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Excursion, 7th June 2018 

Lenght 9.5 km, elevation 400 m 350 m, steep slopes, river crossing on rafts 

 

The route crosses the valley of the Dyje/Thaya river in the middle part of national parks on the 

border between Czech Massif and Carpathian System. We will cross the river canon. The vegetation 

there is very diverse because of different types of rocks fold the subsoil of this area. We will see 

preserved deciduous forests on the plateau, boulder fields on slopes and valley meadows. We will 

visit ruins of the middle age castle Nový Hrádek (New Castle) with open habitats on agrarian terraces. 

 

 

The excursion begins at the 868 years old ruin Kaja, east of Merkersdorf in Austria. The castle Kaja 

was first mentioned in the year 1050, but is being considered a castle since 1150. The connections to 

Bohemia must have been very good, since the Bohemian king Ottokar visited Kaja from 1252 to 1278 

on a regular basis. Since 1419 the castle Kaja was destroyed in the Hussite War, as was the City of 

Retz in 1425. After 1425 the castle was restored and achieved the expansion as it appears today. But 

in 1588 the castle was not inhabited anymore, since the landlord moved to the chateau 

Niederfladnitz. A drawing from 1687 shows the castle already as a ruin, but since 1967 there is a 

private association that is working on the restoration of the ruin Kaja.  



From the ruin Kaja we follow the watercourse of the Kajabach through the mixed deciduous forest 

downstream. Over 90% of the surface of the National Park is covered by forest. According to the 

climate gradient the eastern area is dominated by dry warm oak forests, although these are growing 

almost entirely on acidic granite. In the western part, the beech forests dominate and are sorted 

there in populations on lime and granite. Conifers only play a secondary part; red pines (on rocky 

locations), fir trees, yews and juniper are indigenous and are being reduced significantly.  

Before we reach the river Thaya we discover the meadows on the shore of the river. The approx. 40 

ha. of meadows make an important contribution to the biological diversity of the National Park 

Thayatal. Beside to the traditional rich pastures they are mainly rough pastures rich in 

biodiversity.The specific geology and geomorphology of the Thayatal are the reason for the large 

number of flora, fauna and habitats. The National Park Thayatal is located on a distinctive climate 

border. Whereas the eastern part is influenced by the dry Pannonian climate, the humid Atlantic 

climate dominates on the highlands of the Waldviertel. This is why continental and central European 

flora and fauna are interspersed in the National Park. The magic of the Thayatal lies in the 

particularly high diversity of plant species in a small area. The exposure changes constantly along the 

winding river bends, and the geological habitat factors also differ on a small-scale basis. Altogether 

many rare species of fauna and flora from south-eastern Europe, the foothills of the Alps and central 

Europe meet in the Thayatal on a relatively small surface. In both National Parks 1.288 plant species 

have been identified so far. In comparison: in the whole of Austria there are 2.950 varieties of plants. 

A current study confirms the occurrence of more than 500 types of lichen, some of them discovered 

for the first time in Austria. Among the 950 species of butterflies, there are many moths which are 

rather unremarkable. The 20 types of bats are an indicator of the good environmental conditions 

these animals find here 

Do not forget to look up in the sky as birds are of a similar diversity: in the sole Austrian part, over 

100 bird species could be identified (more than 150 in both National Parks), and almost 80 of them 

breed in the Thayatal. Once disturbances have been reduced even further, the sea eagle, now only a 

winter guest, may be breeding here again too. Also the black stork (Ciconia nigra) is often seen in the 

Inter-Nationalpark Thayatal-Podyjí:  

 

The Thaya meanders create a unique valley landscape. About 5 to 1.5 million years ago, it dug itself 

into the metamorphic rocks of the Bohemian Massif as far as 150 meters deep, and thus created one 

of the most beautiful breakthrough valleys in Central Europe. From the top of the 378 m high 

Umlaufberg (meander mountain), which is almost entirely surrounded by the Thaya, the unique 

charm of the Thayatal landscape comes into its own. The diversified geological bedrock with granite, 

gneiss and schist, of a respectable age of up to 600 million years, is fascinating. In this respect to the 

National Park is exceptional as these rocks belong to the oldest mountain range in Austria! Near 

Hardegg alkaline stones can also be found such as calc-silicate and marble. 



The Thayatal is one of the last semi-natural valley landscapes in Central Europe. On its way through 

the National Park, the river is lined with steep banks often with vertical rock slides, wide valley 

bottoms and a rich mosaic of various habitats. 

Our route leads us through the central part of the national park territory, along the border between 

two geomorphological units: Bohemian Massif (west) and the Carpathian system (east). The contact 

zone is built of an extremely diverse range of bedrock types (see the extract from the geological 

map). Unique features include the rapid changes between different types of mineral basements (e.g. 

the close contact between mica schists and lime silicate rocks), which can be seen in places in the 

vegetation. The incised, meandering river valley with its steep slopes, which are oriented towards all 

directions of the compass, cuts across the geological borders. The most valuable biotopes are the 

talus and ravine forests, growing on the unstable basements of disintegrating rocks and rocky steppe 

in a mosaic of diverse communities on nutrient-rich basic basements (lime-silicate rocks, crystalline 

limestone) and poor communities on acidic basements (mica schists, orthogneiss) or nebo less 

soluble basic (amphibolite) basements. 

 
Geological map of region 

The development of the territory was considerably influenced by man. On the Ostroh promontory 

there was a Celtic oppidum (Later Iron Age, La Tène period, 5th century BC), and artefacts from the 

Hallstatt culture (Early Iron Age, 7th-6th centuries BC) were also found here. Nový Hrádek was built 

by the Moravian Margrave Jan Jindřich of Luxembourg in around 1360. It was destroyed by the 

Swedes in 1645 and was never rebuilt. However, humans continued to work below the castle and 

utilised the power of the river. The weirs at the mills were well built by medieval man, and are still 

remarkably strong even today. We cannot only find evidence of human activity by the river 

(millstreams, weirs, valley meadows), but also on the slopes and on the plateau above the valley. We 



can see evidence of coppice cultivation in the forests, while the agricultural terraces built below the 

castle joined those stretching up from the mill, some of the steppe grasslands could be the remnants 

of medieval pastures. The intensity of human usage of the valley varied according to the historical 

changes in central Europe, and later due to its position on the political border between Austria and 

Czechoslovakia. After the Second World War a guarded border zone was established on the Czech 

side of the border and humans moved into the interior. Of course, this retreat left a large space for 

the regeneration of nature, which eventually enabled the declaration of a national park in 1991. 

Thanks to the inaccessibility and the valley being abandoned for four decades, the majority of the 

forests in Podyjí/Thayatal are in a near-natural condition. The rocky cliffs provide nesting sites for the 

eagle owl (Bubo bubo), while the peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus) has returned here recently. 

Around the talus slopes and small streams we can find the fire salamander (Salamandra 

salamandra). Human activities have also enabled the survival of many rare species and unique 

communities, which are disappearing from Europe. Therefore, the work of the national park also 

includes the long-term maintenance of biotopes which depend on human care. The valley meadows 

play host to rich flora, including several orchid species (burnt orchid – Orchis ustulata, broad-leaved 

marsh orchid – Dactylorhiza majalis) and are one of the centres of insect diversity (clouded apollo – 

Parnassius mnemosyne, southern festoon – Zerynthia polyxena).  In the eastern part of the park 

there are nearly 200 ha of rocky heathland and steppe grasslands with great diversity of 

invertebrates, especially Orthoptera. Parts of the agricultural terraces below Nový Hrádek have been 

renewed in recent years. Their sun-lit surfaces are used by the Cornelian cherry (Cornus mas), 

Aesculapian snake (Zamenis longissimus), green lizard (Lacerta viridis) and other species. Small 

fishponds and man-made pools provide refuge for amphibians and aquatic and wetland insects 

(Italian crested newt – Triturus carnifex, common spadefoot – Pelobates fuscus, moor frog – Rana 

arvalis, great diving beetle – Dityscus marginalis, dainty bluet damselfly – Coenagrion scitulum). In 

the fields and around the villages we can find rare field weeds (large pheasant’s-eye – Adonis 

flammea, mousetail – Myosurus minimus, parsley-piert – Aphanes arvensis).  

 Novohrádecký mlýn (Winninger Mill) – was already shown on the First Military Mapping 

(1764–68), and still operated in the 1930s with one Francis turbine, flow rate 2.7 m/s, power 

output 55 HP. Demolished in the 1950s, as it stood in the border zone.  

 
Winninger Mill 1931 



 

 Nový Hrádek – was founded by Jan Jindřich after the year 1358. It had several owners, but 

was never rebuilt after being conquered by the Swedes in 1645. The current access to the 

castle is a compromise between the necessary care for a national cultural monument and 

respect for the nature in the core zone of the national park. The walls of Nový Hrádek are 

covered with golden alison (Aurinia saxatilis); the lime mortar is used by many mollusc 

species. The wooden structures offer suitable habitats for the carpenter bee. Thanks to the 

staff maintaining the courtyard, both hartwort (Tordylium maximum) and Hungarian mullein 

(Verbascum speciosum) survive here. 

 
Nový Hrádek (Neuhäusel) 1872 (Joseph Doré) 

 

 Forests on the plateau – the transformation of the species composition from plantations of 

non-native tree species to near-natural forest is primarily achieved by utilising natural 

regeneration of the forests. 

 Příčky – the agricultural landscape of the buffer zone is divided up by landscape elements 

introduced by the NP Administration. The fringes of the trails and fields provide sanctuary for 

thermophilous species; rare weeds grow on the fields. 

 
Large pheasant’s-eye              Mousetail                      Cut-leaved crane’s-bill 

Adonis flammea              Myosurus minimus        Geranium dissectum 



 Žlebský rybník – a small pond created by damming the stream during the construction of the 

Iron Curtain, which is now a refuge for valuable biota and managed by the NP 

Administration. The pond is not used for fish breeding and contains a strong population of 

European crayfish (Astacus astacus), several amphibian species, dragonflies and aquatic 

beetles. 

 Pools at Pusťák and Pustý rybník – small pools maintained as refuges for amphibians and 

aquatic invertebrates. The pools were created on the wet meadow in 2008 and breeding by 

the Italian crested newt (Triturus carnifex) was already confirmed here in 2012. 

 
December 2008           October 2017 

 

 Podyjí NP Forest Administration building – built on the foundations of the former Border 

Guards barracks (reusing a brownfield site). The log-built structure was chosen to fit into the 

forested surroundings. The Forest Management Section and our technical and operational 

facilities are based here. The compulsory fire protection reservoir takes the form of a biotope 

for aquatic animals and plants. The fruit orchard has been revitalised and there is also a tree 

nursery where local tree species and varieties are grown to be planted out in the NP. 

 

 
1996           2008           2010 
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