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| Jews, Money and Society in the
Seventeenth-Century Polish Commonwealth:
The Case of Krakow

by Gershon David Hundert

J.
|

Thé linchpin of Jewish “foreign policy” in pre-modern times was the forging of
alliances with the crown or with tlie highest authority in the state.! This general rule,
however, was not appropriate during the period of the Polish Commonwealth
becanse of the strength of the centrifugal forces in that polity. The central issue in
the history of Jewish political strategy in Poland was the response of the Jews to the
gradual decentralization of political power and its concentration in the hands of the
nobility, particularly the great magnates. The ability of the Jews to forge alliances
with the Polish nobility was essential to the Jews’ security. Their relative success ac-
counts in significant measure for the relative peace in which Polish Jewry lived. This
is the larger issue underlying the question to be explored here, namely: whether there
were significant accumulations of capital in the Jewish communities of the Polish
Commonwealth, Examples will be drawn, in particular, from the Jewish community
in Krakow. ‘ ‘

The story of the Jews in Krakow has been told ably by Meir Balaban, the dean
of Polish-Jewish historians before World War 11.2 A significant portion of what
follows is based on his work and on a reexamination of some of the sources he used,
particularly the records of the court of the Judge of the Jews (Judex Judaeorum) for
the years 1620-1649.7 Thus, Balaban’s monograph, it is hoped, will be supplemented
by returning to these data with questions framed in ways different from those of the
great Galician historian. .

The assumption that there were significant accumulations of capital in the
Jewish communities in Poland has been made frequently. Such assertions seem to
be based largely on a reasonable analysis of the social and legal situation of the Jews
in the Polish Commonwealth. Christian merchants (both Poles and assimilated
foreigners), who accumulated capital could invest their funds in the most secure of
all properties: land. Eventually they might have been ennobled, and in this way their
capital would have left the market place. For Jews, this path was closed; ennoble-
ment was impossible. Thus, their capital would have remained liquid and would
have accumulated. A class of powerful and wealthy financiers, such as the so-called
Court Jews of Central Europe, would have arisen.?

Though these inferences may seem warranted logically, they are not supported j
by the sources. There were some successful Jewish merchants in Poland during the
seventeenth century, and, despite the precariousness of commercial enterprise in
that period, a few succeeded in bequeathing substantial legacies to their children.
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Only rarely, however, did a family succeed in retaining its wealth and prominence
for more than three generations.® There were virtually no important accurnulations
of capital among seventeenth-century Polish Jews, and no individuals who ap-
proached the level of wealth, power, and influence of the Central European Court
TJews. The exceptional cases, such as Becel of Zélkiew, were a few arendars (lessees)
in Ruthenia and the Ukraine.” :

' It may be that the Central European Court Jews are a key to understanding this
situation. In the overland trade with the West, a dimension of Polish international
commerce which came to be dominated by Jewish merchants by the end of the
seventeenth century, the Polish trade-balance concurrently became progressively

- passive. Thus, Polish merchants trading in Leipzig or Breslau often had to obtain
goods either in exchange for precious metal or on the basis of instruments of credit.
Perhaps Polish-Jewish money, like Polish money in general, was traveling West, All
this is offered tentatively in the absence of systematic research on the broad question
of the relations between the Court Jews and the Jews of Poland.

In any case, in Poland, the capital with which Jewish merchants and traders
purchased their goods was generally lent to them or invested with them by noblemen
and, to a lesser extent, by clergy and church institutions. Often too, commercial
credits were extended by wealthy Christian merchants and bankers. Sometimes these
funds came to individual merchants indirectly through the intermediacy of the kahal
(Jewish communal government); direct transactions, however, were more common.

Isaac Jakubowicz (ben Jacob) was one of the wealthiest Jewish merchants in
Krakow during the first half of the seventeenth century. He was known as Reb Isaac
Reb Yekel’s after his father who was also a prosperous merchant. In an alliance
characteristic of the age, Reb Isaac’s wife, Breindel, was the sister of Rabbi
Abraham Rapoport (1584-1651), the wealthy yeshivah-head in Lwow. An elder of
the Krakow kahal almost continuously from 1608 until his death in 1653, Reb Isaac
was also an officer of the Council of Four Lands. His career was crowned in 1644
when he founded a synagogue which bore his name.?

During the eight year period (1641-48), operating together with his son,
Moses,® Reb Isaac obtained loans and credits from non-Jewish sources of over
180,000 Polish zloties. There were 15 transactions, the average size of which was
almost 12,500 zloties. Most of the creditors were noblemen. In 1641, for example,
there were loans of 10,522 zloties from Piotr Zbijewski, wajsk (militia commander)
of Krakow: 45,300 zloties from Ferdynand Myszkowski, starosta (sheriff) of
Grédek; and 20,000 zloties from Wladyslaw Lubowiecki, later marszalek (marshal)
of the Sejm,!° S :

Samuel Jakubowicz was another wealthy merchant, though he operated on a
somewhat smaller scale than Reb Isaac to whom, incidentally, he was not related.

‘During almost the same period (1640-47), often acting together with his brother,
Michael, and son, Jacob, Samuel Jakubowicz incurred liabilities to non-Jews of

over 50,000 zloties. Most of their creditors were noblemen, too, notably members of :
the famous house of Bonar.!? .

The records of the court of the Judge of the Jews in Krakow preserve a long list -
of other Jewish merchants who received large loans or substantial ¢redits from non-
Jewish sources. A tabulation of all loans of 1,000 zloties or more extended to Jews in
the vears between 1636 and 1648 as recorded in this source shows that thirty Jewish
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zloties in sixty transactions.!® Of this amount, 64,8 per cent (259,777) came from
noblemen in thirty-four transactions; 27.3 per cent came from burghers in twenty-
two transactions; 4.8 per cent came from the clergy; and the balance (12,100) from
other Jews, The pattern of obtaining capital from non-Jewish sources, and par-
ticularly from noblemen, then, applied to virtually every leading Jewish merchant in
Krakow during the first half of the seventeenth century.

- Owing to the nature of these records, loans or credits supplied by Jews to non-
Jews were not noted. Rather, they would have been registered in the records of
whatever court had jurisdiction over the debtor, In the early 1620s though, there was
a partial exception to this rule.

' In 1620, Jan Teczynski, the Wojewoda (Palatine) of Krakow, reissued an order,
apparently first promulgated several years earlier, that all loans on pledges or pawns
made by Jews be recorded in the books of the Judge of the Jews.' This edict seems
to have been followed with some care between the years of 1618 and 1624, After that
time the number of reg1stered transactions fell off markedly, Of the twenty-cight
paWHbrokers who appear in these records for the years 1618 to 1624, one of the most
active was Lewko Markowicz. He was a textile merchant and an elder of the kghal
from 1621 until his death in 1640.'* Markowicz registered fourteen loans over the
seven-year period, totaling more than 5,000 zloties.'$ At the same time he borrowed
at least 20,000 zloties from non-Jewish sources.!” He may have lent even more
money on the basis of promissory notes. In any case, of Markowicz’s loans, only
three were for more than 300 zloties. At least in the area of pawnbroking, an activity
pursued by virtually every Jewish merchant during this period, the loans were
generally for consumption (as opposed to production) and usually for relatively
small amounts. Another pawnbroker, Shirhon MoyZeszowicz, registered twelve
loans between 1620 and 1624, the total value of which was 393 zloties.!® Abraham
‘Maly registered thirteen loans betwen 1619 and 1623 with a total value of 850
zloties. 1%

Although pawnbroking was clearly less significant as an economic activity of
Jews than trade, its importance in the life of the poorer segments of urban society
has probably been unjustifiably minimized. In the small town of Belzyce in the
Lublin department, for instance, Jews were fairly extensively involved in money-
lending and. pawnbroking in small amounts.?? Proof that these pursuits were still
significant in their proportions in the middle of the seventeenth century lies in the
fact that Jewish money-lending activities, that is, the practice of borrowing large
sums at low interest from noblemen and then lending out smaller amounts at higher
interest rates, elicited complaints in the dietines.?! Nevertheless, Jews clearly bor-
rowed much more money than they lent.

Janina Morgensztern tabulated the credit operations of the Jews in Zamogé
during the seventeenth century.?? She found that the Jews borrowed almost four
times as much from noblemen as they lent to them. Jews borrowed almost fifty
times as much as they lent to clergymen.2? In the case of burghers the difference be-
tween loans and credits was slight but it increased in the course of the century so that
between 1675 and 1699 Jews borrowed more than three times as much as they lent.
The largest loans were for the purpose of trade, and in many cases these were ob-
tained from Christian merchants. In all, Jews in Zamo$é borrowed forty per cent
more money than they lent. Morgensztern also showed that a like situation prevailed
in Krasnik, while Raphael Mahler reached similar conclusions in his study of the
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Jews in Nowy Sacz.2¢ Jewish money-lending activities, then, did not indicate the
presence of accumulations of capital. '

" Sebastian Miczynski provides a fairly accurate, though hostile, and somewhat
exaggerated picture of the activities of Jewish merchants; he repeatedly emphasized
in his tract the use of credits obtained from non-Jewish merchants by Jews, 23

. » whoever forms partnerships with Jews by selling them goods on credit should know
that he will always suffer losses, Do you not know that no one who trades or forms part-
nerships with Jews can truly make a profit? . . . If you are taken in by the sincerity of a
Jew, only betrayal and fraud await you. . . .

Not long ago, under the leadership and at the instigation of a Krakow Jew, Feivel, 1261
they obtained credit and borrowed large sums at fixed interest on notes from merchants
in Gdansk, and thus defrauded those merchants, especially Dutchmen, of 300,000 zloties.
In Elblag, they also caused losses to the local merchants of 100,000 zloties. Recently in
Lublin and Jaroslaw they acquired various textiles on credit from honest Englishmen for
200,000 zZloties, cheating and impoverishing them. An Elblag merchant, Akraga, who
formed a partnership with the Gdansk burgher, Henryk Durauff, when he began to trade
in textiles, had 100,000 zloties of his own. But the Jews did not leave them with him long.
They wheedled him into releasing goods to them, promising to pay cash . , . . Since he en-
joved a good credit standing, he obtained merchandise from other merchants and
delivered it to the Jews as well. In this way he lost not only his own money, but that of
other merchants as well, to the tune of 600,000 zloties, all of it to Krakow and Poznan
Jews . . . . Other Gdansk and Elblag merchants such as Ginter,[?77 Just, Marcin, Halip,
Reizner, 28! and Pulner!?®! have also suffered great losses. ‘

Who can count the many merchants in Poznan, Torud, Lublin, Wilno, Sluck,
Mohilew, Kiev, Luck, Lwow and other cities in the Crown and in the Ukraine who have
been defrauded . . . . Ezdrast39 and his sons have defrauded merchants from Nuremberg,
Venice, Wilno, and Mohilew of several hundred thousand zloties . . . . The Jew, Jonah,
and his three sons acquired sable, lynx, beaver and squirrel pelts worth between 10 and
20,000 zloties on credit from merchants in Lublin, but when the time came to pay at the
Swiateczny fair, the Jews escaped to Podolia where they administered villages, tariffs,
and liquor rights . . . . Jacob Cymerman, 3! burgher and councilman of Krakow, gave
them goods on credit . . . and lost 20,000 zloties. Kasper Gutyter,!32! burgher and coun-
cilman of Krakow—the Jews took textiles and hardware from him on credit and im-
poverished him . . . . And did not Amenda, Marcin, and Flauzer lose several tens of
thousands of zioties? Not to mention Paul, Paszwanek, Ginter, Mosamera, Hendryk
Maier, . . . and other long time Krakow burghers and merchants who were impoverished
when they were cheated of large sums of money by the perfidious Jews, We have recent
examples of the Jews’ double dealings. The honest Pawel Sternacki of Krakow extended
credit to them . . . and lost 12,000 zloties. His son, Jan Pawlowski of Kazimierz, who still
lives here in Krakow with his father, lost 1,200 zloties to the Jew, Wloch, 231 who spends
his time revelling and sowing wild oats in Luck. The Jew took Pawlowski’s money and
fled, This may be confirmed in the court records there. Lewek Skrupski, . . . the Krakow
Jew, took cut lynx furs from Stanislaw Chodowicz!*# worth several hundred zloties and
sold them but claimed they had been lost . . . . Krzystof Rezler the elder, and his son,
were tricked out of 10 to 20,000 zloties, Similarly, Ignacy and Woyciech Krzemien . . . eX-

. tended credit to Jews . . . and lost 4,000 zloties. A like fate befell Pawel Raczkowski and
Matys Jasczurkowié who lost several thousand zloties . . . . The sons of the doctor, the
Jewish elder,!#s! and Jacob Bochenski went bankrupt and as a result many gentry and
burghers of Krakow who had lent them large sums of money were harmed, and the late
Andrzej Olesnicki lost much.

We look further at Jewish roguery and fraud. A certain Breslau merchant, being in
need, borrowed from Jews . . . Jakiel and Bocian,!2¢! archrogue Jews of Krakow, per-

suaded him to write several notes [membrany] and then they did the following: Jakiel,
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knowing that this merchant whose name was Panota had good ‘credit standing, ap-
proached Pan Wizemberg!3”! with one of the notes winning from him goods worth several
thousand . . . . With the other notes he approached other merchants such as Atlimaier,
from whom he took goods worth between one and two thousand, [and] Leber Endrys,
Kondrad, t3#! Jarczyny, Widerman, Thomas Dixon,#%! Jan Groszyk and Marcin Taifel, (401

The text includes the names of more than thirty Christian merchants of Krakow,
Gdansk, Elblag, and elsewhere from whom, Miczynski claimed, Jews obtained
credit and then defaulted on their debts. In a substantial number of these cases it is
possible to confirm that people such as Reizner in Gdansk and Stanislaw Chodowic,
Jan Wiesemberg, and Thomas Dixon in Krakow, as well as Marcin Teufel of
Breslau, did have dealings with Jewish merchants. The specific incidents mentioned
by Miczynski do not appear in the sources, and clearly many of the details, especial-
ly the very large sums mentioned in the first half of the passage, must be dis-
counted. Nevertheless, the point is clear: Miczynski was attacking a widespread
practice. By citing a series of incidents in which, he claimed, Jews failed to pay their
debts or defrauded their creditors, he was attempting to persuade merchants to
abandon their trust in Jews. Perhaps, since his pamphlet is addressed to the
delegates to the Sejm, he hesitated to criticize the nobility in the same way. ‘

In fact, of course, the major accumulations of capital in the Polish Com-
monwealth were in the hands of the nobility.- They, even more frequently than
burghers, invested substantial sums with Jewish merchants. Often Jewish com-
munities themselves were the recipients of such loans or investments.¢! The Krakow
kahal borrowed almost 190,000 Polish zloties in the years from 1640 through 1648.42
It is important to emphasize the dates because they show that this indebtedness
could not have resulted from the costs of reconstruction in the aftermath of the mid-
century wars. Of the total sum (189,262), 76 per cent came from noblemen, 23 per
cent from burghers, and there was one loan of 2,000 zloties from the J esuits of St.
Peter and St. Paul. During the same period, the liabilities of the Poznan kaha!/ to-
taled about 400,000 zloties. Of that amount, 8 per cent came from clergy, 35 per cent
from burghers, and 53 per cent from noblemen.*?

The kahals commanded greater credit than any individual Jew because they
were “public bodies endowed with the right of taxation,” and “institutions enduring
through generations despite business cycles,”#* Certainly, creditors sought safe and
stable sources of income; indeed, sometimes the loan agreement took the special
form of a wyderkauf which specified that the principal was to remain permanently
in the possession of the debtor, who obligated himself to pay interest indefinitely.
That particular type of loan was more common toward the end of the seventeenth
century and during the eighteenth century; it was generally made by clergymen or
monasteries. ‘

In 1666, the Lublin kahal received a wyderkauf of 5,000 zloties.** In 1680, the
elders of the “synagogue” of Belzyce recorded a debt of 120 zloties to Father Woj-
ciech Iwanski of the Beliyce church which they received “for all time as a
wyderkauf.” In 1695 the same community received a wyderkauf of 300 zloties from
Wojciech Stanislaw Radomski, Canon of Lublin.#¢ In 1715 such loans comprised
eleven per cent (5,500 zloties) of the total debt of the Opatow kahal.*” Loans of this
type were sometimes obtained by individuals as well. Grants from the clergy and
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¢hurch institutions did not always take this form. In 1655, Josef Wlochowicz of
Krakow owed the Carmelite Order of that city 10,629 zloties plus interest.4® In any
case it would seem that clergymen and clerical institutions became significant
creditors of Jewish communities only late in the seventeenth century. Prior to that
time the field belonged almost exclusively to the nobility and, to a lesser extent, to
‘wealthy merchants,
Within the community, the close ties of certain Jews to powerful noblemen and
! wealthy Christian merchants, and the ability of these Jews to obtain loans and
_ credits from these sources would have buttressed their positions in the kaha! leader-
~ ship. Further, although the kahals closely supervised all loans accepted from gentiles
~ by individual Jews, by receiving the funds collectively the communal elders ensured
for themselves even greater control over the economic life of the community. In
other words, this extension of the kahal’s activities placed control of substantial
amounts of capital in the hands of the wedlthy oligarchy which held office in the
community. It is unfortunate that no record of the disposition of these funds has
survived. Nevertheless, it seems most unlikely that such substantial amounts were
borrowed merely to meet the fiscal needs of the community, at least during the first
half of the seventeenth century,

Sometimes, wealthy Jews lent money to the kahals or to supercommunal in-
stitutions.#® The motives of Reb Isaac Reb Yekel’s in lending over 30,000 zloties to
the Poznan kaha! were likely the same as those of non-Jewish investors. This debt,
incidentally, had been outstanding for some time when the Council of Four Lands
ruled in 1647 that Reb Isaac had the right to resort to “the Courts of the Gentiles” to
force payment, which he subsequently did.’® In 1655 the wealthy arendar, Israel
Nosalczyk, lent 10,000 zloties to the “land” (galil) of Chelm.! Similarly, Jews ap-
peared in lists of creditors of the QOpatow kahal in 1715 and 1723, but the amounts
owed them are three and seven per cent of the total respectively. 52 The significance
of loans or investments by individual Jews in the kahals was thus rather slight.

During the second half of the seventeenth century there was a gradual change in
the financial situation of the kahals which reached critical proportions during the
¢ighteenth century. They borrowed more and more often for purposes other than
the supply of funds and credits for commercial purposes. Funds were sought to meet
interest payments on earlier loans, or the costs of recovery after the wars at midcen-
tury and at the beginning of the eighteenth century, and also to provide for the in-
creasing number of homeless and impoverished Jews. Not only individual com-
munities but the supercommunal bodies also began borrowing to meet their obliga-
tions. In 1688, for example, the elders of the region of Lublin borrowed 2,000 zloties
from Franciscus Wolanowski specifically to meet their tax obligations.’* Loans
taken by the Courcil of Four Lands from Breslau merchants during this period are
well-known.#* During the second half of the seventeenth century the kahals were
further burdened by the need to meet the obligations of a growmg number of
defaulting individuals.ss

Defaults could result from a variety of causes, but if they were precipitated by
some misfortune (such as fire or robbery), it was possible for influential merchants

~ to obtain royal moratoria on their debts. For example, when the bankruptey of the
Krakow banker, Robert Forbes, occurted, no fewer than 187 Jews were indebted to
him; that is, they had used his letters of credit. The consequences were disastrous,

) _ S,
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particularly for Meir [zaakowicz who had notes valued at 34,000 zloties. He was
granted royal moratoria in 1699 and 1700.5¢

These moratoria freed the debtor from his obligations for a specified period,
generally a year or a year and six weeks; some were evenl renewed for a second year.
Only a very few such moratoria are known to have been granted to Jews during the
first half of the seventeenth century, but between 1658 and 1700 no fewer than 76
Jews in; Krakow alone received them, some on two O mMOre occasions.?? It appears
that a certain Fajbysz Lewkowicz of Wodzislaw received moratoria on five different
occasions between 1658 and 1669,%8 o :

Royal moratoria were not always reliable protection against creditors. The
same Fajbysz Lewkowicz obtained one in July of 1661, yet in September of the same
year the king ordered the kaha! of Krakow to use its offices to apply pressure on
Lewkowicz because he owed the Breslau merchant, Ernest Baltazar, 4,166 zloties.*®
Similarly, when Wilhelm Orsetti, the wealthy Krakow merchant, offered to lend
100,000 zloties to the Roval Treasury of Jan Kazimierz in 1654, the king ordered the
cancellation of all moratoria insofar as they applied to Orsetti’s debtors, “first of all
to his Jewigh debtors in Krakow, Lublin and Lwow,”®? . : ,

Despite such arbitrary actions, Jewish merchants persisted in seeking and
obtaining these moratoria. Generally, they applied to all debts regardless of the class
of the creditor, though occasionally debts to the nobility were excluded.®' Regula-
tions for the Jews of Krakow issued by the Wojewoda, Stanslaw Potocki, in 1659 in-
cluded a provision instructing that royal moratoria be strictly observed. Apparently,
the royal seal was not always effective as protection against creditors.52 Moratoria
could also be issyed sometimes by lesser officials, such as Wojewodas.é* Also, dur-
ing the second half of the seventeenth century, royal moratoria were granted at times
to kahals.®* ‘ ‘

When the circumstances of the debtor made it impossible for him to obtain a
moratorium from the king or a lesser official, he renegotiated the loan or declared
bankruptcy. Therefore, the kahals and the Council of Four Lands evolved elaborate
and harsh provisions for bankrupticies.** Among these was the requirement that the
bankrupt person swear a solemn oath before the open Ark of the Torah stating that
he was, in fact, without resources. Similarly, his wife had to make such a declaration
before the beadles of the community. All his property was seized by the elders to be
sold within six months for the benefit of his creditors. A ban was pronounced
against him in the synagogue and he, his wife, and his children were required tc be
present. If he failed to surrender his property or was otherwise recalcitrant despite
the ban, he might have been jailed by the community for periods ranging between
eight and thirty days. The bankrupt person might be placed in the stocks (kuna) at
t+he entrance to the synagogue for three days prior to his imprisonment. If hehelda
position in the kahal he was immediately removed from office, and, even more
severely, he lost the “right of settlement” in his community. These provisions applied
to persons who were without funds because of business losses. If someone could not
pay his debts because he had expended large amounts to provide dowries for his
children, he was treated as a thief and subject to imprisonment for a year.58

A rabbi recorded his opinion early in the eighteenth century that, “pnowadays,

because of our sinfulness, bankruptcies are widespread and the regulations on
bankruptey of the [Council of Four] Lands are not observed.”’ The implication is
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that the regulations were enforced in earlier times. In any case, the procedures
outlined were clearly intended to deter fraudulent claims of bankruptcy which might
have had serious consequences for the community as a whole. Even legitimate
bankruptcies might have reduced the credit available to the community. Further,
despite royal edicts warning against the practice, the kahals were often held respon-
sr.ble for the debts of defaulting Jewish individuals.s8

Declarations of bankruptcy or even simple defaults could have serious con-
sequences not only for kahal officers but for other members of the community as
well, Jewish merchants were sometimes arrested at fairs because of the debts of
others from their town.s® The defaulting debtor himself faced not only communal
sanctions but also the wrath of his creditors. Royal edicts of 1633 and 1658 which
forbade Christians who had monetary claims against Jews to resort to threats, coer-
¢ion or violence were reflections of the dangers which awaited those who could not
pay their debts.”’® A contemporary responsum contains the story of a Jew who fled
the country because he could not meet his obligations and traveled to Amsterdam
where he assumed a different name. He lived there until it seemed to him that suffi-
cient time had elapsed, whereupon he returned home.”! This example may be
somewhat extreme, or may simply concern larcenous behavior, but it does illustrate
the apprehensiveness of the defaulter,

Jacob ben Samuel, rabbi and head of the yeshivah of Sandomierz at the end of
the seventeenth century, was confronted with the following question: “The ruler of
the city wished to imprison a certain Jew because of a money matter. Is it permissi-
ble for him to flee the ¢ity to a secure place on the Sabbath, and save himself . . .
since this was not a situation in which he was in mortal danger?”7? The problem here
-was whether the discomfort of imprisonment at the hands of the ruler of the city was
of sufficient weight to warrant desecration of the Sabbath. Clearly, the questioner
believed the debtor’s life was not in danger. Nevertheless, the violence of the age
should not be minimized. Physical abuse was used from time to time to persuade
reluctant debtors to honor their obligations. Further, it was of paramount concern
to a merchant to protect his good name. If he became known as a poor risk he was in
danger of losing his livelihood.”?

When a merchant defaulted on a debt, the creditor could also resort to the
courts, often at a fair, and have the goods of his debtor seized and, sometimes, the
man himself imprisoned. For example, Lewko Joelowicz had his goods impounded
by Pawel Celery at Torun in 1659.74 Jews were not always on the receiving end of
these actions. Wolf Bocian of Krakow had a note for 12,000 zloties issued by Daniel
Wichman, a Gdansk merchant who had moved to Krakow. In 1625 Bocian’s agent,
Michalski, militia commmander (wojsk) of Lublin, disagreed with Wichman’s agent
over the rate of exchange of the thaler at the Lublin fair. The Jewish merchant’s
agent had all of Wichman’s goods impounded when no agreement could be reached.
Wichman sued Bocian for 100,000 zloties as compensation for the loss,”s

Still, these were rather extreme procedures, to be followed when no com-
promise was possible. Rabbi Mordecai Jaffee (1530-1612) remarked that merchants
continually obtained long extensions, “making compromise after compromise.”’6
Thus, when the records, notes, and goods of the prominent merchant and “citizen”
of Opatow, Mendel Josefowicz, were seized after his death in 1707, four mamrans
or bills of indebtedness were found. Two were for periods of twelve years, one for
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nipeteen, and the fourth for twenty-three years.”” Ben-Sasson attributed these prac-
tices to the “optimism of the enterprising,” who expected to turn profits exceeding
the costs of such long-term loans.”® The rate of inflation during that period, though
it cannot be calculated with precision, was extremely high. '

In sum, credits and loans obtained from non-Jews formed the basis of the com-
merce carried on by Polish Jews during the saventeenth century. There is no
evidence of large reserves of capital within the Jewish community. No Polish Jew
became banker to the king. Jan Kazimierz, in need of cash, turned to the Krakow
Italian merchant, Wilhelm Orsetti, as mentioned earlier. Ladislaus 1V owed more
than a million zloties to the Gdansk merchant, Jerzy Hewel,”® To be sure, there were
Jews with financial links to the Polish crown. The Sephardi, Daniel Abensur, for ex-
ample, was “Resident von Konig Johann Kasimir” in Hamburg and, along with
Daniel Levi, performed similar services for Jan Sobieski.t¢ Behrend Lehman of
Halberstadt had close ties to August II, but he was not a Polish Jew and his position
was the result of the same conditions which facilitated the rise to prominence of
other Court Jews in Germanic lands, in this case, Saxony.®!

Thus, what characterized the commerce of Polish Jewry during the seventeenth
century was the widespread and intensive use of long- and short-term credits and
loans by individuals and firms of merchants. More, because the the degree to which
their community was organized, they were able to mobilize larger credits through the
kahals than might otherwise have been available. The majority of this capital, as has
been shown, was obtained from noblemen. The fact that the Jews were the pro-
prietors or managers of a portion of the wealth of the nobility must have contributed
to the security of the Polish Jewish community, albeit a security born of
dependence.t?
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in Cases Concerning Jews], pp. 3-7 (CAHJP, HM 2974). .
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