), p. 427–454.

32  For other references, see J. ŽEMLIČKA, Přemysl Otakar II. (see note 9), pp. 222–225.
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Bezděz Castle came along, which the Berks of Dubá moved to the better located Bělá 
pod Bezdězem (1337). After Ottokar II’s death, the Berks of Dubá and the Vartenbergs 
took control of the results of royal colonization. The Cistercian monastery in Hradiště 
also gained a strong property position in Podralsko later, and its urbarium is among the 
most important testimonies about monastic economics in pre-Hussite Bohemia. De-
spite this, Podralsko was continually among the “peripheral” regions and besides 
Kuřívody no real large town was established. The borders of Podralsko were lined by 
the towns of Mnichovo Hradiště, Mimoň, Doksy, Stráž pod Ralskem, Jablonné 
v Podještědí, and later Bělá pod Bezdězem from the 14th century, as well as the more 
distant Český Dub. The larger towns that attracted market traffic included Mladá Bole-
slav, Turnov, and Česká Lípa, but no royal civitas. Mělník is 30km from Kuřívody, and 
Nymburk is 45km away, which is more than to Zittau (37km). A round trip of about 
11km was thought to be the distance a villager could realistically manage to go to 
market and return in a single day.33

Ottokar II’s plan for the “Bezděz Forrest” was not a  success. Wenceslas II 
attempted to save his father’s work, but gave up. However, the foundation of medieval 
development did not go without reflection. Kuřívody, Děvín, Mimoň, and Hradiště 
remained the centres of the domain in the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries, though the 
Cistercians were no long present at the latter.34

Josef Žemlička
The Middle Ages between Bezděz and Ralsko: The creation and disintegration of 
a royal territory in northern Bohemia

Northern Bohemia was long covered by an extensive and dense forest, and the sparse admi-
nistrative centres included an older ducal court with a parish church under the dual peaks of 
Bezděz (638m, 577m). The nearby royal forest was pressured from the N and W by in
fluential noble families, so Ottokar II (1253-1278) took steps to bring this important region 
on the road to Zittau and Lusatia under the crown’s control. It can be called a project to 
create a “royal territory” that utilized all the usual forms of colonization: building castles 
and founding towns and villages. 

Although the conditions in the region were not conducive to intensive agricultural 
cultivation, the plans were ambitious. The area surrounding the new Bezděz Castle saw the 
creation of new villages while others were expanded. These were home to royal vassals 

33  For cartographic representation of the network of the network of towns and villages in 
north Bohemia around 1400, see F. HOFFMANN, Středověké město (see note 31), pp. 84–85, but 
some localities are missing.

34  The study was created at the Institute of History of the Czech Academy of Sciences with 
the support of long-term conceptual development of the research organization (RVO: 67985963).
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subordinate to the administrator of Bezděz Castle. The royal document announcing a large 
city (1264) is probably about the town of Doksy (1264), but realization never reached its 
ambitions. Settlement activity moved from here more to the N under the Ralsko (696 m) 
peak, and the king had Děvín Castle built nearby. Kuřívody, with the peculiar German name 
Freistadt (first mentioned in 1279) should have taken over the role of an urban centre. 
A belt of royal fields or Waldhufendörfer villages were established nearby. At the same 
time, mostly during the third quarter of the 13th century, the Cistercians from the monastery 
in Hradiště nad Jizerou developed their own colonization in the Podralsko region, which 
was less ambitious, with smaller and more compact villages. 

The break came with the king’s death in battle with Roman King Rudolf of Habs-
burg and the so-called “bad years” (1278–1283). Ottokar II’s son Wenceslas II (1283–1305) 
could not prevent the nobility from taking over the colonization in the area around Bezděz 
and Ralsko (the Vartenbergs and Berks of Dubá), who as patrons also controlled a network 
of local parish churches. The Hradiště monastery began acquiring Ottokar II’s estates throu-
gh exchanges and purchases in the first half of the 14th century. The events in this region 
thus react to the set of measures taken by Ottokar II to use colonization and urbanization to 
strengthen royal power. 

What is specific to the area (which we can call Podralsko), is its fate in the second 
half of the 20th century. The deportation of Germans in 1945 eased closing this area for the 
army’s needs, first the Czechoslovak military and then the Soviet army after 1968. All the 
villages were completely devastated, which makes it very difficult to determine where they 
stood at all. Only a part of Kuřívody has survived. Today, you can visit this region, which 
provides a new dimension to understanding its history.


