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Summary

The present study of historical geography fits into the long line of
early and more recent research on the development of cultural
landscape with regional emphasis. Its central topic is the histo-
rical geography of settlement. It is completed by extensive
cultural and natural geographical aspects in order to achieve the
most thorough coverage possible. The principally greater impor-
tance of natural factors for rural agrarian societies in former
centuries has to be recognized, although completely relyingupon
natural deterministic ideas is to be avoided. When the agrarian
population was exclusively dependent on natural fertilizer and
the fields produced only three to four times more than the seed
sown, when the transportation of agricultural products over long
distances was only profitable in special cases, when agriculture
primarily served as self-support, the production in rural areas was
less determinated by large-scale economic mechanisms than we
are used to today. An overall greater influence of natural data on
the rural society can in many areas clearly be read in the sources.

Earlier, mostly native historical investigation of the Sou-
thern Bavarian Forest, however, only shows low interest in the
questions and contexts of historical geography. There are several
reasons why studies made until the 30s and 40s of this century
only exceptionally satisfy today’s scientific demands. The au-
thors repeatedly declare themselves to be just interested amateurs
without any special professional education; they are residents of
the area, but only exceptionally see the archivalia they refer to
because most of them have never been in the distant cities of
Landshut, Munich or Linz. Furthermore, they are partially ideo-
logically blinded (e.g. as to the question of German or Czech
colonization of the Bohemian Forest), so that they have lost sight
of their actual topic and framed mere hypothesis. Up to 1945,
there were only few authors who claimed to be historically
orientated investigators of the sources or confirmed experts of
the geography of that region. Another lack which could not be
compensated with up to now is the limitation of the examined
areas by political frontiers. That is why the level of research
concerning the Bohemian, German and Austrian parts of the
research region is still different today. Especially more important
research and publication projects such as the Historic Atlas of
Bavaria – however merited they are in other respects – come up
against their conceptionally motivated borders.

In order to compensate this deficit of research so far, our
studies of the genesis of settlement follow an interdisciplinary
way of thinking generally used in historical geography with the
reconstruction of earlier settlements. Here, escpecially philolo-
gical, archeological and historical methods have been applied
rather than scientific or technical methods, since in those fields

only few results have been presented so far. Information achieved
by geographical means such as old maps drawn by hand, ancient
maps from the land-register, hints from the ground have been
handled very carefully. Additional important facts have been
drawn from archivalia. Thus – combined with the results of other
disciplines – a substantiated academic description of the genesis
of settlement can be given. Moreover, the author felt the urgent
necessity of proving the reliability of the results found in diffe-
rent earlier studies. Only in some cases hypothetical contexts had
to be referred to, as exactly verified causalities were not at hand.

The present study which is subdivided into three temporal
cross-sections first turns to present-day settlements which began
in 1618, when the villages of Leopoldsreut, Herzogsreut and
Schwendreut were founded. The process of the colonization of
the backwoods which had been crossed by only few trade routes
in former times, and which is very well documented in the
sources can be precisely detailed. That is why the latest of the
three phases of settlement is to be found at the beginning of the
study. As to the other two cross-sections which are less well
documented, the author repeatedly refers to the results of that
third phase. For this reason, it also plays an important part in the
forming of a longitudinal section by connecting the cross-sec-
tions.

For formal reasons concerning the typology and administra-
tion of the territory, the author distinguished three regional parts
of the backwoods. From 1618 to 1786, 21 settlements altogether
developed in the district of Wolfstein. It could be proved that
before the beginning of the colonization the sovereign organized
it according to exact principles based on his mercantilistic eco-
nomic theories and his aim to secure and widen the territory.
Only five settlements were formed in irregular loose shape; all
the others show regular lines following the strict orders of the
sovereign. During the starting period, mostly one- or two-lined
linear settlements with strips of field bordering directly on the
farms were established. After further woodland had been turned
into arable land, the isolated strips of field in the wilderness
developed into complex strips of field. This type of development
shows that the sovereign’s economic conception of the commer-
cial use of the forests’ which was opposed to his settlers’ inte-
rests, had failed. When the projected sums from the sales of wood
were by far smaller than expected, it was inevitable that the colo-
nists rather preferred agriculture despite the unfavourable clima-
tic conditions. Annathal is a good example of the development of
a village and fields resulting from this fact. From a social point of
view, the increase of arable land led to a concentration inside the
settlements. Linear settlements with one row of farmsteads tur-
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ned into ones with two rows, which means that the newly created
economic possibilities were not used for the economic consoli-
dation of the settlements. In order to secure their existence, the
farmers had to turn to additional commercial activities which can
be observed in all the villages. Because of a deficient agricultural
basis and their restricted rights of use, the population must
unexceptionally be counted among the rural lower class.

The so-called New World refers to that part of the back-
woods which extends the modern-times colonization area of the
district of Wolfstein towards the south-east, and today borders
on the Czech Republic and Austria. That region which was also
part of the bishopric of Passau was released for colonization in
1668. As there were no mercantilistic or territorial aims, its
colonization was not bound to the plans of the sovereign. It
developed without any area planning. Only after decades, a dense
area of scattered settlements was formed. Since grassland far-
ming was predominant and the yield of grain trade was not
sufficient, commercial activities – mainly weaving – were es-
sential there. The New World is a typical example of the deve-
lopment of different forms of colonization on the same territory
at the same time and of comparable economic and social structu-
res.

The third part of the modern colonization area is situated on
the Bohemian side of the borderland of the former dominion of
Krummau (Ceský Krumlov). There – for outspoken economic
reasons and on repeatedly changing conditions – not only regular
settlements with one or two rows of farmsteads, but also irregular
scattered settlements were founded. Only on the Bohemian side,
the sovereign had been able to encourage the commercial activi-
ties of the population in order to provide them a sufficient
income. Howewer, there was no development of strips of farm-
land close to the farm or readjusted block fields, because the
settlers, own property remained extremely limited.

The area that was developed between the 13th and 15th

centuries is a narrow strip of land only few kilometres wide,
situated between the backwoods and the area of earlier coloniza-
tion. It is located at an altitude of 500 to 800 metres in moderate
relief, run through by a dense net of small waters. Compared to
the backwoods, this area had a distinctly better climate, so that
farming could be the basis of agricultural activities. Thanks to
written sources, the settlements partly are very well documented,
especially within the zone of the Book of Hals (Halser Salbuch)
dating from 1395.

Among the different territories and administrations, the
area surrounding the modern town of Freyung is dealt with first,
followed by the district of B rnstein in the vicinity of Grafenau,
the rim of the plateau of Wegscheid, and the area around Jandels-
brunn. This nearly continuous strip of colonization land is situa-
ted in front of the heights of the backwoods.

There is a strikingly wide formal uniformity in the typology
of all 13th to 15th century settlements. Except for a few individual
settlements – most of them commercial establishments (such as
mills) – all the other group settlements count as linear settlements
or green villages with so-called Hofackerflur. Their uniformity is
a result of systematical colonization; as the area had been
unsettled before, its colonization only seemed possible with
regard to the agricultural and ecological conditions. The great
importance of farming as it had been common in the Middle Ages
could only be preserved by special benefits and privileges gran-
ted to the settlers.

Whether a settlement was planned and built as a linear
settlement or a green village was neither dependent on the locator

who directed the construction, nor on changing regional prefer-
ences. A comparison with other areas of colonization of the same
period shows that green villages were generally known and could
principally be transferred anywhere. It is particularly remarkable
that they were not only common within limited territories and
administrations, but also beyond them. That is why there must
have been another reason for the decision whether or not to build
a linear settlement or a green village. Exact analysis of all
individual cases proves that the landscape surrounding green
villages (slightly undulating relief with wet source basins) or
linear settlements (regular, inclined relief with marked slopes) is
distinctly different.

The formation of the farmland remained uninfluenced by
the choice of the type of settlement. The so-called Hofackerflur
proved to be quite a flexible solution easily adaptable to the
conditions of the country. According to the analysis of historical
geography, the size of about 20–22 acres (8–9 ha) of original
farmland is comparable to that of other colonization areas. This
has also been confirmed by systematical colonization during the
13th to 15th centuries. Permanent meadows covering about 40%
of the open land and representing an important part of the
farmland from the veterinary point of view are found in humid
areas or on the edge of the forest (about 30% of the district).

Such wide homogenity also applies to the social structure,
at least as far as the starting period is concerned. The homogene-
ous class of the first settlers was formed by the rural population
(rural middle class). Only in the course of time distinct differen-
ces depending on the economic development of the farms occur-
red. However, the rural class (58%) prevailed up to the 19th

century. The highly differenciated rural 19th century society is
indeed very well documented.

The earliest part of the colonization area is recognized as a
high-medieval area of settlement. It covers the southern part of
the field of investigation between the River Danube and the
systematical settlements of the late Middle Ages. Settlements
founded in the early Middle Ages or in the period of the Bavarian
conquest of the country could not be proved there. But the area
near the River Danube had already been colonized before the
Hungarian attacks in the 10th century, although it had to be given
up temporarily because of the confusions of war. The develop-
ment of the country at the beginning of the 11th century finally
formed the basis of the modern pattern of settlement. Noble
families from the regions south of the River Danube penetrated
into the Bavarian Forest in the course of the 11th century and first
built a loose net of settlements there. The earliest parishes are
examples of such development. They are located in places of
favourable climate and soil in the slightly wavy front parts of the
forest at an altitude of 440 to 600 metres. The Lonsdorf Urbar (a
proprietary book written about 1250) provides an excellent do-
cumentation of how quickly colonization advanced within about
200 years.

As a result of backdating methods and analysis of the
historical geography, individual farms and small group settle-
ments can be regarded as the original forms of settlements. Both
types show striking adaptation to ecological conditions. Gene-
rally localities at the transition line of humid and dry ecological
systems were chosen for colonization which are especially fa-
vourable to agriculture and greenland farming. In most cases, the
division of the lots into blocks is predominant with individual
farms, whereas group settlements often show multi-sectional
complex fields (Gewanne) with meadows neighbouring the
farms (Hofwiesen).
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Because of inland colonization in the late Middle Ages and
early modern times, the small hamlets concentrated more and
more. Irregularly grouped settlements with multi-sectional com-
plex fields developed in several places. But also new settlements
were founded, though only in marginal second-grade positions,
i.e. on promontories or steep hills. The concentration of the
settlements during the high Middle Ages was accompanied by
an important change of social structures. The social classes
below the farmers had become stronger, so that the rural settlers
lost importance. Howewer, no significant desertion of the settle-
ments could be found in that area. In the sources, any loss of
ground is documented as being negligible.

The growing importance of the settlements that had special
administrative and commercial functions is a typical sign of
development since the high Middle Ages. Parishes and church
estates as well as small markets show characteristic social struc-

tures different from the rural villages. Professions there were
highly specialized; their representatives belong to the accessory
rural class, since they have almost completely broken away from
agriculture. Apart from this area of earliest colonization, no
other genetical subsection of similar social variety (as a result of
differentiated development) can be found.

We can equally realize the three phases of development and
their specific characteristic marks in the neighbouring regions of
the Austrian M hlviertel and the Bavarian Forest. If compared
to Upper Palatinate Forest, Fichtelgebirge, Frankonian Forest,
Vogtland or Ore Mountains (Erzgebirge), we are able to see that
under aspects of the genesis of colonization, the field of investi-
gation can be integrated into the line of other low mountain
ranges the Bohemian Basin is surrounded by. Even regional
differences which can be recognized easily don’t permit any
doubt about the general correctness of this concept.
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