
THE COSSACK REVOLT  - 1648-49

Southern Poland, known today as Ukraine, was the frontier which
separated Poland from the Turks and the Tatars to the south and east. This
region is largely a plain, and therefore provides no natural barrier. The
country was sparsely populated with runaway serfs who had escaped from
their masters in the north. At the end of the 15th century the Polish
government organized these wild tribesmen into military companies for the
purpose of border defense. They were henceforth called Cossacks, from a
Turkish word meaning free men, adventurers. The Cossacks were
ethnically related to the Russians and belonged to the Russian Orthodox
Church.

As Poland expanded into the fertile Ukraine, and its lords took
possession of its plains, the Ukrainian peasants were heavily taxed and
exploited by their Polish overlords. The ill feeling between the two classes
was exacerbated by the religious and ethnic enmity fostered by both
groups. Very often Jews would administer the Polish landlords’ estates.
The Jews then became identified with the oppressors, especially as they
were responsible for collecting the exorbitant taxes. The ill will generated
by this was further augmented by the hatred borne against the Jews
because of their race and religion.

In the early revolts of the Cossacks (1591-93, 1630) the Jews were not
singled out as targets for revenge. But in a later abortive revolt (1637)
some two hundred Jews were killed. In 1648 a Cossack leader, Bogdan
Chmielniki (c1595-1657) forged an alliance with the Tatars of Crimea. The
banner of revolt was now raised throughout Ukraine. In the initial battle the
Cossacks defeated the Poles. Chmielniki allowed his bandits to pillage, rob,
and murder at will. The victory-crazed Cossacks - egged on by Russian
Orthodox priests who urged them to put the infidels to the sword, both Jews
and Catholics - ranged over Ukraine, bringing desolation wherever they
roamed. The Jews were given the choice to convert or be killed. Since they
largely refused the first option, they were massacred by the thousands.
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Men, women, and children were subjected to the most gruesome tortures
and death. On the 20th of Sivan the Cossack bands took the town of
Nemirov and butchered its 6,000 Jews, among them the aged and revered
rav of the town, R. Yechiel Michel.

In the year 1651 the Poles finally defeated Chmielnicki, but this did not
end the unrest. Rather it hastened the demise of the Polish republic. The
Cossacks formed an alliance with Russia, Poland’s old enemy, and began
a thirteen-year war which would ultimately result in the dismemberment of
Poland a century later. In 1654-55 the Cossacks, together with their
Russian allies, mounted an attack on Lithuania. They then began to
butcher the Jewish population with great cruelty. When the Cossack hordes
reached Vilna, the center of Jewish life in Lithuania, Duke Radzivil fled
together with his army, leaving the city defenseless. On the 23rd of
Tammuz, 1655, almost the entire Jewish community fled the town. Those
who had prepared horses and wagons for themselves loaded them with
their wives and children. Those that had not prepared fled on foot, taking
their belongings and small children on their shoulders. The Cossacks killed
45,000 people on this day and burned Vilna for seventeen days.

Meanwhile Sweden, under Charles X, taking advantage of Poland’s
weakness, swooped into the embattled country from the north, and
conquered significant portions of it. The fleeing Jews suffered heavily from
this further escalation of warfare. The Swedish army then imposed heavy
taxes upon the unfortunate Jews. Thus ended a glorious era for Polish
Jewry. It would be a long time until the Jews would re-establish themselves
and their communal organizations in Greater Poland.

The Cossack revolt with its attendant massacre of the Jewish masses
and destruction of entire Jewish communities, had a deep impact on the
course of Torah scholarship. The old, orderly and structured kehillah and its
institutions were shattered. The big and prestigious yeshivos were closed,
and learning began to assume an individualistic character. Young men
would learn in the local Beis HaMidrash, largely unaided, and yeshivos,
where they existed, were small study groups assembled by the local rav or
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another scholar. Nevertheless, Torah scholarship somehow managed to
survive. Great Torah personalities emerged, but few mentors are
mentioned in their works. It would not be until the 19th century that the
yeshivos again began to flourish, first in Lithuania, and later in Poland.
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