
THE JEWS OF MID-17TH CENTURY POLAND

When the Jagello dynasty died out, in 1572, the more powerful nobles
refused to permit another family to establish itself as hereditary rulers. They
preferred to elect a king. Before electing one, they made sure that he would
have as little power as possible. As a result, each one of the great Polish
landowners became in reality almost independent in his own territory, while
the king became merely a figurehead. The Polish state became weak and
defenseless. With no permanent central authority, it became a prey to the
jealousies and rivalries of its important families. The Polish parliament also
suffered from a distortion of democracy - any member could veto a project
even if everyone else voted for it.

Worst of all was the terrible injustice done to the peasants of the
south-eastern province, known as Ukraine, situated between the Dniester
and the Dnieper rivers. The population of this territory was Greek Orthodox,
while Poland was Roman Catholic. The Ukrainians considered themselves
Russians, and they looked upon their Polish landlords as conquerors. They
loved the freedom of the steppes, while the Poles held them as serfs tied to
the soil. Frequent rumblings of rebellion were heard, which the Poles put
down with great cruelty. Sooner or later, trouble was bound to come.

The Jews of Ukraine

Each of these factors in the condition of the Polish state affected the
Jews. As the central government became weaker, the Jews were left to
the mercy of the propaganda carried on by the lower clergy, and to the
malice of the townsmen. The Jews of the towns in Poland proper found it
increasingly difficult to earn their livelihood. The large landowners, however,
were able and willing to protect the Jews who settled in their territory.

A system developed whereby the Jews would either rent the vast farms
of the landlords, or become resident overseers. The Polish noble,
immersed in politics or pleasure, would go to Paris or to Warsaw, living on
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the money squeezed out of the peasants by means of the Jewish overseer.
The nobleman was interested only in his income. The Jewish population
scattered over Ukraine was left exposed to the hatred of the peasant. The
Jew may have sympathized with the Ukrainian peasant more than with his
pleasure-loving landowner. But he had to do what his employer demanded.
The Ukrainian peasants therefore associated the Jews with the hated
Poles.

A petty officer of the local Ukrainian forces, named Bogdan Chmelnitzki,
seeking revenge for a personal injury by a Polish noble, ran away across
the Dneiper River into land as yet unconquered by the Poles. There he was
welcomed by the free-roaming, hard-riding, quarrelsome Ukrainians, known
as Cossacks. The Cossacks were always ready to go on a marauding
expedition into Poland. Chmelnitzki was able to unite their quarreling clans.
He also succeeded in entering into an alliance with the Tatars who ruled
over the Crimea and some land between the Black and Caspian Seas.
Chmelnitzki announced that he would invade Poland in order to free the
Ukrainians, and avenge their cause against the Poles and the Jews.

The decade beginning in 1648 was for the Jews of Poland what the 14th
century had been for those of Germany. However, Poland now held more
Jews than Germany two centuries before had, and the Jews of Poland had
fewer protectors. Because of the weakness of its central government, many
months passed before Poland could organize an army in the field, and
even then treachery and disunion were rampant. The Chmelnicki hordes
and their Tatar allies penetrated deep into Polish territory before they were
stopped and turned back.

In the meantime, the slaughter of the Jews went on in southern and
eastern Poland. The first to meet their death were those living as overseers
on Polish estates. They were alone and cut off from any means of escape.
Those Jews living in larger communities were better able to protect
themselves. Together with local Poles they fought off Chmelnitzki as long
as they could. But without military aid, the civilian population could not
withstand the siege and attack. Then the slaughter would begin,
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indiscriminate of Poles or Jews. Sometimes Christians of the towns thought
they could purchase their own safety with the blood of their Jewish
neighbor. But the Polish population was spared no more than they had
spared the Jews. Many Jews peferred to surrender to the Tatars, who were
infinitely less cruel than the Cossacks. The Tatars were satisfied with just
selling their captives into slavery. Three years passed before comparative
peace was returned to ravaged Ukraine. At that point those Jews who had
fled were able to return.

Poland’s difficulties did not end with the retirement of Chmelnicki across
the Dnieper. The weakness of the country attracted other conquerors.
Those provinces which had escaped the Chmelnicki horrors, because they
did not lie in the path of his march, now had their turn of terror and
martyrdom. Lithuania was invaded by the Russians, so that the rising
Jewish community of Vilna was scattered. The Swedes, on the other hand,
who attacked from the north, acted in a more civilized nature. They even
protected the Jews against the gangster elements within the Polish
population. The result was that when some years later peace was
re-established, the Poles accused the Jews of having been in league with
Sweden. The pogroms, from which they had been saved by the Swedes,
were now unleashed upon them by the Poles, their own neighbors.

When after ten years of war Poland had expelled all its enemies, it had
an opportunity to take stock of its losses and make sure that its enemies
would not again be attracted by its weakness. The Poles, however, did not
learn from their period of national horror. They again fell back into internal
disunity which was to cost Poland its life a century later. At the end of these
ten years, the Jewish community of Poland re-established itself, but the
Jews never regained their prior strength. At least 100,000 of them had
been killed, and the rest were left impoverished.

The Council of Four Lands could hardly raise the taxes imposed by the
government, let alone help the homeless and starving to resume a normal
life. The vast number of orphans who had to be fed by the various
communities alone presented an appalling task. The Council had to borrow
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money in the name of the Jewish community for the next one hundred
years. Large numbers sought refuge in Western lands going as far as
Holland, England, and the Alsace region of France. Gloom and a sense of
hopelessness weighed down the next generation in Poland, exceeding
similar feelings of the German Jews of that age who had just gone through
the Thirty Years’ War. The study of Kabbalah and its practical applications
as taught by the Ari z’l seized hold of the Jewish mind, particularly in
southeastern Europe and Poland.
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